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On June 16, 2015, Donald Trump launched his Presidential campaign with great fanfare and 
his press conference presaged the vitriolic campaign that he subsequently conducted in pursuit of  
the Presidency. That announcement provided ample evidence of  his durable capacity for the self-
promotion that had defined his career as a national media personality with his own television show. 
Beyond the display of  his talent for self-promotion, Trump emphasized two central campaign 
themes in his announcement – bigotry directed at Mexicans and other Latin American migrants; 
and, his open contempt for, and his willingness to disparage, the American political class in his 
speech.1 The intemperate tone of  his remarks reflected the observation of  Richard Hofstadter:

We are all sufferers from history, but the paranoid is a double sufferer, since he is afflicted not only by the 
real world, with the rest of  us, but by his fantasies as well.2 

The day after Trump announced his candidacy, June 17, 2015, Dylan Roof  killed the pastor 
and eight other members of  the Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in Charleston, 
South Carolina who were engaged in a mid-week Bible study session. Roof  was apparently of  
the view that his actions would be able to trigger a race war.3  In effect, Roof  - like Trump - was 
“a double sufferer” – in the language of  Hofstadter - and his profane fantasies resulted in the 
desecration of  the sacred sanctuary that the church represented for members of  the African 
American community in Charleston. 

The coincidence of  Trump’s announcement and Roof ’s heinous crime were signals of  an 
emerging crisis of  the American political system. It was evident that racist and xenophobic rhetoric 
and racist-motivated violence had again moved to the center of  American national politics and 
across generations. Roof ’s cold-blooded act of  murder was both traumatic in the moment - and 
revelatory of  the depth of  racial hatred that has often found a safe harbor in American political 
culture. It was also a window into the imagination of  a younger generation of  Americans who 
have been influenced by the persistence of  the ideology of  white supremacy that has been a facet 
of  American life and culture for several centuries.4 

On the other hand, Trump’s rhetoric defined the spirit of  his Presidential campaign and 
his commitment to destabilizing the American political system. His campaign was thereafter 
systematically infused with currents from the basket of  bigotry - racism, misogyny, religious 
discrimination, and xenophobia – that has contributed to the shaping of  American social and 
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political life. The overt use of  bigoted rhetoric - both heated and subtle; the deliberate provocation 
of  an atmosphere of  fear and anxiety around election campaigns; and threats of  violence by and 
to political candidates have been recurrent features of  American politics. Trump adopted that 
complex mix of  intimidatory tactics allied with a vitriolic dose of  misogyny articulated in the 
orchestrated chants of  “lock her up” directed at his opponent, Hillary Clinton, during the rallies 
he organized over the course of  his 2016 campaign.5 

Trump’s strategy in 2016 was also shaped by the contours of  the electoral platforms adopted 
by Republican candidates since Richard Nixon’s successful 1968 Presidential campaign. Nixon 
had embraced the “Southern strategy” through which the former Democratic/segregationist 
stalwarts from the South - Strom Thurmond, Jesse Helms, and their allies - switched their 
considerable popular support in the region to the Republican party.6 For these Southern leaders, 
leaving the Democratic fold to join the ranks of  the Republican party was a demonstration of  their 
profound disappointment that arose from their disagreements with the Democratic Kennedy-
Johnson administrations that had enacted major Civil Rights Legislation - including the Voting 
Rights Act of  1965. These reforms were designed to bring the Southern states into compliance 
with the efforts to move America away from the discredited “Jim Crow” regime, which had 
been institutionalized over the American landscape after the Plessy v. Ferguson decision of  
the Supreme Court in 1896. The Plessy decision opened the path to the diffusion of  a culture 
of  racial segregation and policies of  political oppression directed at racial and ethnic minorities 
- underpinned by both random and organized violence that deprived minority voters of  their 
voting and other citizenship rights. 

In 1964, the Barry Goldwater campaign had provided an early signal of  the Republican party’s 
shift towards the Southern strategy in the Goldwater presidential campaign platform. In an astute 
commentary on the platform the New York Times adverted to the long-term significance of  the 
Republican party’s strategy in the 1964 campaign: 

In its fundamental rejection of  progressive Republicanism, the Goldwater platform is neither forward-
looking nor conservative. On the contrary, it gives a new and reactionary look to the G.O.P. It is ominously 
radical in its willingness to break with all that is good about the past, and it is dangerously reckless in its 
demand for measures that will exacerbate differences and conflicts at home and abroad.7 

Nixon’s strategic realignment of  the Republican party in the 1968 campaign was the platform 
upon which Republicans pivoted to emerge as the champions of  political, economic, social, and 
“racial” conservatism following the processes of  political and constitutional reform that had 
gained ground after the Brown v. Board of  Education in 1954. The strategy was also – in a more 
profound sense – a repudiation of  the Eisenhower administration in which Nixon had served as 
Vice President. President Dwight Eisenhower in 1957 confronted a challenge from a Southern 
Governor, Orval Faubus in Arkansas when the latter attempted to derail the desegregation of  
the High School in Little Rock. Eisenhower sent troops to Arkansas to ensure that Faubus would 
accept the authority of  the United States Supreme Court and its Brown v. the Board of  Education 
decision of  1954. Eisenhower’s action was a signal that he was prepared to endorse a gradual 
approach to implementing educational desegregation. 

The Little Rock crisis was also an evocation of  the memories of  the American Civil War 
and Reconstruction when the Federal government sent troops into the South to protect African 
Americans from Confederate retribution. It was a decisive precedent that set the stage for 
Eisenhower and his successors to use military force to rout segregationist opposition to the 
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Brown decision. Just as important, Eisenhower’s action occurred in the centennial year of  the 
Scott v. Sandford decision of  the United States Supreme Court which had stipulated that people 
of  African descent were not considered as eligible citizenship under the American constitution. 
That decision was one of  the catalysts for the eruption of  the American Civil War in 1861.

In 1957, President Eisenhower also signed the Civil Rights bill passed by Congress which 
established the Civil Rights Division in the Justice Department. It was the first major federal 
Civil Rights legislation promulgated in the 20th century. The bill authorized federal officials to 
prosecute efforts by individuals who sought to deprive another citizen of  his/her right to vote. 
In addition, the 1957 legislation established a six-member Civil Rights Commission to which 
was delegated the responsibility to investigate allegations of  voter infringement. In effect, the 
Eisenhower administration had adopted a bipartisan approach at the federal level to the issue of  
civil rights - in collaboration with Democrats under the leadership of  the Senate Majority leader, 
Lyndon B. Johnson. Further, in 1957, Vice President Nixon had attended the independence 
celebrations of  Ghana and in a report to President Eisenhower on his trip to Africa, Nixon 
indicated that – “We cannot talk equality to the peoples of  Africa and Asia and practice inequality 
in the United States.”8  In effect, in 1957, the Eisenhower administration was placing the authority 
of  the Executive Branch behind the Supreme Court’s unanimous decision in 1954 to articulate in 
constitutional terms the relationship between equal access to education and citizenship equality.

Eleven years later, the 1968 election campaign for the Presidency provided the opportunity 
and context for Richard Nixon to shift his ground. As the New York Times had anticipated in 
1964, the Republican platform for the Goldwater campaign against President Lyndon Johnson 
had opened a major ideological rift within the Republican party which followed the defeat of  
Nelson Rockefeller from New York - the most prominent advocate for the Civil Rights struggle 
within the Republican party.  Goldwater’s triumph over Rockefeller represented a major shift 
in the center of  gravity in the Republican party.9 Thereafter, the Republican party’s leadership 
(except for Trump in 2016) has been selected primarily from the American West which provided 
validation for Nixon’s 1968 Southern strategy for the realignment of  American politics.

In effect, in his 1964 campaign against Johnson, Goldwater had initiated the Republican 
efforts to court segregationist voters and other conservatives who were uncertain about and/or 
hostile to the Civil Rights movement.10  Before the 1964 election, the domestic backlash against 
the Civil Rights struggle and political polarization had intensified amid the assassinations of  
Medgar Evers and President Kennedy in 1963. Later, the murder of  Malcolm X in 1965 and 
the assassinations of  Martin Luther King, Jr. and presidential aspirant Robert Kennedy in 1968, 
deepened the levels of  polarization that thereafter consumed American political life. Thus, by 
1968, American politics was trapped in the vortex created by the escalating conflicts over efforts 
to move beyond the centuries-long tradition of  human inequality that had sanctified the system 
of  slavery, racist oppression, and the politics of  compromised citizenship over the course of  
American history since 1776.

Nixon’s victory had vindicated his decision to limit his enthusiasm and support for civil rights 
and the alliance with Southern segregationists that allowed the Republican party to win the White 
House.11 The 1968 election thus represented the Republican party’s shift from its status as the 
party of  Abraham Lincoln to that of  the party of  Richard Nixon and the Southern strategy – a 
strategy that paid signal dividends in terms of  the Republican electoral fortunes thereafter. 

In 2016, Donald Trump strategically embraced both the Nixon Southern strategy of  1968 
and the rhetoric of  rage popularized by the anti-establishment segregationist Democrat George 
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Wallace who also ran for the Presidency in 1968 under the banner of  his personal campaign 
vehicle - the American Independent Party.12  Nixon’s campaign strategy in 1968 had allowed him 
to split the Democratic party along regional lines and to limit the appeal of  George Wallace’s 
crude racist platform on the national stage. Trump’s presidential campaign in 2016 was based 
upon the utilization of  the rhetoric of  political polarization and his targeting of  the first African 
American President – Barack Obama - as the cause of  “American decline.” That critique allowed 
him to advance the claim that he should become the President who could “Make America Great 
Again” by embracing the legacies and rhetoric of  both Richard Nixon of  California and George 
Wallace of  Alabama.

The Nixon-led Republican political realignment of  1968 was followed in the 1970s and 1980s 
by the emergence of  the “Moral Majority” which included conservative Protestant and Catholic 
communities that moved to embrace the Republican party after the 1973 Roe v. Wade decision on 
abortion.13 Further consolidation of  the growing conservative movement was temporarily disrupted 
by the 1974 resignation of  Nixon in response to the impeachment proceedings. However, Jimmy 
Carter’s single term (1977-1981) was defined by the increasingly conservative tenor of  American 
politics that would ultimately open political space for a reinvigorated Republican party. In 1980, 
Ronald Reagan emerged as the unifying figure around which these conservative communities - 
both religious and secular - coalesced to win the Presidential election in that year.14  

The Reagan conservative “revolution” had arrived and one of  its major priorities was 
a commitment to shrink and redefine the New Deal state that had emerged from the Great 
Depression and the Second World War under the leadership of  the Franklin D. Roosevelt and 
Harry Truman led administrations. The key achievements of  the New Deal state had included 
the expansion of  the powers of  the federal government to engineer a multi-decade program 
of  sustained economic growth, the expansion of  the national education system, and increasing 
innovation in agricultural, industrial, and commercial development.

Reagan and his colleagues were very interested in reversing some of  the changes that had 
been introduced by the New Deal state, including limiting the power of  labor unions which 
had become a powerful constituency within the Democratic party.15 In effect, after almost five 
decades (1932-80) of  Democratic domination of  American politics the Reagan administration 
marked a Republican return to the pursuit of  a politics of  deference to oligarchic privilege that 
had defined America in the early 20th century. During that era, the Teapot Dome corruption 
scandal had rocked the Republican Warren G. Harding administration and, later in that decade, 
the Republican President Herbert Hoover had overseen the economic collapse that morphed into 
the Great Depression which led to two decades of  Democratic administrations. 

Dwight Eisenhower’s two-term administration (1953-61) marked a brief  revival of  Republican 
fortunes. His tenure was defined by his moderate conservatism, his support for education and 
science as platforms for American economic and military innovation and dynamism during the 
Cold War era, and his public willingness to respect and champion the principles and precedents 
of  American governance including respect for the courts. 

Nixon’s focus upon foreign policy and his partnership with Henry Kissinger which covered 
the negotiations to end the Vietnam War, the opening to China, the search for détente with 
the Soviet Union, and confronting the escalating tensions in the Middle East arising from the 
Palestinian turn to armed struggle and Israel’s escalating conflicts with its Arab neighbors – had 
burnished his reputation during his Presidency. However, his evident lack of  scruple triggered the 
Watergate scandal and his resignation in 1974 during his second term tarnished the Republican 
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brand.  Despite his embrace of  the Southern strategy, Nixon was careful to maintain a pragmatic 
stance on the need to remedy the historical disadvantages confronted by the African American 
community and was recognized as a key advocate for “affirmative action” as a policy to expand 
opportunities for American minorities.16 

Given this checkered history of  Republican politics over the course of  the 20th century, 
Reagan presented himself  as a symbol of  Republican revival in 1980 and a champion of  American 
conservatism in economic, political, and religious-cultural terms. In the 1980 campaign, Reagan 
traveled to Neshoba County, Mississippi to launch his campaign with a speech on “States Rights” in 
an area where three civil rights activists - James Chaney, Andrew Goodman and Mickey Schwerner 
were slain by the Ku Klux Klan in 1964. Like his predecessor Richard Nixon, Reagan in 1980 
sought to reassure voters that he embraced the Southern strategy as integral to the Republican 
national platform. In his re-election campaign in 1984, he again traveled to Mississippi to reassure 
the South that it would rise again.17 

  However, the Iran-Contra scandal and the investigations into the conduct of  American 
foreign policy in the Persian Gulf  and Central America brought an end to the illusion of  Reagan’s 
ability to ensure the uncontestable dominance of  the Republican brand in American politics. 
Reagan’s Vice President, George H.W. Bush, was elevated to the Presidency in the 1988 election 
in the wake of  a virulently racist campaign - featuring “Willie Horton” - a convict who absconded 
and raped a woman – to cast his Democratic opponent Michael Dukakis as “soft-on-crime.” The 
coded appeal to racist hysteria in the 1988 campaign reflected the increasingly virulent politics of  
polarization that had been set in train by the Nixon campaign in 1968 and embraced by Reagan 
in 1980 and 1984. The success of  the Bush campaign in 1988 again demonstrated the political 
appeal of  the coded appeals to fear of  crime in the Southern strategy and again demonstrated its 
appeal as a default campaign strategy for the Republican party.18  

In 2016, Donald Trump enthusiastically embraced the Southern strategy to regain the White 
House for the Republican party. His decision to launch his campaign as a Republican candidate for 
the Presidency was completely logical in the context of  his history in real estate investments, which 
had included being investigated for housing discrimination in the 1970s. Given the Republican 
strategy of  mobilizing race for electoral campaigns, Trump’s personal history provided him with 
the bona fides needed to persuade the Republicans that his personal animosity and bigotry toward 
Barack Obama could be used to good effect in the 2016 campaign. Trump’s efforts to disparage 
Barack Obama was, and is, reflective of  the currents defined by both the appeal of  racist and 
xenophobic sentiment in American life – and which stand at the core of  the contemporary version 
of  the Republican party.19 

Those sentiments cannot be discounted from the calculus of  Republicans who accepted 
Trump as the Presidential candidate in 2016. Mitch McConnell, the Senate Republican leader, 
who had publicly announced in 2009 that he would aspire to limit Obama to a single term as 
President had sent a very clear signal that he was deeply uncomfortable with the reality of  an 
Obama presidency. McConnell had been elected to the U.S. Senate from Kentucky in 1984 - 
during the Reagan era - and his early political career was shaped by the Nixon-inspired realignment 
as well as his service in the Ford administration in the wake of  Nixon’s impeachment. In effect, 
McConnell’s career can be considered as evidence of  the durability of  Nixon’s political legacy.

As the current Senate Majority leader from Kentucky - a former slaveholding state - 
McConnell has evolved as a key player in maintaining the viability of  the Southern strategy’s role 
in building national Republican electoral coalitions. His role was magnified in recent months by 
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the control he demonstrated in ensuring that the trial that followed the impeachment of  Donald 
Trump by the House of  Representatives did not result in the removal of  Trump from office. 
Trump’s use of  racist and xenophobic rhetoric in his Presidential campaign was acceptable to the 
Republican party. On the other hand, the Republican party’s response to Representative Steve 
King, a Republican from Iowa who made a career of  making blatantly racist statements, was to 
discourage him from remaining in Congress.20 

For both McConnell and Trump, Obama’s Presidency was, it would seem, a powerful indication 
of  the growing appeal for a politics of  diverse representation that could move American politics 
beyond Nixon’s 1968 strategy that has helped to polarize American politics in recent decades. In 
that context, Trump’s announcement of  his candidacy in June 2015 may have provided McConnell 
and other Republicans with an opportunity to restore an alliance that had worked effectively in the 
cases of  Nixon and Reagan – Trump as a non-Southern candidate for the Presidency willing to 
campaign using the inflammatory rhetoric that has informed the appeal and politics of  American 
conservatism. Jeff  Sessions from Alabama, who was the first sitting Senator to endorse Trump’s 
presidential campaign, was selected as the Trump presidential campaign manager and that choice 
was a signal of  Trump’s embrace of  the Southern strategy as a cornerstone of  his campaign and 
his future administration. 

Donald Trump’s 2016 strategy thus followed the precedent adopted by his Republican 
predecessors – Richard Nixon, Ronald Reagan, George H. W. Bush, and George W. Bush – all of  
whom extolled Conservatism as a philosophy of  governance while exploiting covert and overt 
appeals to racist tropes in American life which could help to pave the way to the Presidency. 
In effect, Donald Trump’s victory in 2016 – after having won a minority of  the popular vote 
but a majority within the Electoral College – was but another successful demonstration of  the 
effectiveness of  the Southern strategy as a path to the Presidency embraced by the Republican 
party since 1968.21  

However, Trump’s campaign illustrates another phase in an evolving multi-decade crisis at the 
core of  American democratic culture and its institutions of  governance. In 1954, the United States 
Supreme Court delivered a relatively rare unanimous decision – Brown v. Board of  Education – 
which invalidated the legal justification of  segregated public education and clearly spelled out the 
reasons for so doing by asserting:

Today, education is perhaps the most important function of  state and local governments. Compulsory 
school attendance laws and the great expenditures for education both demonstrate our recognition of  the 
importance of  education to our democratic society. It is required in the performance of  our most basic 
public responsibilities, even service in the armed forces. It is the very foundation of  good citizenship. Today 
it is a principal instrument in awakening the child to cultural values, in preparing him for later professional 
training, and in helping him to adjust normally to his environment. In these days, it is doubtful that any 
child may reasonably be expected to succeed in life if  he is denied the opportunity of  an education. Such an 
opportunity, where the state has undertaken to provide it, is a right which must be made available to all on 
equal terms.22 

The Brown decision was a decisive refutation of  the separate but equal regime that had 
emerged out of  the Supreme Court’s Plessy v. Ferguson decision (1896). The Plessy decision 
had asserted the disingenuous proposition that racial segregation in public transport was not 
unconstitutional since: 

Legislation is powerless to eradicate racial instincts or to abolish distinctions based upon physical differences, 
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and the attempt to do so can only result in accentuating the difficulties of  the present situation. If  the civil 
and political rights of  both races be equal, one cannot be inferior to the other civilly or politically. If  one 
race be inferior to the other socially, the Constitution of  the United States cannot put them upon the same 
plane.23  

The Plessy decision assumed that “social inferiority” – caste by another designation – was 
outside of  the Constitution’s commitment to equality of  citizenship. In the unanimous 1954 
Brown decision, the Supreme Court asserted the principle that equality of  access to education 
offered the possibility of  citizenship equality for disadvantaged groups within American society. 
In effect, the Supreme Court was both explicitly repudiating the Plessy v. Ferguson decision and 
articulating an intellectual strategy for invalidating notions of  superior and inferior races within 
American life. 

This radical proposition within the American context emerged in a post-1945 environment 
where the United States confronted the paradox that Justice Robert Jackson – a member of  the 
US Supreme Court – had served as the Chief  Prosecutor at the Nuremberg War Tribunal which 
had passed judgments upon Nazi war criminals who had engaged in genocide. In addition, Chief  
Justice Earl Warren, - prior to his appointment to the Supreme Court - had been instrumental in 
organizing the internment of  people of  Japanese descent in camps in the United States during 
the Second World War. Against the immediate backdrop of  the wartime detention of  Japanese-
origin communities in the USA and the horror of  the Holocaust inflicted upon Jewish and other 
ethnic communities in Europe, it was evident that the United States would face scrutiny over its 
treatment of  its minority populations after the defeat of  the Nazi regime.

In the immediate aftermath of  the Second World War, the United States was also confronted 
by the report – An American Dilemma - on its domestic racial regime that had been compiled 
by a team led by the Swedish social scientist, Gunnar Myrdal. The report commissioned by the 
Carnegie Corporation was a comprehensive review of  American race relations which painted a 
damning picture of  the gap between the reality of  compromised citizenship for African Americans 
and the official rhetoric of  American championship of  democracy in the struggle against the 
Nazi and other Fascist regimes. In his Foreword to the report, Frederick Keppel of  the Carnegie 
Corporation stated:

When the Trustees of  the Carnegie Corporation asked for the preparation of  this report in 1937, no one 
(except possibly Adolf  Hitler) could have foreseen that it would be made public at a day when the place 
of  the Negro in our American life would be the subject of  greatly heightened interest in the United States, 
because of  the social questions which the war has brought in its train both in our military and in our 
industrial life. It is a day, furthermore, when the eyes of  men of  all races the world over are turned upon us 
to see how the people of  the most powerful of  the United Nations are dealing at home with a major problem 
of  race relations.24 

Keppel clearly understood that the Second World War and the American quest for international 
leadership would be evaluated within the context of  credible and serious changes in the American 
“Jim Crow” regime – given the Nazi regime’s murderous propensities on the issue of  “racial” and 
religious differences.

In sum, the Brown decision marked the opening of  an effort - led by the Supreme Court - 
to chart a new course for American life and its political culture. It was a decisive break, both in 
jurisprudence and official rhetoric, with the politics of  racial and citizenship inequality that had 
defined American life from its founding in the late eighteenth century. According to Judith Shklar:
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There is no notion more central in politics than citizenship, and none more variable in history or contested in 
theory. In America it has in principle always been democratic, but only in principle. From the first and most 
radical claims for freedom and political equality were played out in counterpoint to chattel slavery, the most 
extreme form of  servitude, the consequences of  which still haunt us. The equality of  political rights, which 
is the first mark of  American citizenship, was proclaimed in the accepted presence of  its absolute denial. Its 
second mark, the overt rejection of  hereditary privileges, was no easier to achieve in practice, and for the 
same reason. Slavery is an inherited condition.25   

The Supreme Court in 1954 had asserted an intellectual quality of  leadership that was a challenge 
to American political leaders. 

In effect, the Court had cut the Gordian knot of  compromised citizenship experienced 
by disadvantaged communities within the American body politic through the assertion of  the 
centrality of  education to “good citizenship.” In light of  the human costs and consequences of  
the American civil war which had resulted from the fundamental problem of  governing a society 
- “half-slave, half-free” - the Supreme Court in 1954 demonstrated the courage that was absent in  
the other two branches of  the political system. As a consequence, every President since Dwight 
Eisenhower has been expected to provide some level of  leadership to move American society 
beyond its long-standing legacies of  bigotry and the conundrum of  citizenship inequality in a 
quasi-democratic polity.

Donald Trump has decisively broken with that post-1954 tradition. His 2016 campaign 
rhetoric and his subsequent approach to governance have both reflected a commitment to 
revitalizing the politics of  citizenship inequality in American society. His willingness to publicly 
excoriate immigrants including Mexicans and Central Americans – as well as his targeted attacks 
on his Republican 2016 rivals Marco Rubio and Ted Cruz – has illustrated his efforts to stigmatize 
people of  Hispanic origin who now represent the largest ethnic minority community in America. 
These tactics were reminiscent of  the xenophobic sentiment that animated anti-Catholic and anti-
immigrant sentiment in the mid-19th and early-20th century eras in American politics. 

Trump also seems interested in retracing the footsteps of  Woodrow Wilson, the Democratic 
President who worked assiduously to ensure the consolidation of  the Jim Crow regime in the 
aftermath of  the 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson decision by the Supreme Court. Wilson’s enthusiasm for 
white supremacy was reflected in the White House screening of  the film The Birth of  a Nation 
– a film notorious for its role in legitimizing the anxieties and resentments of  the post-Civil War 
South.26  Wilson was born in Virginia in 1856 and grew up in the household where his father was 
a Presbyterian minister who served congregations in Georgia and South Carolina. He pursued 
an academic career and served as the President of  Princeton University before being elected as 
Governor of  New Jersey and became the President of  the United States in 1913. 

Wilson’s enthusiasm for the film was undoubtedly a reflection of  both his southern roots 
and his enthusiasm for the Jim Crow regime as a “Bourbon restoration” in the American 
context. However, his hosting of  the film in the White House may have also been a gesture 
aimed at repudiating Theodore Roosevelt’s invitation to the African- American notable Booker T.  
Washington to dine at the White House in 1901.27  

In the twenty-first century, Trump demonstrated a profound hostility to the idea of  an 
African-American President - Barack Obama in the White House – as another affirmation of  
“progress” in dealing with the tortuous politics of  race in American society. Trump’s anxiety 
about the issue was manifest during Obama’s tenure and he remains profoundly conscious that 
Obama’s Presidency will provide a benchmark for the evaluation of  his own tenure as President.
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Further, Trump’s campaign and his tenure since assuming office in January 2017 – including 
his early efforts to block citizens from Islamic countries being admitted to the US – reflected the 
emphasis upon expanding his commitment to religious discrimination. In turn, his disparagement 
of  the political class has been redirected specifically at the Democratic Party and the Republicans 
who have distanced themselves from his administration. As a consequence, Trump has consistently 
sought to erode the norms and traditions of  constitutional governance that have evolved since 
the founding of  the American state. In order to accomplish these goals, Trump has actively 
sought to expand the role and power of  the Presidency in the American constitutional order and 
his actions have led to his impeachment – though the Republican-controlled Senate has been able 
to block any effort to have him removed from office.28  

In sum, Trump has demonstrated a flawed understanding of  the constitutional order that 
had been created by the very sophisticated thinkers who designed the framework of  American 
governance as a federal republic. That system consists of  the three branches of  the federal 
government – the executive, the legislative, and the judiciary – and was designed to prevent the 
concentration of  power in any single branch that could undermine the self-determination of  the 
citizens. Further, the self-determination of  citizens is expressed through regular elections for both 
the Executive and Legislative branches which impose accountability upon the “would-be rulers” 
through the electoral process. In effect, representative government required the empowerment of  
citizens as electors and members of  the body politic who could serve as the ultimate mechanism 
for oversight of  elected officials – including the President – through the conduct of  regularly 
scheduled elections.

These fundamentals of  governance in the American Republic have proven to be remarkably 
resilient - as both process and principles of  governance - in the establishment and consolidation 
of  the American experiment in representative government. Originally conceived as a system of  
limited representation with suffrage reserved for citizens endowed with the right to vote based 
upon property qualifications, the American republic has evolved from an oligarchic system to 
one based – in principle – on universal suffrage in the second half  of  the 20th century with the 
passage of  the 1965 Voting Rights Act. The evolution of  the American political system from 
Oligarchy to Democracy has never been smooth and – in the contemporary context – it has 
entered a period of  dysfunction during which the contest of  oligarchy versus democracy has been 
revived in its most fundamental forms under the Trump administration. 

Trump’s 2016 campaign and his electoral victory based upon the loss of  the popular vote 
have informed his tenure since assuming office in January 2017. His early efforts at preventing 
citizens from Islamic countries from being admitted to the US expanded the realm of  his 
commitment to bigotry on the grounds of  religion. In turn, his disparagement of  the political 
class has been redirected specifically at the Democratic party through his efforts to defy and 
dismiss Congressional oversight.29 Trump has also sought to question the functioning of  the 
courts and law enforcement agencies, including the Federal Bureau of  Investigation. These 
provocative steps have illustrated his systematic efforts to erode the norms and traditions of  
constitutional governance and the role of  the Presidency in the American constitutional order. In 
effect, Trump has triggered a perception of  American democracy as an increasingly dysfunctional 
system and has sought to expand his discretionary authority at the expense of  the other branches 
of  government - including the Courts.

It is arguable that – in the American experience - the politics of  dysfunction serves as a 
precursor of  intense struggles over the future of  the society and the politics of  representation 
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therein. It is also important to note that the redefinition of  citizenship in American political 
life has been at the root of  the periodic dysfunction that has continually reshaped American 
politics and society. The American Revolution had changed the status of  the settlers in the British 
colonies – they had transformed themselves from subjects of  the British monarchy into citizens 
of  the American Republic. In the process of  creating the new Republic, the founding generation 
had established the centrality of  white male citizenship in the construction of  the political order. 

A powerful illustration of  the consolidation of  white male privilege is to be found in the 
correspondence between John Adams and his wife, Abigail Adams. 

In 1776, Abigail Adams famously pleaded with her husband to:

“Remember the Ladies” in drafting the nation’s new code of  laws. Warning him against putting “unlimited 
power into the hands of  the Husbands” because “all Men would be tyrants if  they could,” she promised 
that American women would “not hold ourselves bound by any Laws in which we have no voice, or 
Representation.” John Adams replied by telling her thanks, but he preferred male privilege: “We know better 
than to repeal our masculine systems.” The masculine systems established by the framers meant that women 
didn’t get the vote until 1920, still earn a fraction of  what men earn, and remain subject to a state asserting 
control over their bodies that it doesn’t assert over male bodies.30  

This validation of  the “masculine systems” set the stage for a constitutional order that ensured 
white male privilege and entitlement to citizenship as a right. This initial refusal to establish the 
right of  women to vote was confronted by the suffragette movement which mobilized women 
to organize petitions and protests to secure the passage of  the 19th amendment to the American 
Constitution in 1920. That amendment established the democratic right of  women to assert their 
citizenship rights by being empowered to exercise the franchise.  

However, as the 2016 Presidential election demonstrated, the fierce opposition to Hilary 
Clinton’s candidacy by the Republican party seems to have arisen, in part, from a desperate desire 
to prevent further challenges to the repeal of  the “masculine - systems” about which John and 
Abigail Adams had debated. Clinton was the first female candidate for President from one of  the 
major parties in America and it was evident that the tradition of  white male privilege faced its 
greatest threat from her candidacy – especially since Barack Obama had shattered the idea that the 
Presidency was an exclusive white male privilege. Obama won two terms in office and provided 
a quality of  leadership necessary to stabilize the economy after the reckless adventurism of  the 
Republican administration of  his predecessor, George W. Bush, whose tenure had paved the way 
to the most severe economic crisis since the Great Depression of  the 1930s. Obama’s electoral 
successes and his policy accomplishments have opened the door for debates about the need to 
open the pathways to the Presidency for all Americans – without regard to race and gender. 

 However, his tenure had also produced a backlash among sections of  the American 
population – including Donald Trump who has proven himself  to be a persistent critic of  Obama. 
The latter’s electoral success has further eroded the “legitimacy” of  the “white supremacist 
illusion” that has been a cornerstone of  American politics.  In a very perspicacious commentary 
about the possible future of  the young republican Thomas Jefferson recognized that the legacies 
of  history and its tradition of  citizenship inequality would weigh heavily on its future. In his 
Notes on the State of  Virginia (QUERY XIV, LAWS 1782), Jefferson had observed that:

Deep rooted prejudices entertained by the whites; ten thousand recollections, by the blacks, of  the injuries 
they have sustained; new provocations; the real distinctions which nature has made ... will divide us into 
parties, and produce convulsions which will probably never end but in the extermination of  the one or the 
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other race. To these objections, which are political, may be added others, which are physical and moral.31 

Jefferson’s observation about the long-term consequences of  slavery for American political 
life was very perceptive and his turn of  phrase reflected the acute sense of  psychological 
dislocation that had occurred in American culture through the practice of  “racialized” slavery. 
That psychological dislocation has continued into the contemporary context of  the 21st century. 
As a result, the election of  Donald Trump as President in 2016 with the support of  a Republican 
party dedicated to the politics of  privilege and citizenship inequality has again brought to the fore 
a crisis of  the American political order around the issues of  race and citizenship. 

Trump’s campaign and his naked appeals to bigotry to win the presidential election were 
unleashed against the backdrop of  the increasing diversification of  immigrants - from Asia, Latin 
America, and Africa - moving into American society.  The empowerment of  new constituencies 
through the expansion of  both voting rights and access to education that accompanied the Civil 
Rights struggle of  the mid-20th century and the immigration reform of  the 1960s has decisively 
shifted the trajectory of  American society. Over the next several decades, the USA will face the 
unprecedented challenge of  having to come to terms with the reality that it has a population that 
is so diverse that it may no longer be a white majority society.32 Instead, it is likely to become a 
society of  multiple minorities and the essentialism of  the ethos of  white supremacy that has 
hitherto defined American life will be a source of  continued tensions among some groups – a 
development that Trump and his eminence grise – Steve Bannon – exploited to great effect in 
the 2016 campaign.

Simply put, the dark shadows of  American patriarchy, religious bigotry, and white supremacist 
ideology and policies, have imposed a conundrum that has triggered dysfunction on several 
occasions across American history – the Civil War, the Jim Crow regime, anti-immigrant and anti-
Catholic sentiment, the Civil Rights Struggle, and a virulent culture of  misogyny - in American 
life from its founding.

In August 2017, the white supremacist march and disturbances in Thomas Jefferson’s 
“neighborhood” - Charlottesville, Virginia - was an ironic tribute to Jefferson’s perceptiveness 
of  the future of  American race relations. In this context, Dylan Roof ’s premeditated murder 
of  the black parishioners and their pastor in Charleston in 2015 was but a harbinger of  the re-
enactment of  the profound tensions around the politics of  white supremacy and citizenship that 
have animated American politics since the founding of  the USA. 

Trump’s presidential campaign had exacerbated and exploited the Republican hostility to the 
Obama administration and its success in restoring a semblance of  normality to American politics 
after the misadventures of  the George W. Bush administration. Since his inauguration, Trump has 
employed a strategy of  governance focused upon confrontation and partisan polarization in the 
effort to limit constitutional accountability in his exercise of  the powers of  the Presidency.33  A crisis 
point has already been reached and Trump has been impeached by the House of  Representatives 
which has a Democratic majority. Though the Republican Majority in the Senate has prevented 
his removal from office after a trial, it is evident that Trump remains a profound threat to both 
the American constitutional system and the tenuous stability of  the wider international system.

Against this backdrop of  domestic polarization and gratuitous confrontation at home and 
abroad, Trump’s foreign policy agenda of  “Making America Great Again” (MAGA) has given 
pause to European and NATO alliance partners, and produced a comic-opera suite of  summits 
on the strategic dilemma posed by North Korea’s nuclear and missile development programs. 
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Trump has also forced a confrontation on trade with China in a misguided effort to derail China’s 
rise as a global power. Other policy choices, including the assassination of  Qasem Soleimani - the 
brilliant Iranian strategist who forged a network of  alliances that has reshaped the dynamics of  
the Persian Gulf  and the Middle East - have become a catalyst for both short- and long-term 
instability in the Middle East and the Persian Gulf. In brief, the Trump presidency has projected 
an image and has adopted policies that suggest both incoherence and instability at home and 
abroad.

In the 21st century, the Trump administration and the Republican party seems to be struggling 
mightily to find an ideological rationale for the legitimation of  “white minority rule in the future.” 
The emergence of  an “apartheid-based” vision for a system of  representative government has 
been implicit in the Republican gerrymandering of  electoral representation since the 2010 
elections – two years after the election of  Barack Obama, the first African-American President.34 

The electoral victories of  that year provided the Republicans with control over redistricting in 
the majority of  states and also announced the arrival of  the Tea Party movement as a reactionary 
force in the Republican party and the wider arena of  American politics.

Trump’s rhetoric and policies have also exacerbated a long-term predicament for American 
politics – a crisis of  Presidential leadership. Every President since Lyndon Johnson has confronted 
crises (several self-inflicted) that have challenged the capacity of  Presidents to accomplish their 
goals. Johnson stepped into the quagmire in Vietnam and lost the election of  1968. Nixon 
conspired his way into Watergate and was forced to leave the White House due to leaks from 
the Federal Bureau of  Investigation. Ford’s truncated Presidency was marked by the unpopular 
pardon for Richard Nixon and the collapse of  South Vietnam leading to a humiliating American 
withdrawal from that country. Carter was overcome by the Iranian Revolution that opened a new 
era in the Middle East, the Persian Gulf, and South Asia as Islamic radicalism revealed its latent 
power.

The Reagan administration collapsed under the weight of  the Iran-Contra scandal that reflected 
the flawed strategies of  containment in dealing with non-European revolutionary regimes – a 
lesson that had to re-learned after the failure in Vietnam. George H.W. Bush confronted the 
recession triggered by the collapse of  the Savings and Loan Industry and a lack of  sufficient 
charisma to overcome the challenge from Bill Clinton – despite leading a coalition of  countries 
that reversed Iraq’s invasion and occupation of  Kuwait. Bill Clinton’s questionable judgment 
was revealed by the Rwanda genocide, his tentativeness in dealing with the disintegration of  
Yugoslavia, and the patent absurdity of  a President having an affair with a White House intern. 
George W. Bush was overcome by the decision to wage a War on Terror that exposed his lack 
of  perspicacity in foreign affairs and poor strategic decision-making in launching two wars in 
Afghanistan and Iraq. Obama faced the rise of  the insurgent Tea Party and the Republican 
party’s adoption of  its version of  anti-Reconstruction politics in the wake of  Obama’s election. 
Further, the Obama administration’s unfortunate decision to participate in the 2011 overthrow 
of  Muammar Gaddafi in Libya replicated the mistakes of  his predecessor in Iraq and contributed 
to the Republican campaign that derailed Hilary Clinton’s Presidential bid against Donald Trump.

This multi-decade crisis arguably had its origins in the assassination of  John Kennedy in 
November 1963 in the midst of  the growing challenge to white supremacy in American life 
that was mounted by the civil rights movement.35 The escalation of  the Civil Rights struggle 
had occurred in a context where America was waging war in Vietnam. After his predecessor’s 
assassination, President Lyndon Johnson - faced with a domestic crisis of  civil rights - expanded 
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the war in Vietnam as a way of  presenting himself  as a decisive President in the 1964 Presidential 
campaign. The Civil Rights Act was passed on July 2, 1964 and the Gulf  of  Tonkin resolution 
supporting the Johnson administration’s strategy of  escalating the war was approved on August 7, 
1964 – providing Johnson with the opportunities to demonstrate his command of  both domestic 
politics and foreign policy in the months preceding the 1964 election. Johnson’s use of  foreign 
policy to advance domestic agendas was not singular as Richard Nixon resorted to a similar tactic 
in the 1968 election campaign when he sought to portray Lyndon Johnson as an ineffective 
President:

And I say to you tonight that when respect for the United States of  America falls so low that a fourth-rate 
military power, like North Korea, will seize an American naval vessel on the high seas, it is time for new 
leadership to restore respect for the United States of  America. [Richard M. Nixon Presidential Nomination 
Acceptance Speech Republican National Convention Miami Beach, Florida August 8, 1968]36 

It is a profound irony that Donald Trump adopted as an early priority an initiative to devise 
a strategy for getting North Korea to dismantle its nuclear weapons program. This initiative has 
since been abandoned by North Korea – reflecting the reality that North Korea is no longer a 
fourth-rate military power and is quite capable of  withstanding American pressures. However, 
the negotiations were effective as a distraction from the harsh anti-immigrant rhetoric and 
xenophobic policies adopted by Trump amidst his failure to get the Mexican government to 
agree to build “the wall”- as he had rhetorically advocated in his 2016 election campaign. Trump’s 
diplomatic strategy towards North Korea has done little to create an image of  a hero in the White 
House – especially in a context where Kennedy had been able to negotiate the withdrawal of  
Soviet nuclear missiles in Cuba in 1962. 

Trump’s embrace of  anti-immigrant and racist rhetoric has become a defining characteristic 
of  his term in office and his personal appeals to bigotry recall the temper of  American politics 
prior to the outbreak of  the American Civil War. The electoral campaign and his tenure in office 
thus far have derailed American politics and created an image - and a powerful current - of  
democratic dysfunction. He has revitalized the anger that has infused American debates around 
race, immigration, and unequal citizenship which, in turn, has informed agonizing periods of  
American political life – including the Civil War, the Jim Crow era, and the Civil Rights struggle.

 In the contemporary context, it may be useful to return to the sagacity of  Abraham Lincoln 
in a letter to Joshua Speed, dated August 24, 1855:  

I am not a Know-Nothing. That is certain. How could I be? How can anyone who abhors the oppression 
of  negroes, be in favor or degrading classes of  white people? Our progress in degeneracy appears to me 
to be pretty rapid. As a nation, we began by declaring that “all men are created equal.” We now practically 
read it “all men are created equal, except negroes” When the Know-Nothings get control, it will read “all 
men are created equal, except negroes, and foreigners, and Catholics.” When it comes to this I should prefer 
emigrating to some country where they make no pretence of  loving liberty -- to Russia, for instance, where 
despotism can be taken pure, and without the base alloy of  hypocracy [sic].37  

Lincoln’s letter preceded the Brown v. the Board of  Education decision by almost a century and 
it signaled the intractable context within which the politics of  xenophobia and racial oppression 
paved the way to the Civil War. 

In effect, Trump, and the Republican legislators under the current leadership of  Mitch 
McConnell of  Kentucky have sought to push the boundaries of  Republican legitimacy through 
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the “Southern strategy” that had been effectively deployed by Richard Nixon in the 1968 
election. If  Nixon had discarded the nomenclature of  the Republicans as the party of  Lincoln 
by embracing Jesse Helms and Strom Thurmond in pursuit of  the White House, the current 
Republican Party - under the leadership of  Donald Trump and Mitch McConnell - has sought 
to refurbish the illusion of  white supremacy as the culture of  governance in American life. In a 
recent Washington Post column, the political scientist Angie Maxwell wrote:

“Understanding the full range of  the GOP’s efforts in the South since Nixon clears up any confusion as to 
how Trump, a man whose personal life seems to violate every moral precept avowed by most Southern white 
conservatives, secured their unyielding allegiance. Trump has wielded the GOP’s Southern playbook with 
precision: defending Confederate monuments, eulogizing Schlafly at her funeral and even hiring Reagan’s 
Southern campaign manager, Paul Manafort. Trump, in many ways, is no anomaly. He is the very culmination 
of  the GOP’s long Southern strategy.”38 

The possibility of  the polarization of  American politics was anticipated by the founding 
generation of  American leaders.39 It is arguable that the contemporary politics of  polarization 
under the Republican party has set the stage for a return to the policies of  the pre-1954 era in 
the 21st century and to reverse the momentum towards genuine democracy that was promised 
by the passage of  the Voting Rights Act of  1965. In 2013, the Supreme Court of  the United 
States decided the case Shelby v. Holder and invalidated the federal oversight of  states that had 
historically engaged in voter suppression. The Voting Rights Act of  1965 had established that 
practice to provide support for the right to vote as an index of  citizenship equality. 

As in the cases of  Dred Scott v. Sandford and Plessy v. Ferguson, the Supreme Court in Shelby 
County v. Holder has reasserted, in effect, the practice and principle of  compromised citizenship 
in American life as a constraint upon the politics of  effective representation for disadvantaged 
communities in American life.40 

In a pithy assessment of  the decision, the journalist Vann Newkirk II wrote:

Ignoring that deep racial disparities do still exist in every phase of  voting, especially in the precincts formerly 
covered by the Voting Rights Act, Roberts’s legal analysis boils down to the fact that preclearance was very 
effective in reversing disenfranchisement, so the country no longer needs it. In her dissent, Justice Ruth 
Bader Ginsburg pointed out the apparent paradox of  that reasoning, writing that “throwing out preclearance 
when it has worked and is continuing to work to stop discriminatory changes is like throwing away your 
umbrella in a rainstorm because you are not getting wet.41 

QUO VADIS AMERICA?
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