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Description 
 

Since the kick-off in 2015 of the last presidential campaign, a climate of fear 
and intimidation has dominated national life in the United States to a degree 
rarely seen before, poisoning our politics and reaching into our very relationships 
with friends, co-workers, and neighbors. 

 



Confronting Political Intimidation is about how this came to be, how we can 
see ourselves through it, but also why it is not likely to go away anytime soon.  

 
At the core of this political history is a larger U.S. public culture of 

intimidation and bullying in the workplace, media, and political arena that has 
been building for 30 years. It is not by chance that in 2017 the U.S. inaugurated 
Donald Trump, an openly authoritarian president who is an abusive CEO, 
capitalist folk hero, and Internet troll. 

 
The current harsh environment is a direct challenge to citizens and residents, 

especially those seeking to engage in progressive activism and party politics now 
and in the years to come. 

 
This short e-book offers a unique guide to the strategies and dynamics of 

contemporary political intimidation and public bullying: the dangers they 
present, the snares and traps that envelop their targets, and the lessons to be 
learned.  

 
In the end, it’s about shedding light on the dark side of contemporary national 

life in order to see beyond it. 

Praise for Confronting Political Intimidation 

“Donald Trump is a bully. His political power, his popularity with one segment 
of the American people and the dread he inspires in the rest, and his ascent from 
sleazeball entrepreneur to President of the United States, are all the fruits of a 
concerted campaign of intimidation and threat. Today, bullying is less a 
phenomenon of the schoolyard than of the corporate boardroom and workplace; 
and Donald Trump, the CEO folk hero, has taken it from there and made it into 
the central principle of American politics, society, and culture. In this book, 
Roddey Reid brings us the crucial missing piece of the puzzle of Trump: the way 
that his fear tactics have created a poisonous structure of feeling that is more 
deadly than any mere ideology.”  

 — Steve Shaviro, DeRoy Professor of English, Wayne State University 
 
“Deeply researched, conceptually sophisticated, and engagingly written, 

Roddey Reid's excellent new book makes an indispensable contribution.  If you 
want to understand the current moment of Trump in historical perspective--
and if, indeed, you care about the future of the USA--you will find Reid's work of 



great value.  His outlook is always realistic, and often grimly so, but never 
without hope.” 

 — Carl Freedman, author of The Age of Nixon  
 
"Roddey Reid’s Confronting Political Intimidation is an insightful diagnosis of 

how we got here, and a potent toolkit to secure a more hopeful future. Reid pulls 
together a wide range of under-examined material from corporate culture and 
popular media to source the dark currents now surging through American 
politics, and finds a fresh vocabulary for democratic renewal."   

 — Christopher Brown, World Fantasy Award nominee and author 
of Tropic of Kansas: A Novel 

 
“Roddey Reid shows that Trump mastered, but did not originate, the hyper-

tough entrepreneurial bully we see today. His book offers a convincing and 
important study of bullying as the link between austerity, hyper-wealth, and 
reactionary populism, and forces us to look again at the fabric of our everyday 
social relations and political choices. To begin to imagine a different kind of 
politics, to conceive of a more compassionate and knowledgeable society, and to 
put these goals in practice before it is too late, we need this book.” 

 — Jody Berland, author of North of Empire: Essays on the Cultural 
 Technologies of Space 

“Reid highlights in this slim volume the ways in which Trump’s behavior, and 
more importantly its resonance with American voters, is less the product of a 
personality disorders than an expression of the culture of bullying that has 
become prevalent in business, politics, and media since the days of the Carter 
stagflation. His nuanced but incisive analysis brings home the dangers posed by 
this sharp right-wing turn to American institutions and the need to confront it 
not with better electoral politicking but a deeper participatory democratic and 
more egalitarian socio-economic vision.” 

 — Gershon Shafir, author of A Half Century of Occupation: Israel, 
Palestine, and the World’s Most Intractable Conflict 

 
“Donald Trump has withered himself into an orbit of four basic cravings: 

maniacal lying (its gravitational influences infect the orbits of the other three), 
greed, revenge, and his hatching of apparitions, which lure society into feckless 
vintages of disintegration yet to be named: Roddey Reid, like a 21st century 
Kepler, traces the sources of these orbits and their vapors, which have already 
wobbled into the resetting of the Doomsday Clock.” 



 — David Matlin, novelist & essayist; author of Prisons inside the New 
America: From Vernooykill Creek to Abu Ghraib 

 
“If you have found yourself wondering how the President suddenly morphed 

from the commander-in-chief to the bully-in-chief, this is the book for you. The 
short answer: it wasn't so sudden. Reid expertly shows how the Trump 
phenomenon is the culmination of a decades-long history of transformations 
affecting not only national political discourse but rooted as well in arenas as 
diverse and pervasive as workplace culture, the neoliberal spirit of capitalism, 
and the culture of insecurity in the age of limitless war. Trump did not invent this 
"culture of fear and intimidation." His innovation is to have personified it, 
channeling its violence toward ever balder and harsher expressions. Confronting 
Political Intimidation is a wake-up call and a call to action in the name of a 
livable – and shareable – future.” 

 — Brian Massumi, author of Ontopower: War, Powers, and the State of 
Exception and The Power at the End of the Economy 
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My point is not that everything is bad, but that 
everything is dangerous, which is not the same as bad. 
If everything is dangerous, then we always have 
something to do. 

 
Michel Foucault 

 
That’s why this moment in history is so important. 
That’s why this group is so important. That’s why 
every one of the people out here is so important. The 
real question on the line today is, “Can democracy 
survive this? Can democracy fight back?” … Our only 
chance now, really—it’s us. That’s what we are down 
to here. 

 
Sen. Elizabeth Warren at Joyous Persistence Event, 

June 1, 20171 
  

                                                   
1 Michel Foucault, “On the Genealogy of Ethics: An Overview of Work in 

Progress.” Afterword, in Hubert L. Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow, Michel Foucault: 
Beyond Structuralism and Hermeneutics, 2nd ed. (Chicago, 1983), 231-32; 
Senator Elizabeth Warren, Joyous Persistence Event, San Francisco, 1 June 2017 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-CAKV1ZwoeM. Accessed 15 July 2017. 
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PREFACE 
Our Transformed National Life 

 
Have fear-producing mechanisms become so 
pervasive and invasive that we can no longer separate 
ourselves from our fear? If they have, is fear still 
fundamentally an emotion, a personal experience, or 
is it part of what constitutes the collective ground of 
possible experience? 

 
Brian Massumi, The Politics of Everyday Fear2 

 
This is an essay on how political intimidation and public bullying have 
transformed national life in the United States over the last thirty years and how 
this harsh environment constitutes a direct challenge to citizens and residents, 
especially those seeking to engage in activism and party politics now and in the 
years to come.3 It was prompted by Donald Trump’s ascent to the White House 
but its roots go back to essays I wrote at the close of the George W. Bush years 
and beginning of the Obama era (2008-09) after living for more than seven years 
under the War on Terror and cycles of economic bubbles and busts that hurt 
many and benefitted the privileged few. 

Since the kick-off in 2015 of the last presidential campaign, a climate of fear 
and intimidation has dominated national life in the United States to a degree 
rarely seen before, poisoning our politics and reaching into our very relationships 
with friends, co-workers, and neighbors. 

This book is about how this came to be, how we can see ourselves through it, 
but also why it is not likely to go away anytime soon. 

Trump’s successful candidacy represents the mainstreaming and 
legitimization of violent forces and political tactics that preceded his election and 
will endure even after he has left office. He has unleashed frightening public 

                                                   
2 Brian Massumi, The Politics of Everyday Fear (Minnesota, 1993), ix. 
3 For a consideration of how contemporary political intimidation and public 

bullying are not only a political and emotional challenge but also a conceptual 
challenge to ingrained habits of analysis and thought, especially in the social 
sciences, see my review essay on Charles Derber and Yale Magrass’s book, Bully 
Nation: “Bully Nation and Our Current Predicament,” Contemporary Sociology 
46.3 (May 2017): 273-76. 



dynamics that have been slowly building for some time and inflaming public life. 
At the core of this political history is a wider U.S. public culture of intimidation 
and bullying. This culture emerged in its current form, in the workplace, media, 
and the political arena, when globalization first began and the economy 
underwent financialization as it fell under the sway of Wall Street and the 
banking sector in the early 1980s.  

It is not by chance that we have today an openly violent president who is also 
an abusive CEO, freewheeling entrepreneur, and Internet troll. American 
businesses may be centers of innovation, but they are not leaders in promoting 
democratic values and respectful citizenship. Trump’s powerful melding of racist 
and misogynistic content with his aggressive entrepreneurialism and 
management style was the hallmark of his campaign. His unabashed probusiness 
stance and belligerent sense of political entitlement, both domestically and 
internationally, are what connects Trumpism to the Republican Party. It is a 
peculiarly American version of populism that sets it off as a political movement 
from most contemporary right-wing populisms in other countries. 

Trump’s populist genius has been at once to personify all that unfettered 
capitalism promises and to lead a revolt against all its disappointments in the 
name of those very same promises.4 However, what Trumpism does share with 
these movements is its stated nationalist position in favor of closing borders and 
deporting immigrants, preserving some form of social insurance for deserving 
citizens, preventing the offshoring of factories and jobs, adopting protectionist 
measures, and rebuilding declining economic infrastructure. It is an America-
first free-market populist ideology of sorts, which is hostile to globalization and is 
far more popular with his followers than with the Republican establishment. 

In my view, the conservative cult of individual success and fulfillment wedded 
to aggressive entrepreneurship, unregulated markets, and small government is 
alive and well. Combined with the promotion of the firm as a model of political 
rule, it constitutes a political current that feeds Trump’s violent white 
nationalism and much of the Republican agenda, and will nourish other right-

                                                   
4 Trump practices what sociologist Isaac Martin calls “a rhetorical posture of 

defiance in the face of class condescension” of economic and social elites. It is a 
posture he terms “vicarious populism,” whose rudeness when practiced by a 
wealthy man like Trump and many of his middle-class followers earns them 
membership--in their eyes at least--in the common people. For his skeptical 
appraisal of recent studies that view Trump voters as primarily poor and 
working-class whites, see Isaac Martin, “Deplorable Yourself,” Books and Ideas, 7 
Nov. 2016. http://www.booksandideas.net/Deplorable-yourself.html. Accessed 
30 Aug. 2017. 



wing politicians and programs in the foreseeable future. Intimidation and fear-
mongering, now amplified by the endless opportunities for cyberbullying 
afforded by social media, have become part of the very substance of the new 
regime’s politics.  

These are all deeply compelling social and psychological aspects of 
contemporary culture that are driving our political life. In this I depart from some 
progressive commentators who see U.S. conservatism as an ideologically 
bankrupt movement and thus a spent political force, with Trump’s victory 
representing not only this movement’s climax but also its death throe. On the 
contrary, I want to argue that these currents have created a pervasive right-wing 
public culture of intimidation that will outlast the current administration. It is no 
transient phenomenon. This culture of bullying and fear has succeeded in linking 
some of our most subjective, individual experiences with those of collective life 
itself. 

My central thesis about political violence and bullying and their roots in the 
wider contemporary culture has received surprisingly little sustained attention by 
journalists and pundits. This short book fills that breach. By placing Trump’s 
actions and those of his Republican allies in a larger social and political context, 
the goal in writing a handbook is to offer citizens and residents a way to 
understand Trump and negotiate the current climate of intimidation his surprise 
victory has deepened. For as Elizabeth Warren reminded us, “Our only chance 
now, really, is us.” It’s about shedding light on the dark side of contemporary 
politics in order to see beyond it.  

My hope is that a clear picture will help diminish the terror of the present 
moment and encourage a lucid and steadfast activism. Writing about another 
source of considerable collective anxiety, the struggle against global warming, 
geographer Matthew Sparke makes this point eloquently: “False hopes and 
groundless fears can be of dreadful deadly consequences. And yet justified fears 
when combined with sensible hopes can open new possibilities and thereby help 
mobilize change for the better.”5 In the end, it is all about being effective, as the 
Women’s March and the activism of Black Lives Matter, Swing Left, and 
Indivisible’s 6,000 chapters since Trump’s inauguration have taught us.  

Broaching the question of political violence and bullying is no simple task, for 
the right has sequestered and made their own the discourses of fear and 
intimidation and wielded them to control the public. Trump and the Republicans 
have emboldened the most extreme elements of our society including white 
supremacists and the Internet-based alt.right, some of whose leaders such as 

                                                   
5 Quoted by Sanjay Chaturvedi and Timothy Doyle, Climate Terror: A Critical 

Geopolitics of Climate Change (Palgrave Macmillan, 2105), 7. 



Steve Bannon and Sebastian Gorka have entered the White House. Fear and 
dread proliferate and paralyze; at their most powerful they even shape people’s 
responses, provoking blind panic and, in some cases, violence. My hope is that by 
connecting the many dots of events that we have witnessed and remember, the 
book will serve as an actual guide for those working to oppose the right-wing 
juggernaut in Washington to the strategies and dynamics of contemporary 
political intimidation and bullying: the dangers they present, the snares and traps 
that envelop their targets, and the lessons to be learned.  

We progressives and liberals6 have yet to integrate into our thinking and 
strategies this dark political information (and just why it is so difficult for 
Democratic Party leaders to do so is a subject I also explore). Until we do, we will 
be taken by “surprise” again and again by the lengths to which the new regime 
will go to achieve its goals and how such political violence and bullying can create 
its own momentum, which under the right circumstances can even rewrite the 
very script of how politics in a democracy is conducted. What follows is a small 
attempt to expand the resistance’s powers of anticipation and counteraction to 
the current right-wing onslaught. 

The first five chapters lay the groundwork for the lessons offered in Chapter 
Six and the Conclusion. Chapter One is an overview that glances back in time at 
the roots of current forms of political intimidation. The story of the how the wider 
culture coarsened and then enabled right-wing political agendas and extremely 
aggressive political tactics is then pursued in Chapter Two, which focuses on the 
revolution in acceptable public behavior and speech that took place in the 
workplace and media. 

Chapter Three follows up by outlining how an abusive boss like Donald 
Trump could flourish and become a potent political force in this new 
environment. Chapters Four and Five review the long history of political violence 
and electoral skullduggery and weak Democratic responses to it; they bring that 
history up to the 2016 elections and the present, in terms of Republicans’ and 
Democrats’ party identities, social makeup, practices of political loyalty, and 
conceptions of government.  

Chapter Six proposes a distillation of the dynamics of public intimidation and 
political bullying encountered in the preceding chapters and considers what we 
can learn from them as we oppose the conservative counter-revolution in 

                                                   
6 In U.S. parlance, political “liberals” traditionally subscribe to the social and 

legal protections afforded by government established during the New Deal in the 
1930s and 40s and expanded during the 1960s and 70s; they also defend civil 
liberties against the intrusions of federal, state, and local government. In other 
national contexts they would be called mainstream or centrist social-democrats. 



Washington through forms of activism and party politics in a resolutely hostile 
political climate. Finally, the Conclusion looks forward to how citizens can 
convert these lessons into clear-eyed and effective activism. 

Portions of Chapters One and Two draw on early articles I published in the 
U.S, Canada, and France on public cultures of intimidation and bullying: 
“Bullying in U.S. Public Culture: or, Gothic Terror in the Full Light of Day,” 
TOPIA: Canadian Journal of Cultural Studies (Fall 2008): 129-49; “La culture 
d’intimidation aux Etats-Unis,” Esprit (août-septembre 2009): 50-68; “The 
American Culture of Public Bullying," Black Renaissance Noire 9.2-3 (Fall-
Winter 2009-10): 174-87; and “Affect, Trauma, and Daily Life: Transatlantic 
Legal and Medical Responses to Bullying and Intimidation,” in Science & 
Emotions after 1945: A Transatlantic Perspective, ed. Frank Biess and Daniel 
Gross (Chicago, 2014), 265-86. A brief version of Chapter Three was first posted 
to my personal blog, “UnSafe Thoughts,” in July 2016, and then published as 
“Trump as Capitalist Folk Hero, or The Rise of the White Entrepreneur as 
Political Bully,” Black Renaissance Noire 16.2 (Fall 2016): 92-95. Chapters Four 
and Five are greatly revamped and expanded versions of postings to my blog in 
March 2017. 

The urgent nature of Confronting Political Intimidation led me to choose the 
unusual route of electronic self-publishing in order to take advantage of the 
greater affordability, speed, and accessibility it affords over the slower print 
venues of academic and commercial publishers. For most presses, electronic 
publishing is only an appendage of traditional print publishing, and still must 
undergo a lengthy vetting and production process. As an emeritus professor, 
professional and institutional validation by academic and commercial print 
venues is less important to me than the rapid dissemination of ideas at a 
reasonable price to engaged citizens and residents facing a hostile political 
environment in the context of a national crisis.  

This is a single-authored book in the new age of crowd sourcing but it does 
depend on the work of many other researchers, writers, journalists, activists, 
artists, and scholars. Their important work is referenced in the endnotes with 
available URLs. The entire book can be read without consulting any notes, but 
they do provide interested readers additional details and more in-depth analysis 
of particular points as well as suggestions for further reading. 

Sincere thanks go to colleagues, friends, and family who gave input and 
encouragement concerning many of the ideas and sections of this short volume: 
Marcel Hénaff gave initial impetus to my research when he invited me in  
February 2008 to give a lecture in his graduate seminar in political theory on the 
politics of fear, terrorism, and democracy at the University of California San 
Diego. Gershon Shafir, David Matlin, and Steve Shaviro saw the value of my 



writing through its many iterations sometimes before I did. My thinking acquired 
public legs thanks to three editors who welcomed the wide-ranging experimental 
nature of my early essays that didn’t fit easily in standard academic journals: 
Jody Berland of TOPIA: Canadian Journal of Cultural Studies, Olivier Mongin of 
Esprit, and Quincy Troupe of Black Renaissance Noire. Lori Boatright, Lisa 
Cartwright, John Erni, Ari Heinrich, Jerry Karabel, Ping-hui Liao, Isaac Martin, 
Brian Massumi, Jeffrey Minson, Chris Newfield, Toru Tani, Yu Tani, Akos Rona-
Tas, Dan Selden, Lesley Stern, Shankar Subramaniam, and Charles Thorpe gave 
input from near and afar. I owe Martha Rosler the phrase “incompetent 
authoritarian” to describe Donald Trump’s performance since assuming office. 

Joyce Clements shared with me her experience as an editor, Flora Bloom and 
Liz Maruska have been warmly enthusiastic, and Lucy Reid communicated 
wisdom and skepticism from the perspective of a former business consultant and 
senior executive. May Joseph introduced me to the brave new world of e-book 
self-publishing. Pam Rosenthal and Michael Rosenthal of P&M Editorial Services 
provided expert copywriting and formatting assistance. Finally, Lisa Bloom was a 
steadying presence intellectual and otherwise through the ups and downs of 
writing in politically difficult times without which this book would not have seen 
the light of day. 

Net proceeds from sales will go to Indivisible National of the organization 
IndivisibleGuide.com. 

 
 

   Berkeley and New York 
       August 31, 2017 


