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Introduction

Reading Trump

Stephen Hock

In his essay “The Year in Trump Novel Pitches: An Agent’s Lament,” Erik Hane (2018) notes a curious phenomenon of his experience as a literary agent in 2017, namely, “an overwhelming number of aspiring novelists started writing about Trump.” What his essay does not mention, however, is that novelists, screenwriters, cartoonists, and other writers (and not just aspiring ones) had been writing about Donald Trump for years before he became the forty-fifth president of the United States, often in terms that uncannily prefigure the discourse that has since grown to surround his presidency. This unexplored history is, in one sense, unsurprising. After all, Trump was a public figure long before he became president of the United States, one who became familiar to American audiences through his appearances in a wide variety of media over a period of several decades, so it is only natural that depictions of or references to Trump turn up in any number of cultural artifacts that predate his presidency.1 In this respect, as in so many others, Trump differs radically from many of his predecessors as president. Barack Obama, for instance, does not feature as an object of hero worship for the protagonist of any novel published twenty-five years before he was elected president, as Trump does for Patrick Bateman in Bret Easton Ellis’s American Psycho (1991).

Moreover, Trump himself has obviously long recognized the power of texts of various stripes to cultivate his persona in the body politic, and has sold an image of himself in a multitude of branded productions that have identified him as their author or producer, ranging from books such as Trump: The Art of the Deal (1987) to his reality TV Apprentice franchise (2004–2015). Many of these productions devote themselves to establishing not only the personal brand of Donald Trump but also the brand of the Trump family, a practice that the other members of his family have likewise taken up. As Arwa Mahdawi (2018) observes in a piece for The Guardian 
on Donald Trump Jr.’s proposal to write a book of his own, “The man hails from a famously literary family. His father has ‘written’ almost 20 books. His sister, Ivanka, has published two. Ivana, Donald Jr’s mother, released a memoir in 2017. Even Eric has been published; he wrote the foreword to Newt Gingrich’s book Understanding Trump, which came out last year. Donald Jr, it would seem, is the Branwell Brontë of the Trump clan.” Donald Trump père has even tried his hand at Broadway, claiming a producer’s credit for putting up half the money to stage a production of the (admittedly Trump-content-free) play Paris Is Out! in 1970, entering into discussions to turn The Apprentice into a Broadway musical in 2005, and exploring the idea of “producing a revue, using songs from the Irving Berlin catalog, with ‘The Trump Follies’ as the working title” in 2007 (Paulson 2016). At each stage, self-aggrandizement, blurring if not demolishing the line between fact and fiction, has been a hallmark of Trump the impresario, culminating in a presidential administration that has come to resemble a reality TV series. As Amy Chozick (2018) writes for the New York Times, “Flip comparisons of Mr. Trump’s White House and his years on ‘The Apprentice’ abound, but behind the ‘You’re fired!’ jokes is a serious case study in mass viewing habits and a president who has made up for his lack of experience in governing with an uncanny grasp of must-see TV.” This experience with self-promotion that turns his life into a fiction and a spectacle has, obviously, served Trump well in his political career.2 As Trump’s political career has grown, so, too, has academic attention to Trump from scholars of language, literature, and culture, and apropos of Chozick’s description of Trump’s presidency as “a serious case study” of political persuasion through the logic and rhetoric of television, the nascent body of academic work on Trump has often focused on studying Trump’s rhetoric.3 Such studies of Trump’s fashioning of his rhetorical appeals constitute the first major branch of Trump cultural studies scholarship that has emerged to date.

The second branch of cultural analysis of Trump focuses on reading—or, frequently, rereading—texts “in the age of Trump.” The earliest published example of this mode of scholarship that I have been able to identify is Michael Dowdy’s (2016) “Ascendance and Abjection: Reading Latina/o Poetry in the Summer of Trump.” Published in an issue of the American Poetry Review dated September/October 2016, the essay’s very title conjures a moment when it might have been possible to imagine that the country was experiencing a mere “summer of Trump.” In the essay itself, however, Dowdy offers a pointed reflection on the longer history that term obscures: “‘The Summer of Trump’ was meant to denote a season that passes. In the U.S., however, it has been an endless summer, from early-nineteenth century dreams of Latino autonomy in what is now Texas to the undocumented ‘Dreamers’ seeking the right to pursue college educations free of the fear of deportation” (7). With this, Dowdy gives an early statement of what will become one of the key refrains of academic studies of Trump, namely, the degree to which Trump must be understood within larger cultural, historical, and political contexts. As Yogita Goyal (2017) will later put it, “It is . . . crucial to not treat Trump as an exception rather than the culmination and continuation of previous policies by democrats and republicans alike. . . . The reminder to think not just about Trump the man but Trumpism as a product of history remains valuable” (471). In reminding us of that longer history that Trumpism is a product of, Dowdy’s essay likewise anticipates how quickly analysis will turn from “the summer of Trump” to broader framing that evokes “the age of Trump.” Indeed, Dowdy’s readers in the fall of 2016 had already experienced not one but two “summers of Trump,” as his essay reminds them by opening with a reading of Trump’s expulsion of journalist Jorge Ramos from a press conference in August 2015 (7).4 Following Dowdy, a number of critics have taken up reading texts “in the age of Trump,” likewise following Goyal’s “reminder to think not just about Trump the man but Trumpism as a product of history,” drawing out elements of earlier texts that come to new light “in the age of Trump.” Notably, Joseph Valente’s (2018) “Reading Joyce in the Age of Trump” bears a title that marks the recognition that Trump’s era has lengthened from a “summer” to an “age.” This branch of Trump scholarship likewise shows every sign of continuing to flourish through many more “summers of Trump.”5

Another early scholarly work that touches on Trump, James I. Deutsch’s (2017) “Folklore, Politics, and Fake News in the Reception of Rogue One,” serves as a hinge text that connects this second branch of Trump scholarship with the third. Deutsch begins with “one of the more bizarre but intriguing rumors related to the United States presidency in 2016,” namely, “that the makers of the film Rogue One: A Star Wars Story (2016) had rewritten and reshot scenes to make it seem explicitly opposed to the policies and personality of President-elect Donald J. Trump” (109). Deutsch proceeds to offer what, for my purposes, constitutes a meta-analysis: not a reading of a text in light of Trump but rather a reading of a popular reading of a text in light of Trump. In tracing the spread of the rumor that Rogue One had been rewritten in response to Trump, Deutsch implicitly points to the expectation that the culture will address Trump: in a time when our politics is cultural, we take it for granted that the products of our culture will likewise be political.

Hence, the third (and, for purposes of the present study, final, though there are surely more to come) branch of Trump scholarship in literary and cultural studies, namely, scholarship that focuses on texts that address themselves to Trump, whether more or less directly. Victoria McCollum’s forthcoming (as of this writing) anthology Make America Hate Again: Trump-Era Horror and the Politics of Fear might serve as a foundational example of this mode of scholarship, moving from rereading earlier texts anew in light of “the age of Trump” to reading texts that are themselves products of—and, implicitly or explicitly, written in response to—“the era of Trump.”

The present anthology focuses on a particular subset of these texts: not just texts that take up issues pertinent to “the age of Trump,” but rather texts that directly depict or refer to Trump, texts in which Trump, specifically, figures as a signifier. This category of texts includes both those earlier works, like American Psycho, that took up Trump the public figure before his successful presidential campaign and the “Trump novels” that have begun to appear in the wake of Trump’s election, the proliferation of which Hane laments. The contention of the present volume, however, is that such works of what I am terming “Trump fiction” can open up new avenues for understanding not just (or even necessarily primarily) Trump himself, but rather those larger cultural, historical, and political structures ordering life in the United States, of which Trump stands as an effect, in which he is a willing participant, and for which he functions in these texts as a figure.6

In describing these texts as “Trump fiction,” I do not mean to refer narrowly to fiction as a genre that would exclude, for instance, poetry. Rather, I use the term “fiction” more broadly, drawing on the roots of the term in the Latin fingĕre, meaning “to fashion or form” (Oxford English Dictionary Online [1989] n.d.). Fiction, in this broader sense, comprises a range of textual fashionings and formations, whether prose narrative, poetry, visual art, or other modes. My aim in referring to these collectively as “Trump fiction” is to draw attention to the “fictional” as a category whose distinctiveness from the “nonfictional” the discourse surrounding Trump continues to erode. For example, after an investigation into available tax records from 1985 to 1994 by New York Times reporters Russ Buettner and Susanne Craig (2019) showed that “year after year, Mr. Trump appears to have lost more money than nearly any other individual American taxpayer,” Tony Schwartz, Trump’s ghostwriter on the ostensibly nonfiction book The Art of the Deal, tweeted, “Given the Times report on Trump’s staggering losses, I’d be fine if Random House simply took the book out of print. Or recategorized it as fiction” (2019). Schwartz’s tweet reminds us that Trump’s presentation of himself has always relied on fictions. This phenomenon has in turn been recognized as a key element of the present “post-truth” climate that, as several of the contributors to this volume note, poses challenges to both writers and readers of fiction (broadly defined). As such, Trump fiction prompts the work of thinking through the questions that Trump and the larger structures for which he serves as a figure pose for the very work of fashioning and forming texts of all stripes.7


“If the Donald Ever Becomes President”

As noted above, a number of works of Trump fiction, like Ellis’s American Psycho, predate Trump’s successful presidential campaign. These texts offer a range of models of Trump fiction, both for their own time (what in retrospect can be read as the cultural prehistory of President Trump) and for our own “age of Trump.” Robert Crumb’s 1989 five-page comic book story “Point the Finger,” for instance, originally published in the third issue of Hup, directly targets Trump, but, in its focus on Trump the personality, falls into an ahistorical Trumpian logic of misogyny. In doing so, this text demonstrates the dangers of forgetting Goyal’s “reminder to think not just about Trump the man but Trumpism as a product of history.” The narration in the first panel of Crumb’s story seems to set the stage for a broader consideration of Trump’s role in American life, intoning, “now it’s time to shake our fist at the injustices of the system” (“‘Point the Finger’: R. Crumb Takes on Donald Trump” [1989] 2016).8 Discussion of “the system” quickly drops out of the story, however, as Crumb himself appears in the second panel, speaking directly to the reader, to introduce the “crass and venal character [who] is so arrogant he seeks out the spotlight and publicly boasts of his disgusting exploits” that the story will “point the finger” at. Questions of “the system” are immediately reframed in terms of personal “character” and morality, and the absence of any discussion of Trump’s place within the larger American culture persists throughout the story. Trump is dragged into the story in its fourth panel by Tracy and Marny, a pair of women allied with Crumb in his efforts to take down Trump, but Crumb can barely begin to “point the finger” at Trump before Trump fires back, literally pointing his own finger at Crumb and dismissing Crumb as “poisoned by jealousy for anyone who’s successful and attractive to women” in the third panel of the story’s second page. Over the remainder of the story’s second page and into its third, Trump charms the two women, offering to fly them to “a humongous banquet” at Mar-a-Lago that he describes with such decadence that Crumb sputters, “You’re—you’re Trimalchio from Petronius’s ‘Satyricon’!!” As Trump leaves with his arms around Tracy and Marny, Crumb is left to stew not just in his own personal impotence but rather an impotence reframed as unchanging fact. “It’s just like th’ fuckin’ Roman Empire! Nothing’s changed in 2,000 years,” he mutters, effacing any historical specificity to Trump’s position, as well as any possibility of agency that could effect change.

A glimmer of the larger social context in which Trump operates appears in the final panel of the story’s third page, where a defeated, slumping Crumb is surrounded by a pair of policemen, guns drawn and pointed at him, shouting, “Freeze!!” and “You gonna come along quietly?!?” The appearance of the police here, allied with Trump and prepared to punish his enemies, resonates with the advertisement headed “Bring Back the Death Penalty. Bring Back Our Police!” that Trump took out the same year this story was published, as part of his involvement in the case of the Central Park Five (Laughland 2016).9 That hint of context is quickly obliterated, however, as the story’s fourth and fifth pages metafictionally reset the narrative with a “new ending,” granting Crumb a revenge that sees Tracy and Marny giving Trump a swirly at Crumb’s command, a humiliated Trump crying his way out of the story, and the two women indulging Crumb’s sexual fantasies, even as Crumb confides, “th’ first ending was more realistic.” Realistic, maybe, but not meaningfully so: Trump’s wealth and power come across as products of his sheer personal magnetism. Crumb does mention on the story’s final page that his “irreverent” comics work gets “ice[d] . . . out of th’ market place,” but there is no attempt to situate Trump’s position within that market, and the story devolves into a sexual competition between two men, in which the women appear to have no agency of their own. This is not a terribly surprising result for a Crumb comic,10 but more disturbing is the degree to which the story’s narrative logic fits with Trump’s own self-fashioning. This, then, is one of the dangers in crafting Trump fiction: the possibility that, in focusing on Trump, the text will fall into the trap of playing by Trump’s rules, a mug’s game if ever there was one. As Hane (2018) argues in his lament over the onslaught of Trump novel pitches, “It is one of fascism’s goals to monopolize our attention. It would like to shrink our imagination; it would like for us to peer wide-eyed at its harsh restrictions and be able to think of nothing else.”11

In fact, surveying the works of Trump fiction that appeared before Trump’s presidency suggests that it is not the works where Trump occupies a central role that resonate the most productively with our present “age of Trump,” but rather those where Trump’s position in the text is more marginal or even tangential, allowing room to avoid a blinding focus on Trump the individual and instead do the contextualizing and historicizing work that Goyal calls for. For works that predate Trump’s presidency, that context is amplified by the irony of historical perspective, namely, the fact that the texts’ references to Trump are resignified by our knowledge of Trump’s presidency. Trump’s presence in such texts functions as a kind of Barthesian punctum, “that accident which pricks me” (Barthes 1981, 27). Such might be the case with, for instance, Ari Bach’s Valhalla (2014), a young adult dystopian novel set in the early twenty-third century that includes a scene in which one character, a would-be theocrat, makes a passing reference to Trump in a discourse on the history of the Inquisition: “‘Its CEO, Thomas De Torquemada, was a true genius of the era. Centuries before Trump’—he genuflected—‘Thomas established systems that made use of any means to seek out people who didn’t believe or didn’t comply’” (276). Bach is, to be sure, painting in broad historical strokes (though not as broad as Crumb’s), but this text offers an intriguing gesture of placing Trump within a lineage of repressive ideologies, one that resonates within Valhalla’s LGBTQ+ context, and, apropos of the punctum, pricks us with our knowledge of the path Trump’s career has taken since the novel’s publication. As Bach (n.d., ca. 2016) wrote in a blog post in response to a reader who brought up this passage,

I’m actually sort of sad that Trump is now known for his political debacle. That line was written in 2005 when Trump was best known for going bankrupt over and over again but still somehow being incredibly rich. So the joke is that the religiously corporate future of 2230 sees him as a holy figure. But I have no clue how that joke will read after this, now that he’ll be known for egregious racism and general political debacle. I guess we’ll find out.

Trump’s presence in the text, “this wound, this prick,” as Barthes notes of the punctum, “also bruises me, is poignant to me” (1981, 26, 27).12

This quality of the punctum can pertain even to works of Trump fiction that foreground Trump, even works of Trump fiction authorized by Trump himself. Jeffrey Robinson’s novel Trump Tower (2012) follows the lives of various residents and members of the staff of Trump Tower, and Trump is mentioned throughout the novel, though his role in the narrative is mostly limited to emailing a few directives to his staff. Todd Van Luling (2016) notes that Trump Tower was originally announced as a novel by Trump himself, though by the time the novel was actually published, Robinson was listed as the sole author. Van Luling suggests that the novel may have grown out of Trump’s (as yet) unrealized plans for a television series set in Trump Tower:

Trump has worked on a “Trump Tower” project since at least the late 1990s, when he tried to make it a television show. “We hired a writer out of Los Angeles and developed a pilot with Showtime,” Bob Frederick of the Canadian
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