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PREFACE

To anyone with a spark of awareness, it was evident that Donald Trump’s 2016 campaign for president promoted social divisiveness and posed threats to America’s liberal value of inclusion. In the key effect, it promoted a return to a dominant-white-citizen nation. The general vulnerability of Latinxs appeared with considerable clarity as Trump racialized Mexican immigrants, pledged mass criminalization and deportation, damned amnesty, threatened DACA (Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals), and in his first days as president, signed directives to build a wall along the Mexican border. Mexican American and Chicana and Chicano organizations and immigrant activists protested at the Trump inauguration and geared up for what looked like the sure need for continual resistance during his administration.

A week after confirmation of the results of the 2016 presidential election, the School for Advanced Research (SAR) in Santa Fe announced that it would be accepting proposals for its Advanced Seminar program. We had digested the dynamics of the presidential campaign, particularly as they touched on Mexican Americans, Mexican nationals, Central Americans, undocumented youth, asylum seekers, and Latinxs in general. Trump’s threats, in particular those against people of Mexican extraction, prompted us to submit a proposal for an Advanced Seminar on the theme of the shifting terrains of citizenship among Mexican Americans and Latinx peoples in the United States. “Historically,” we said, “Mexican Americans have been denied full and equal citizenship. Donald Trump’s presidency may well emerge as the latest instance of citizenship restriction for them.”

We planned our seminar, involving a set of scholars in Latinx studies with a range of disciplinary orientations to take place in Santa Fe about halfway through Trump’s term in office. As we projected, by the time the seminar essays would be ready for publication, the Trump administration would be nearing the end of term of office that he would serve. One of our main intents was to develop analytical tools that would enable us to take stock of this historically unique presidency.

We envisioned the seminar taking on a number of questions. Some addressed the present. For example, to what extent would the Trump administration indeed make good on the anti-immigration, anti-immigrant, and anti-Latinx threats that candidate Trump made? What kinds of experiences would Mexicans, Mexican Americans, and Central Americans in particular have under a Trump presidency? What, if any, responses might they devise to an emerging era of repression? Another set of questions addressed the past. What strands of US history was Trumpism—the general practices and policies associated with Trump’s leadership— mobilizing as sources of power? Who were Trump’s ideological forbears, especially as regards Mexican and other Latinx people in America? What complexities did Trumpism overlook, at its peril?

Prior to our weeklong gathering in Santa Fe, each participant submitted a draft chapter for presentation. What each eventually produced for publication was shaped by responses from members of the group, the excitement of the highly energized interactions of the seminar itself, and specific events that subsequently took place over the course of Trump’s presidential term.

We are grateful to SAR for providing us with the opportunity to meet, interactively explore, and address, within the scholarly specialties of our member scholars, themes of current political and civic importance. We owe our thanks to the following people: the members of SAR’s proposal selection committee; President Michael Brown for his warm welcome to the wonderful SAR facility in Santa Fe; Maria Spray for her logistical and scheduling guidance during our stay; Sarah Soliz for the editorial assistance needed to get the volume out; and our two outside readers, whose input provided invaluable recommendations. With deep appreciation, we thank the indefatigable and attentive hosting team on the SAR grounds, whose provision of accommodations, meals, meeting spaces, and infrastructure made our gathering possible and deeply enjoyable. We are all the more grateful because, unbeknownst to us, that exciting face-to-face intellectual interaction was about to disappear from our lives, snatched away by the COVID-19 pandemic. Finally, we express our gratitude to the Center for Regional Studies at the University of New Mexico, under the leadership of Dr. Gabriel Meléndez and Dr. Lloyd Lee, for the support it provided toward production of the book.




Introduction

PHILLIP B. GONZALES, RENATO ROSALDO, AND MARY LOUISE PRATT

What does it mean to “belong” to a modern society and nation-state, or what is more properly called a territorial state? One of the major ways in which scholars have dealt with such a question is from the standpoint of citizenship. The concept of citizenship, traced to ancient Athens, is generally understood to embody two dimensions. First, it accords a legal status that grants individuals the rights, responsibilities, and liberties laid down by the formal charter of the territorial state, including participation in public institutions. Second, citizenship accords membership and belonging in a presumed, or perhaps “imagined” (Anderson 1983), national community. Citizenship involves both political and cultural dimensions. The European Enlightenment and the French Revolution are typically identified as sources of the modern ideals of universal citizenship, equality, and inclusivity.

These ideals have long held ideological sway as the foundation of membership in Western democracies. For T. H. Marshall (1987), one of the leading theorists of liberal citizenship, modern citizenship going into the twentieth century consisted of three elements: civil, political, and social. Civil citizenship involves “the rights necessary for individual freedom—liberty of the person, freedom of speech, thought and faith, the right to own property and to conclude valid contracts, and the right to justice.” The political means “the right to participate in the exercise of political power, as a member of a body invested with political authority or as an elector of the members of such a body.” Social citizenship is “the right to a modicum of economic welfare and security, to the right to share, to the full, in the social heritage and to live the life of a civilized being according to the standards prevailing in the society” (5).

Throughout their history in the United States, people of Mexican descent (our main point of focus in this volume, with one chapter on Central Americans) have been made to question their belonging to the American social fabric and polity. Throughout that history, the fact of the matter is that Marshall’s model has rarely been adequately realized (Rocco 2014). Accordingly, the critique of liberal citizenship appears as the lens through which to consider Mexican America— that is, the very holistic experience of people of Mexican descent in US society.

The reason that the situation of Mexican America cannot be understood solely through European models of citizenship is that the territorial states in the Americas were founded on the basis of settler colonialism. The settlers, whether English, French, Spanish, or Portuguese, were regarded as the dominant ethnic nationals who were seen as superior to those of other ethnicities, whether enslaved people of African descent, or Native Americans, or Mexican Americans. As postcolonial theorists such as Partha Chatterjee and Americanists such as Maria Josefina Saldaña-Portillo, Greg Grandin, and Cristina Beltrán (this volume) demonstrate, any discussion of state and citizenship in the Americas must incorporate this foundational fact.

A major issue involves the relationship between citizenship, on one hand, and race or ethnicity, on the other. Anthony Smith describes the greater sociopolitical context: “Though most latter-day nations are, in fact, polyethnic, many have been formed in the first place around a dominant ethnie, which attracted or compelled other ethnies or ethnic fragments into the state to which it gave a name and cultural charter. The presumed boundaries of the nation are largely determined by the myths and memories of the dominant ethnie, which include the foundation charter, the myth of the golden age and the associated territorial claims, or ethnic title-deeds” (1991, 39). Stuart Hall and David Held framed the issue in relation to changing conditions in Europe: “Older European ideas of citizenship assumed a more culturally homogeneous population within the framework of a strong and unitary state. But social and cultural identities have become more diversified and ‘pluralized’ in modern society. The modern nation-state is increasingly composed of groups with very different ethnic and cultural identities” (1990, 187). The result, as Michal Hanchard observes, is that the “longstanding tendency in Western democracies” has been to envision citizenship “in ethno-racial terms” (quoted in Gooding-Williams 2019, 2).

These questions raised in the 1990s generated a critical rethinking of citizenship’s liberal ideals. Critical theorists suggested that what drove principles of citizenship was not inclusion, but exclusion. Along with the category of citizen, they noted, Athenians themselves created categories of people excluded from citizenship: foreigners, slaves, and of course women (Gooding-Williams 2019). In modern liberal republics, theorists argued, structures of privilege and marginalization were not an unfortunate by-product, but seemingly the whole point. Creating a “hierarchy of political status,” says Rocco, is “the real function of citizenship regimes” (2014, 22). Citizenship, in other words, does not simply establish a community of those who rightfully belong. It establishes a regime of power based on relations and policies of inclusion and exclusion, empowerment and disempowerment, privilege and subjugation (Telles and Ortiz 2008).

Within this theoretical development, Held and Hall (1990) wondered how concepts of national community would adapt to “pluralization” and heterogeneity? What kind of belonging could citizenship regimes offer to those arriving in large numbers from elsewhere, often uninvited and unauthorized? What kind of adaptation could they demand? How could the construct of legal citizenship cope with racial hierarchies designed to enforce inequality? How could citizenship be decolonized?

In reality, variations on this order of critical questions have been foundational for Mexican Americans and Mexican immigrants for a long time; in fact, they define the essential contours of Mexican American history. As historians have shown, the Mexican American struggle for full citizenship, recognition, and belonging in the United States has shaped the evolution of the American political landscape (see Montejano 1987; De León 1997; Foley 2014; Molina 2014). Themselves subject to racial discrimination, Mexican Americans and Native Americans fatally disrupted the United States’ founding racial order: the Black/ white binary. With Native Americans, the fact that they were subjugated and disenfranchised without having been enslaved created ambiguity and instability in the original white supremacist citizenship regime. With Mexican Americans, the ambiguity lay in their ability to participate in American democracy at the same time that they are subject to white America’s racialized discriminations.

Mexican Americans were legally citizens at the outset of their US incorporation, but rarely members of the political community. Hence, it is no surprise that Mexican American and Latinx studies have had an extensive engagement with the study of citizenship. In the 1990s, an amplified concept of citizenship emerged in the work of the cultural citizenship project developed under the auspices of the Ford Foundation and organized around working groups at the Centers for Mexican American and Puerto Rican Studies in Los Angeles (Rosaldo 1997), New York (Flores and Benmayor 1997), Austin (Flores 1997), and Stanford (Rosaldo and Flores 1997). Rosaldo and Flores, who headed the project, defined cultural citizenship as “the right to be different (in terms of race, ethnicity, or native language) with respect to the norms of the dominant national community, without compromising one’s right to belong, in the sense of participating in the nation-state’s democratic processes” (1997, 57; see also Rosaldo 1997). It is important to add that this project generated a discussion of women remaking citizenship (e.g., Coll 2010), building on major feminist theorizations of gender, sexuality, and difference (e.g., Rich 1986; Lorde 2003; Anzaldúa 1999). For other discussions of citizenship see Ong (1996), Sassen (2002), and Song (2018).

Structural inequality, dispossession, and marginalized citizenship are thus an old story for Mexican Americans, and a foundational one. It began the moment Manifest Destiny policies set their sights on the American West. The tenth US president, John Tyler, got the ball rolling with Manifest Destiny policies that ended up creating the population category of “Mexican American” in the 1840s. In December of 1844, he finally succeeded in getting Congress to carry out his goal of making Texas a state of the American Union. The annexation of Texas finished off the decades-long process of tearing that province away from Mexican ownership, bringing eleven thousand longtime Tejanos, who were concentrated in south Texas, into the United States (Jordan 1968, 85, 95–102).

President James K. Polk furthered the process of incorporating Mexicans via territorial annexation. A year after Texas became a state, and on a pretext of a Mexican threat to US border security, Polk coaxed Congress into ratifying his call for a war declaration against the Mexican Republic. Polk followed his Democratic party’s policy of expanding US borders westward, eyeing California and Oregon in particular (Henderson 2007, 139). As Polk (1846) clearly understood, taking over Mexican territory meant adopting Mexican people into the American fold.

When the US invasion of Mexico spent itself out, the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo gave the United States ownership of California and a large area comprising New Mexico and parts of Nevada and Utah. Mexicans in those regions could relocate across the new border with Mexico, remain while retaining the character of Mexican citizens, or remain and acquire bona fide US citizenship. The greater majority elected to embark on the new nationality. Another seventy thousand to one hundred thousand Mexicans living in New Mexico and California became permanent residents of the American Union (for best estimates, see Martínez 1975).

Polk and Senator Thomas Hart Benton, partners in instigating the Mexican conflict, may have truly thought they were absorbing Mexicans into a land of democracy, equality, and opportunity. Indeed, for four decades the Mexicans of New Mexico enjoyed full political citizenship in Marshall’s terms, for example, controlling the position of territorial delegate to Congress as well as the territorial legislature. Ultimately, however, nuevomexicanos lost this unique form of power sharing. In a second stage of American colonization, Euro-Americans took political control of New Mexico as the territory entered the modern industrial age (Gonzales 2016). Indeed, the greater experience of internal/settler colonialism for Mexicans who were native to the Southwest resulted in the denial of Marshall’s three-fold citizenship through forces of land displacement, vigilante violence, and classic Southern-style residential segregation. In canonical Mexican American history, Mexicans were rendered “foreigners in their native land” (Weber 1973), placed in a perennial “crucible of struggle” (Vargas 2017).

With the dawn of the twentieth century, immigration became the principal channel for Mexicans to enter the United States, joining those already here. The key studies find that between 1900 and 1930, 1 million–1.5 million Mexicans settled in the United States (Romo 1977, 194; Hernández Álvarez 1966). The many relevant studies document Mexicans forming a key labor segment during this major period of US development, enabling the industrial and agribusiness expansion of the Southwest and West, and contributing to urban industrialization in the Midwest (see for example, Weber 2015; Calderón 2000; Ruíz 1987; Vargas 2017; Garcilazo 2012).

Here again, however, Mexican workers were denied any practical chance of political, civic, and social citizenship, primarily by their super exploitation and class marginalization. Dual wage systems, subpar housing, and white-only unions kept them in impoverished and segregated living environments with poor schooling for their children (Zamora 1993, 20; Smith 1980, 41; Garcilazo 2012). As a result, mainstream Americans tended to view Mexicans as “perpetual foreigners” (Rocco 2014, 21), foreign not just in terms of national origin, but foreign to America culturally, racially and linguistically. It helped set the stage for what came next.

The stock market crash of 1929 blew in a foul anti-Mexican hysteria. In such a climate, President Herbert Hoover’s 1930 State of the Union address called for a revision of US immigration laws “upon a more limited and more selective basis.” Looking to deny visas to immigrant applicants who might become direct or indirect public charges, and calling for an “exhaustive reconsideration” of the visa provisions, Hoover pointed explicitly to Mexico and mentioned no other country of origin. Hoover followed this message up with a call to deport those who had entered the United States illegally, for, as he put it, the “very method of their entry indicates their objectionable character, and our law-abiding foreign-born residents suffer in consequence” (Hoover 1930).

Hoover’s message kicked off a national program of formal deportation of Mexican immigrants. Secretary of Labor William Doak saw the Mexican problem going beyond welfare dependency. Utilizing the slogan “American jobs for real Americans,” the program led to such policies as local laws barring anyone of Mexican descent, including permanent residents and US citizens, from being hired for a government job. Ford, U.S. Steel, and the Southern Pacific Railroad laid off thousands of Mexicans. Congressional, state, and new local measures enabled the forced repatriation of Mexicans, without legal proceedings. Most egregiously, Mexicans were rounded up in the public spaces of Los Angeles, San Antonio, and other cities, and put on buses or trains for transport to the Mexican border (Balderrama and Rodríguez 2006).

According to one study, 33,674 Mexicans were deported during the three remaining Hoover presidential years (Gratton and Merchant 2018, 955). For the decade 1929–1939, one authoritative estimate finds about half a million Mexicans repatriated to Mexico (Hoffman 1974). Los Angeles lost a third of its Mexican residents (Sánchez 1993, 12). Because of the power of this scapegoating dynamic, no discussion could be had concerning the possibility of undocumented workers acquiring citizenship, or belonging by right of their contributions to the material well-being of America.

Decades later, Mexicans figured in Barack Obama’s political awareness, beginning with his days as a community organizer in Chicago, which has a huge Mexican community (Obama 2006, 262–63). In his 2004 run for the Illinois Democratic Party nomination for the United States Senate, Obama adopted ¡Sí, se puede! (Yes, we can!), the motto that Dolores Huerta had famously coined on the United Farm Workers’ drive for union contracts (Shepherd 2017). Suggesting at least a commitment to the interests of Latinx people, Obama used the phrase again during his 2008 presidential campaign. Speaking before the National Council of La Raza in that campaign, Obama vowed to reject deportation as a solution to the status of undocumented immigrants and promised a pathway to citizenship (Obama 2008).

While president, Obama responded to the pressure of the immigrant rights community by devising DACA (Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals), which shielded from deportation hundreds of thousands of Mexicans and others brought as children by their undocumented parents (DeParle 2019). However, deep disappointment settled in as Obama continued the Bush-era practice of deploying ICE (Immigration and Customs Enforcement) to round up undocumented immigrants. Those with criminal records faced formal deportations involving legal proceedings, as opposed to simply being returned to the border. Obama inherited a formidable immigration enforcement machinery launched in the aftermath of 9/11. The year before Obama took office, this enforcement system led to a record 360,000 formal removals, 234,000 of which occurred far from the Mexican border. Bipartisan congressional appropriations for increased border enforcement fueled the momentum: the rates of noncitizen removals under Obama went beyond those of Bush and Clinton, even though illegal border crossings were clearly diminishing (Chishti, Pierce, Bolter 2017).

Perhaps Obama found it impossible to blunt, or slow down, the powerful machinery of deportation. That he looked the other way as it ground on may have reflected his own ambivalence over unauthorized immigration. In his best-selling The Audacity of Hope, he expressed belief in strong border protection. Commenting on the ease with which Mexicans could cross into the United States, he lamented that immigration no longer occurred “on America’s terms” (2006, 264). Obama subsequently earned the title “deporter in chief.” In one assessment, widespread disgruntlement over deportations led Latinx voters to support Bernie Sanders in the 2020 presidential primaries over Obama’s former vice president, Joe Biden (Ulloa 2020).

Mexicans under Trump

As happened with Polk, Hoover, and Obama, people of Mexican descent came into the political crosshairs of Donald Trump both before he ran for president and during his 2017–2020 term. In fact, they figured so prominently in Trump’s political vision that it called for examination as it happened. In the infamous “escalator speech,” in which Trump (2015) announced his candidacy for president, he swore: “When Mexico sends its people, they’re not sending their best. They’re sending people that have lots of problems, and they’re bringing those problems with us [sic]. They’re bringing drugs, they’re bringing crime, they’re rapists. And some, I assume, are good people.” Due to its shock value, the verbiage has been quoted a thousand times and is destined to survive in public memory. It marked the beginning of a new phase of experience and struggle for Mexicans and Mexican Americans.

Conventional conservative Victor Davis Hanson generally supported Trump, yet even he recognized the stream-of-consciousness escalator performance as “the strangest presidential candidate’s announcement speech in memory.” Reporters “were stunned but also mesmerized by his lowbrow, sometimes crude tone and its content” (2019, 14). Anti-Mexican and anti-immigrant sentiment were among the chief forces that hoisted Donald Trump into the presidency. He tapped into deep and widespread discontent over this issue, driven by xenophobia and racism, and by the downward mobility of working-class Americans, whose earning power had diminished steadily since 1980. Immigrants were blamed for stagnant and declining wages, and immigration was to become one of the issues about which Trump’s supporters would say that “he did what he said he would do.”

For Latinx people living in the United States, Trumpism represented a new phase in the old struggle to achieve a sense of belonging and full citizenship. This book seeks to elucidate this new phase, especially as experienced by people of Mexican and Central American descent. At the same time, our volume situates this new phase of presidential politics in relation to what went before, and looks past this phase toward the futures that lie before us, asking what new political possibilities emerge from this dramatic chapter in our history. In the next section, we examine the Trump presidency (2017–2020). We then situate it within the historic Mexican American, Central American, and overall Latinx struggle to achieve full citizenship, recognition, and belonging in the United States in the face of exclusion and racial animus.

TRUMPISM/TRUMPWORLD

To Marxist sociologist John Bellamy Foster (2017), Trumpism pointed to an emerging neofascist politics, a popular movement led by a head of state to advance the hegemony of a capitalist system in crisis, in line with other such efforts in Britain, France, Italy, the Netherlands, and Sweden. To US-based Russian scholar Masha Gessen (2020), Trumpism represented an attempt to establish autocracy in the United States, parallel to Vladimir Putin’s takeover of Russia. To presidential scholar Michael Nelson (2018), however, Trumpism meant nothing more than President Trump extensively utilizing the executive order to effect his policies, rather than having to horse-trade with congressional leaders of either major party.

Trumpism definitely established a distinctive style of politics. Politically inexperienced, Trump came on the scene “untethered from any particular ideology” (Davis and Shear 2019). He was known as a ruthless and combative businessman. There were political and economic practices he had long believed in, such as the tariff as a tool for serving American economic interests. However, Trumpism never came wrapped as a preexisting program or set of principles, certainly not one designed to give the Republican Party its rebirth. Rather, Trumpism exploded as “a reaction, not a catalyst” (Hanson 2019, 47).

Trumpism spun into a kind of alternate universe anchored in the persona of Donald Trump and sustained by a dense web of media apparatuses including Facebook, Twitter, and Fox News. Beyond institutions, masses of white Americans cleaved to Trump’s towering figure. Referred to as “the base,” this mass of supporters defined itself during the election campaign, mobilized by Trump’s insurgent war drum. Energized at mass rallies, their steadfast loyalty was driven less by a clearly defined set of principles than by Trump’s unique personality and charisma, and his insurgent rejection of the “status quo.”

In Trumpworld, the popular base was assigned the role of shock troops charged with enforcing his revivalist, white nationalist meanings and messages. Membership in Trumpworld involved action, including participation in interactions and civil rituals in and around the presidency, notably demonstrations and mass rallies. In Trumpworld, a vast political community was energized by experiences of solidarity, liberation, empowerment, resentment, catharsis, and humor.

TRUMPISM’S PLAYBOOK

As the authors in this book repeatedly show, far from propounding new ideas, Trumpism greatly reenergized attitudes and ideas with long histories in US politics. Indeed, Make America Great Again (MAGA) presented itself as a revival of “beautiful” (one of Trump’s favorite words) American virtue lost to globalism and political correctness. What was new and original in American politics, however, was the Trumpism playbook, Trump’s “way of doing business” as president. This playbook, adopted by his supporters and subordinates, defined Trumpism’s most distinctive features. As Applebaum (2018), Gessen (2020), and others show, it very much resembled the practices of illiberal one-party autocratic states first developed by Lenin in Russia, and now found in many countries the world over. The substitution of loyalty regimes for meritocracy, Applebaum (2020b) observes, is a recurring trait of autocratic regimes.

Five elements of the Trumpian administrative style stand out. They are (1) the exercise of power through conflict and the will to dominate; (2) the overthrow of civility and decorum in public behavior and speech; (3) the suspension of truth as authority over fiction; (4) the cultivation of showmanship and theatricality; and (5) the “pocketing” of ideological blocs without ascribing to their ideology. We speak briefly to each.

First, the will to dominate and win drove Trumpism’s operations. Problem solving and deal making did not center on the search for common ground or compromise, but rather on combat with the aim of Trump winning out. Displays of strength and acts of domination prevailed. Attack and scorn in public became everyday modalities, routinizing threats and savage reprisals against those who merely disagreed with the president. This warlike exercise of executive power required a constant supply of adversaries to be challenged and dominated, figures of weakness against which to appear strong. It also involved escalation, a tactic Trump claims to have learned from his mentor, McCarthyite Roy Cohn. One way to win a fight is to take it to a level of nastiness the opponent declines to occupy.

One lexical study (Dictionary.com, n.d.) found that in addition to “winning” and “tough,” Trump’s twenty most frequently used terms included the insults “stupid,” “weak,” “loser,” “bad,” as well as the more specialized insults “fake news,” “the swamp,” and “political correctness.” Repeated over and again, such terminology became the lexicon of Trumpism. Classic examples include “Free trade can be wonderful if you have smart people. But we have stupid people”; “I am strong, politicians are weak”; “Political correctness is killing our country.” As Genovese put it, “Every insult, instead of disqualifying Trump, made him more popular with Republican voters” (2017, 12), a testament to the level of degradation to which common norms of civility and decency had sunk among broad swaths of the American public.

Second, not only did Trump gain attention by calling for a travel ban for people from a list of several Muslim countries, but he publicly insulted a pair of Muslim gold-star parents (the Kahns) who had lost their son in the line of duty for the American military. He trashed the likes of an American war hero (John McCain), made a series of misogynist remarks, and mocked a disabled reporter (Genovese 2017, 8). The gleeful violation of norms of civility and decency pumped the president’s display of strength and entertainment. Causing pain for some provided pleasure for others (for more on this tactic, see Beltrán, this volume). The excitement and chaos kept the public in a constant state of agitation.

Trumpists were licensed not just to condemn the social norms of civility but to violate them openly in word, deed, and displays of armed aggression. Their tough assaults on news reporters and dissenters, authorized by Trump at his rallies, exemplified their shock-troop role. Even school children had their fun hurling Trump’s inflammatory insults in order to bully classmates, especially Mexicans (Zoellner 2020; Gessen 2020).

Third, suspending the distinction between fact and fiction was a particularly powerful Trump tactic for disabling democracy, creating parallel universes built on fantasy and prevarication. As Applebaum (2018) recalls, “Trump entered American politics on the back of birtherism.” He used the lie that Barack Obama had not been born in the United States not to persuade people these claims were true, but to create a political space in which he could undermine and humiliate President Obama without having to care about truth. The strategy required media support to magnify false claims in the ideational echo chamber, and Trump’s personal service, Fox News, provided it. So did centrist and liberal media, by repeating the false claims in order to condemn them.

Nearly every day of his presidency, Trump used deliberate falsehood to deprive truth and evidence of the power to settle disputes—and under his control, practically everything that did not work to praise and support him became a dispute. Expert knowledge became the equivalent of any other invented account. Disputes were to be won by strength, measured in one’s ability to control the story or hold the stage. There were facts and alternative facts, true stories and stories that might as well be true. The term “fake” came to mean something like its opposite, a hallmark of the Orwellian universe. If truth threatened to prevail, as it eventually did in the birther controversy, disputes could be nevertheless be perpetuated indefinitely simply by continuing to adhere to the disproven story. Throughout his presidency, Trump upheld the claim that the crowd at his inauguration was larger than that of his predecessor. He could ask his followers to hold to this belief even though they knew it was not true. As Applebaum (2020a) observes, the aim was not to get people to believe a falsehood, but to display the power “to promulgate a falsehood.”

Fourth, Donald Trump is certainly the most performative, theatrical president ever elected in the United States. In tweets, speeches, interviews, press conferences, and mass rallies, Trump was the star in a theatrics of his own making, honed in the laboratories of reality television and celebrity culture. Though his presidency was unique in this respect, Trump’s theatricality drew on a long-standing American tradition of populist demagoguery, often associated with religious, not political, revivalism. “Eighteenth-century American evangelists,” says historian Brenda Wineapple, “held their audiences spellbound with invective, histrionics, bellicosity and divisiveness—the same techniques employed by one demagogue after another” (2020, 26). In language to presage Trumpism, one critic described the speech of the famed evangelist George Whitefield in the 1740s as “a medley of truth and falsehood, sense and nonsense, served up with pride and virulence, and other like-saucy ingredients” (Dickey 2019).

Though Trump is not an evangelical preacher, the MAGA movement not coincidentally counted Whitefield’s heirs—evangelical Christians—among its most ardent followers. As the opening chapters of this volume make clear, when we speak of Trumpism we are referring to a political program that conjoins white nationalist counterculture with business-friendly governance and conservative social doctrine, all enduring threads in American politics. But we also speak of a repertory of demagogic communicative practices—histrionic drama; bellicosity; an insurgent, anti-institutional posture; demotic language; and populist showmanship. The combination won him the enduring support of some 40 percent of the American electorate, and changed the lives of the millions of people identified as his adversaries and targets.

Finally, Trump showed an extraordinary ability to draw new parties into the fold, including former adversaries. Despite the rancorous primaries, within months of his election, the Republican Party and its elected representatives had, en masse, taken up residence in Trumpworld. We borrow the term “pocketing” (from Wolff 2018) to refer to Trump’s ability to gain the loyalty of ideologically driven constituencies without fully ascribing to their ideologies. The Trump team “pocketed” such constituencies by incorporating one or two of their key priorities into their legislative program, and fighting for them as his own. For evangelicals, it was the Supreme Court and reproductive rights; for corporations, it was tax cuts and deregulation; for farmers, it was subsidies; for workers, it was tariffs and repatriation of jobs; for white nationalists, it was immigration. The Trumpist strategy made each group a winner on at least one of its own key issues. The fact that the different priorities might be incompatible with each other is irrelevant if what counts is winning. Pragmatism ruled. In her study of autocracy, Gessen notes that autocrats do not consolidate their power by claiming a higher moral ground, but rather by “dragging everyone down with them” into an amoral sphere where there are no ideals (2020, x).

For Trump supporters, no inspiring ideals or coherent program were expected. What Trump really believed remained irrelevant; he delivered the goods. Make America Great Again was a collage of not necessarily related causes, each of which enfolded a particular constituency into Trumpworld’s pocket. Just as Trumpworld absorbed the whole Republican Party, despite its upstart status, so too it was able to win over the full spectrum of the Republican money machine, from right-wing radicals like Sheldon Adelson to the moderate heirs of Rockefeller Republicanism. “How did America’s country-club Republicans . . . learn to love Donald Trump?” asks Evan Osnos (2020), writing about his hometown of Greenwich, Connecticut. Many affluent Trump voters, Osnos found, supported him quietly. Many silently agreed with illiberal positions on social welfare, immigration, and wealth. Understanding Trumpism’s takeover of the party, Osnos argues, requires grasping “not only what he promised Americans at the bottom, but also what he provides Americans at the top.” Here too, Trump’s rise was the culmination of a steady shift in the party’s values that had been trending since the 1980s.

TRUMPISM: DEGRADING LATINX PEOPLE

Such was the overall climate of presidential rage that targeted Mexicans, Mexican Americans, Central American migrants, Puerto Ricans, and asylum seekers. Immigration, legal and otherwise, became one of Trumpism’s most galvanizing obsessions. Throughout the Trump presidency, in ways legal and not, the executive branch endlessly sought ways to prevent people from emigrating to the United States. He banned travel from Muslim countries, barred whole categories of foreign workers, refused refugees and asylum seekers, denied green cards to legal candidates who might need government services, and attempted to deport international students during the COVID-19 pandemic. Trump assailed mainstream attempts to enact comprehensive immigration reform that might include a path to citizenship. He scowled at previous administrations for their alleged lack of border enforcement. Trump enacted one measure after another to prevent entry, legal or otherwise, and to expel anyone who could be expelled.

Trump came out against unauthorized immigration two years before announcing his run for president, in remarks delivered at the 2013 annual Conservative Political Action Conference (CPAC). He declared, “We have to make America strong again and make America great again. Now this is a hard one, because when it comes to immigration. . . . the 11 million illegals, even if given the right to vote . . . every one of those 11 million people will be voting Democratic.” Republicans were on a “suicide mission,” Trump argued, should they support immigration reform. His candidacy was already in the making, and CPAC donors would fund it. A different reproach would come out of the Trump presidency, less concerned with votes, more absorbed with the impact of undocumented people on American jobs and American life.

It should be noted that Trump did not always scorn undocumented immigrants. As Joshua Green notes, only four months prior to the 2013 CPAC, Trump decried Mitt Romney’s “mean-spirited” charges against immigrants and deemed immigration a good resource for business (2018a, 109). Indeed, for over two decades, his business and property enterprises across several states—golf resorts, a vineyard, hotels, private residences—gave employment preference to Mexican and Central American immigrants, many of them undocumented. Trump said he did not know if undocumented workers were under the employ of his enterprises. “But,” he followed up, “I would say this. Probably every [golf] club in the United States has that, because it seems to me, from what I understand, a way that people did business” [sic] (Partlow and Fahrenthold 2019). And it was.

The business of getting elected president sent Trump down a different but equally well-worn path, a pandering to nativist and racialized anti-immigrant attitudes. The effectiveness of this strategy had to do in part with the fact that by the early twenty-first century, Mexican and Latin American immigrants had fanned out across the United States, in part fleeing crackdowns in places like California and Arizona in the 1990s (Montejano, this volume). By 2016 nearly every community in the United States, big and small, had Mexican or Central American immigrant residents. Their presence gave Trump a broad stage on which to promote hateful attacks on one of his favorite targets, Barack Obama.

From the escalator speech on, Latinx people were among the favorites of Trump’s invective, theatrics, and efforts to punish. Trump invited his supporters to do the same, and they did, often identifying themselves as acting in the name of Trumpism and its MAGA mythology. All over the United States after the 2016 election, everyday aggression and cruelty spread to public spaces across the land, white people attacking Brown people, immigrants, and other people of color in public places, including schools, often condemning them for speaking Spanish (see Gonzales, this volume, for more on this trend). Trump defiantly praised such aggressors at rallies and in tweets as they engaged in the project of making sure that Latinx people would not belong in their society.

The theatrics went far beyond Trump’s personal performances, especially when it came to Mexico and Central America. Using all the forces at his command, Trump made the two-thousand-mile Mexico-US border into a theater of domination and cruelty, a giant stage for spectacles of mass subjugation, dehumanization, and expulsion. He commanded territory, built detention camps, sent troops to hang razor wire, used ICE and the Border Patrol to separate families, and caged immigrant children. Then of course, there was “The Wall” (see Montejano, this volume).

The border was an ideal theater for Trumpism not only because the anti-immigrant, anti-Mexican message played such a prominent role in his program, but also because the president had almost total power over the people arriving there. The tens of thousands of Central American asylum seeker who, with their children, surged toward the border in 2018–2019 were perfect foils for theatrical displays of strength and domination. The Trumpian play was to intensify their abjection.

There was also the business of “white nationalism” casting its shadow over Mexican America. The twenty-first-century resurgence of white nationalism in the United States, out of the ashes of the Ku Klux Klan, was driven by demographic anxiety. White people made up a declining proportion of the US population and the US citizenry, and according to the United States Census Bureau, were on track to become a minority by 2045. These anxieties were codified in a classic work of xenophobia, Samuel P. Huntington’s 2004 manifesto, Who Are We? The Challenges to America’s National Identity discussed by two authors in this volume (Montejano and Rosaldo). Huntington, a British-born political scientist at Harvard, feared that due to demographic shifts, the United States was in the process of losing key principles of the American creed—liberty, equality, individualism, representative government, and private property. Rather than see these as civic principles, Huntington ethnicized and essentialized them as inherently Anglo-Saxon and of British derivation. Moreover, as Montejano and Rosaldo discuss, he linked them with Protestantism, the Protestant work ethic, the legacy of the Reformation, and the English language.

Huntington explicitly singled out Hispanics as the main threat to the United States’ Anglo-Saxon character and traditions. Mexicans, quite particularly, challenged America’s ethnic nationality, Huntington argued, bringing poverty, Spanish, Catholicism, authoritarianism, and a whole set of civilizational norms antithetical to the Anglo-Saxon model on which the nation had supposedly been founded. In a way that was not visible in 2004, Huntington’s book portended the resurgence of white nationalist sentiment and militancy that was to come, especially following the 2008 economic collapse and the election of Barack Obama. Huntington, among others, set the white nationalist table at which Trumpism would sit.

Much ink has been spilled debating whether Trump himself is a white nationalist. “Make America Great Again” catered to a variety of nationalisms. Economic nationalists could cleave to its demands for better trade deals, revived manufacturing, and the return of jobs. Geopolitical nationalists could applaud withdrawals from global organizations and agreements, foreign wars, and foreign aid. The brand of nationalism that Trumpists most conspicuously cultivated was ethnic: the white nationalist movement that, in various forms, had resurged in the United States after 9/11, especially in the Obama years. In our view, the relevant question is not what Trump was or is, but what Trumpism did. How did Trumpism use white nationalism for its own ends? How did Trumpism gain the loyalty of white nationalists? Gonzales in this volume lays out some of the specifics that swayed Trumpism in the direction of white nationalism.

Here, it can be noted that Trump never deployed Huntington’s Anglo-Saxon Protestantist vocabulary, nor that of nativist Stephen Bannon, for whom America’s ethnic core was expressed as a European-style “peasant wisdom and peasant loyalty” (Wolff 2019, 275). Yet Bannon was a key agent in the construction of Trumpism, joining the campaign when it was declining in the polls and reenergizing it with his vision of a “party of peasants” as the vanguard of a revolution against the regulatory state (Wolff 2019, 275, 262). If Trump’s brand rested partly on economic nationalism, it originated in one of Bannon’s chief aims—to protect the American working-class base from the ravages of globalization. The language of peasant revolution never crossed Trump’s lips. Over and again, however, he signaled to racist movements that they had his recognition and stamp of approval, e.g., pointing to “fine people on both sides” after the white supremacist rally and counterprotests in Charlottesville (see Gonzales, this volume).

More important, he shared the main targets of their hatred: immigrants, prospective immigrants, refugees, asylum seekers, and Mexicans, US-born or not. By failing to disown race hatred when it flared, Trump signaled his preferred nation (Shephard 2018; Elfrink 2019). He went out of his way to make white supremacists feel at home in the Trumpist tent. By attacking immigrants and Mexicans, Trumpism “pocketed” white supremacists without targeting the real foundational object of their hatred, African Americans. Trumpism paid lip service to post–civil rights taboos against racist anti-Black speech, but here too, he sent messages by failing to denounce anti-Black violence, by defending police who murdered Black men, by offering no policy initiatives directed at reducing racial inequality.

Some scholars see Trump’s endorsement of white nationalism as a step in the direction of fascism and authoritarianism. In Surviving Autocracy, Masha Gessen suggests a move toward autocracy, a type of regime that seeks to do away with politics and “demands a narrowing of ‘us,’ in opposition to an ever greater and more frightening ‘them’” (2020, 171). Autocracy moves to narrow down the range of people entitled to full recognition as citizens as a way of concentrating power in fewer and fewer hands, placing more and more people in exploitable states of precarity and vulnerability. In Gessen’s two case studies, Russia under Putin and the United States under Trump, religious discrimination is one such mechanism, and stigmatizing all forms of nonbinary sexuality is another. In the literature on citizenship and belonging, the case for ethnic equality and inclusion has been developed alongside the case for inclusion across heterogeneous forms of gender and sexuality.

The narrowing of the American “us” against the reality of ethnic pluralism was demonstrated clearly in the Trump presidency by its disparaging treatment of Puerto Ricans. Hurricane Maria did $94 billion in infrastructural damage in Puerto Rico, and caused three thousand deaths. A month prior to Maria, Hurricane Harvey, a Category 4 storm, slammed into the Gulf Coast of Texas and into the Houston area, with damages assessed at $125 billion. Harvey displaced 30,000 residents while home destruction in Puerto Rico proved inestimable, plunging “all of its 3.4 million residents into humanitarian crisis” (Schwartz 2018). Yet the double standard in the federal relief response in the two cases pushed Puerto Rico’s catastrophe into a cataclysm.

Investigation revealed that the Trump administration, “and the president himself,” responded far more aggressively to the recovery of Texas, with faster and greater support from key institutions, including the military, the Federal Emergency Management Agency, and others (Vinik 2018; Parker 2017). Houston was on its feet and on its way to recovery in four months. For Puerto Rico, by contrast, financial and other forms of recovery remained elusive eleven months after Maria, including the basic matter of full restoration of electrical power (Levin and Cruz 2018; Campisi and White 2018).

The president had fiduciary responsibility for the safety and essential well-being of the citizens of Puerto Rico. Facilitating Trump’s neglect was Puerto Rico’s status as a federal territory, an actual colony without a voting member in Congress, its governor appointed by the president. Trump also knew that residents of the island could not vote for a US presidential candidate while Texas, a red state, had two US senators who, in the aftermath of Harvey, “loudly” demanded “proper resources for their state” (Vinik 2018).

Expressing amazement at Harvey as a “once in 500 year flood,” Trump blamed the victims in Puerto Rico for their catastrophe, tweeting that they wanted “everything to be done for them and it should be a community effort” (quoted in Vinik 2018). Trump’s focus on issues other than Maria during its peak impact sent a “subtle yet important signal to the federal bureaucracy” to take it easy on the island’s recovery effort (Vinik 2018). In one opinion, the administration “is due a serious reckoning. That’s because for millions of fellow Americans in the Caribbean this is serious, if not deadly, business” (Parker 2017). Claiming that the death toll in the case of Maria was sixteen, Trump told Puerto Ricans they should be relieved that were spared “a real catastrophe like Katrina” (Schwartz 2017).

Puerto Rican officials were left feeling like colonized underlings. Illinois Democratic congressman Rep. Luís Gutiérrez had hoped for “some sort of apology” from the administration. However, as he said, “If you look at how the president has treated Puerto Rico, you have to conclude that he just doesn’t care and probably thinks of Puerto Rico as just another shithole country,” referring to a term Trump had used to describe African countries (Chávez 2018). Annette Martínez Orabona, director of the Caribbean Institute for Human Rights, made a heartfelt statement after a Trump speech about the spate of hurricanes that had hit the United States: “We have a problem in Puerto Rico, and it’s one of discrimination. It’s about discrimination that stems from our colonial relationship because we haven’t been given the opportunity to practice our right to self-determine, and that should remain clear” (Funes 2017). Even the governor of Puerto Rico, Ricardo Rosselló, who had been a friend of the Trump administration, got fed up with the lack of administration response. “There is no doubt that Puerto Rico gets treated differently to a state,” he conceded. “And there is no doubt that it has been true for the disaster response as well.” Rosselló declared that the objective of his administration was to “eradicate this notion of second-class citizenship in the United States, so that whenever a disaster hits—whether it’s Texas, Florida, New York or Puerto Rico—the federal government responds equally in all cases” (Vinik 2018).

In his whole treatment of Puerto Rico, Trump showed that he could disregard civic citizenship as a basis for belonging to the American polity, devaluing some citizens while valuing the rights and needs of others.

For Suzanne Oboler, the complexity and dynamism of the evolving Latinx presence places it at the center of both the politics and the
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