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      Introduction


      
        The 2020 US presidential election revealed a country deeply polarized along racialized lines. Even though
        President Trump’s ideology, as Ta-Nehisi Coates argued in The Atlantic, “is white supremacy, in all its
        truculent and sanctimonious power,” Trump secured 46.8% of the total vote with a majority of white voters (57%)
        supporting his 2020 re-election. “The triumph of Trump’s campaign of bigotry,” Coates continues, “presented the
        problematic spectacle of an American president succeeding at best in spite of his racism and possibly because
        of it. Trump moved racism from the euphemistic and plausibly deniable to the overt and freely claimed”
        (Coates, 2017). The apparent widespread tolerance of and active support of white supremacy in the US has
        been a shock to many, as Jamie Bouie, in the New York Times, warns us succinctly, “Don’t fool yourself.
        Trump is not an aberration” (Bouie, 2020). White Supremacy and the American Media is the first
        scholarly study of the ways in which mainstream media, including film, television, and social media, has
        provided an institutional framework for the maintenance and circulation of narratives of white supremacy to a
        global audience.
      


      
        The election and presidency of the first African-American, Barack Obama, led many to claim that the United
        States had reached a point of postraciality—a time in which racial and ethnic differences were no longer
        socially or politically salient. And yet, the first African-American presidency ended not with a movement
        toward racial progress but instead toward an overt racist backlash fueled by the Trump presidency. As Ibram X.
        Kendi has argued, “this idea of a post-racial society was quite possibly the most sophisticated racist idea
        ever created …What post-racial ideas did was it said to us racism doesn’t exist, racist policy doesn’t exist,
        in the face of all these racial inequalities” (Martin, 2019). As whites in the United States are
        confronted by their impending minority status due to demographic changes, various elements of the right have
        merged around white nationalism and white identity, with many white Americans perceiving themselves as a
        persecuted group. In the 1980s and 1990s, the culture wars were effective in articulating a politics of white
        ethnic pride that became linked with a politics of white racial resentment. As global, neoliberal economic
        policies led to unprecedented income disparity and wage stagnation for a majority of Americans, many
        economically insecure and downwardly mobile white middle-class men and women turned to the polarized politics
        of the Tea Party out of concern about race and immigration rather than debt and financial constraints. Survey
        data shows that many whites broadly believe that anti-white bias is on the rise and that, as BIPOC populations
        gain new forms of social, political, and cultural power, whites are in turn losing power.
      


      
        Racial anxiety as a buzzword, not to mention a serious concern, seems to have replaced postracialism in the
        news and media sites. And as a term, it seems all-encompassing and democratic—no matter what race/color you
        identify with, you can and do experience racial anxiety—travel bans, border walls, plant closures,
        disenfranchised white workers, race-based violence and hate crimes—such examples are the hallmark of the
        current cultural and political moment in this country. And this moment seems to be defined by two seminal
        figures: one, Obama and a racialized backlash against his presidency and policies; and two, Trump, who is the
        physical manifestation of this backlash, and whose racialized rhetoric has brought to the foreground of public
        attention white nationalist sentiments, actions, and agents. Washington Post writer Sherri Berman argues
        that “it is not that racism and anti-immigrant feelings have increased. It is that racial anxieties and
        concerns about immigration and national identity have become more salient—more relevant to some citizens’
        voting decisions” (December 2, 2019). This recognition of concerns regarding the question of national
        identity fuels the hate speech of white supremacists (obviously), but at the heart of this matter is the
        utilitarian element of the construct of ‘national identity’—so clearly malleable and manipulated by politicians
        and media outlets alike.
      


      
        The perceived loss of power by many whites, combined with the significant rhetorical and political impact of
        the Tea Party, enabled Trump to make explicit appeals to racial resentment, religious intolerance, and white
        identity in a way prior Republican presidential candidates were unwilling to do. As Greg Sargent reported in
        the Washington Post, “Trump and his administration systematically downplayed (or actively encouraged)
        the white nationalist and white supremacist threat” (Sargent, 2020). Former senior Homeland Security
        analyst Elizabeth Neumann has revealed that officials vainly tried to get Trump to take right-wing extremism
        seriously for months. What’s more, Neumann has suggested, “Trump continued to make public statements lending
        tacit support to such groups despite surely knowing that this type of rhetoric encourages them, such as his
        infamous call for extremist Proud Boys to ‘stand by’” (Sargent, 2020). As White Supremacy and the American
        Media reveals, Trump’s narratives of white nationalism and white supremacy are not new, but they have been
        sustained and supported by dominant media industries.
      


      
        During a period of extreme political polarization, American culture has been engaged in an examination of its
        relationship with racism and its legacy of white supremacy. From May 25 to August 25, 2020, there were over
        7,750 anti-racist protests over police violence in 2,400 locations across all 50 states and the District of
        Columbia. These demonstrations have been recognized as the largest movement of any kind in American history.
        Trump’s supporters, though, have been defending their America against the 2020 summer of anti-racism. The
        sociologist Arlie Hochschild, who has written extensively about conservative voters, explained in a 538-page
        report of the 2020 presidential election that his supporters see Trump as their champion. “They feel that Trump
        is making them great again — their social class and their identity as whites” (Thomson-DeVeaux et
        al., 2020).
      


      
        This racial resentment has real and lasting impact on the stability of democratic institutions in the United
        States. As Coates notes, “To accept that whiteness brought us Donald Trump is to accept whiteness as an
        existential threat to the country and the world” (Coates, 2017). Even under the politicized leadership of the
        Trump appointee, Chad Wolf, the Department of Homeland Security’s “State of the Homeland Threat Assessment
        2020” identified “racially and ethnically motivated violent extremists—specifically white supremacist
        extremists” as “the most persistent and lethal threat in the Homeland” (Homeland Threat Assessment, p. 18). A
        study by the Anti-Defamation League (ADL), which was published in early 2020, found that American right-wing
        extremists were responsible “for 330 deaths over the course of the last decade, accounting for 76 percent of
        all domestic extremist-related murders in that time” (ADL Report: Right-Wing Extremists Killed 38 People in
        2019, Far Surpassing All Other Murderous Extremists, 2020).
      


      
        This collection of original essays written by today’s preeminent critical race scholars examines for the first
        time the ways in which the media, including film, television, social media, and gaming, has constructed and
        sustained a narrative of white supremacy that enabled the proliferation of white supremacist ideology that has
        now entered into mainstream American discourse. White supremacy, quoting the scholar Frances Lee Ansley, is not
        only the “self-conscious racism of white supremacist hate groups.” But also
      


      
        
          a political, economic and cultural system in which whites overwhelmingly control power and material
          resources, conscious and unconscious ideas of white superiority and entitlement are widespread, and relations
          of white dominance and non-white subordination are daily re-enacted across a broad array of institutions and
          social settings.
        


        
          (Newkirk, 2017)
        

      


      
        This edited collection looks at the ways the media institutions have circulated white supremacist ideology
        across a wide range of media platforms and texts and the significant impact they have had on shaping our
        current polarized and racialized social and political landscape.
      

    


    
      




    




Part I: Theories of white supremacy and the media


      
        The introduction begins with a discussion of the dominant theories of white supremacy as studied and analyzed
        within the field of critical race studies. In the first chapter, Woody Doane argues that “white nationalism,”
        which is usually conceptualized as an extremist project, is better understood as fundamental to the entire
        history of the United States. White nationalist groups and social movements are not separated from the larger
        society, but are socially, politically, and ideologically connected to the mainstream in ways that reinforce
        white supremacy. The current manifestation, “Trumpism,” or what Doane calls “the new white nationalism,” is
        built upon these past efforts. In contemporary white nationalism, there are three core elements: nationalism
        (an “America First” position vis-à-vis the global system, as well as the less overt position that America is a
        “white” nation); identification of external and internal threats that are frequently (e.g., ISIS, China,
        Latin-American immigrants) but not always racialized; and the increased expression and toleration of overt
        racism. Doane speculates about the future direction of the new white nationalism and the forces to which white
        nationalists are responding—global challenges to the political and economic hegemony of the United States, the
        changing racial demography of the US (where “white” Americans are projected to be a minority by mid-century),
        and the increasing political assertion of domestic communities of color.
      


      
        The causes and consequences of the 2016 US election have left many troubled. Especially in relation to
        questions of race, citizenship, and national belonging, the Trump administration is understood as a severe
        break from political norms. But what exactly is different? In this chapter, Matthew Hughey employs a Du Boisian
        analysis by drawing upon the “Souls of White Folk” (1920). This text affords us a prophetic and historical lens
        by which we view the Trump presidency not as an unprecedented rupture in politics, but as a manifestation of a
        long-standing possession of the American body politic by white nationalism. Through examinations of: (1) the
        political entrée of Trump through the “Birther” movement, (2) the use and understanding of the campaign slogan
        “Make America Great Again,” and (3) the Trump administration policy and rhetoric toward US immigration, a Du
        Boisian analysis allows us to better understand the mundane character of white supremacy as the soul that
        animates the American civil corpus.
      


      
        In his chapter, Eduardo Bonilla Silva challenges dominant narratives explaining the rise of Trumpism in
        America. Specifically, he disputes four ideas that have emerged to account for Trump’s election. First, he
        suggests that understanding his election as the product of the political activities of the “racists” severely
        limits our understanding of racism as a collective phenomenon. Second, he questions the notion that Trump’s
        working-class support was due to “class anxieties.” Third, he argues that despite the rise in old-fashioned
        racism in Trump’s America, the new racism and its ideology of color-blindness are still hegemonic. Last, he
        asks analysts and activists alike to realize that the fight for democracy in the turbulent times we are living
        cannot be equated with an effort to return to “politics as usual,” politics that have maintained the matrix of
        domination in place.
      

    


    
      




    




Part II: White supremacy and film


      
        In this current political climate, white supremacist rhetoric and calls to “make America great (read white)
        again” have become normalized with politicians and the media often relying on racial dog whistles that both
        enable race talk and also ensure silence about race. Utilizing critical race theories such as Haney López’s
        racial dog whistles and problematic white-centering stories, Sarah E. Turner suggests that while The Best of
        Enemies and BlacKkKlansman are not themselves racist, neither are they actively employed in
        anti-racist work. The Best of Enemies is another version of the racial reconciliation film, but in this
        case the “progressive” white character is a member of the KKK. The Best of Enemies (set in 1971) and
        BlacKkKlansman (set in 1972) bring up the issue of representations of white supremacy as linked to a
        historical past we have left behind, where ignorant white Southerners who didn’t know better were the cause for
        racism.
      


      
        Rian Johnson’s 2019 film Knives Out has been widely celebrated for ostensibly condemning the white
        nationalism connected to the Trump administration. Michael J. Blouin argues that the film offers a particularly
        pointed critique of the paternalism practiced by white liberals, many of whom consider themselves in
        contemporary parlance, to be “woke.” Despite its self-declared critique of white nationalism, Johnson’s popular
        whodunnit ultimately retreats into the well-trodden territory of liberal universalism. In other words, rather
        than promote a sense of racial solidarity or interrogate the power struggles demanded by racial identity,
        Knives Out strips away all signs of genuine antagonism, thus depoliticizing a crisis that has so far
        proven to be resistant to the exhausted ideals prescribed by many white liberals.
      


      
        In their chapter, the authors Charise Pimentel, Jennifer Lee O’Donnell, Yasiry Lerma, and Cassadie Charlesworth
        utilize a Critical Media Literacy framework and methodology to deconstruct the various racial ideologies in the
        film Green Book. Through a racial lens, the authors scrutinize Green Book’s use of perspective,
        character development, narrative omissions and distortions, and specific racial tropes, including white savior,
        Black exceptionalism, magical negro, and humor as a vehicle for Black acceptance. Through a detailed racial
        analysis, the authors find that Green Book glorifies the white perspective and experience as worthy,
        insightful, authentic, and compelling while undermining, distorting, and erasing Black identities, experiences,
        perspectives, and agency. The authors reason that the film held the potential to be a compelling biopic that
        could elaborate on Dr. Don Shirley’s experiences as a Black musician touring the American South during the Jim
        Crow era. However, this potential is lost when Dr. Shirley’s white driver, Tony, is designated as the film’s
        protagonist. As such, the authors illustrate how Tony is not only in the physical driver’s seat of the car he
        uses to chauffeur Dr. Shirley to the various sites on his tour; he is also in the metaphorical driver’s seat of
        the Green Book narrative. Throughout their analysis, the authors of this chapter contend that the
        Green Book narrative reifies ideologies of white supremacy, thereby supporting the racial status quo in
        our society.
      


      
        The January 6, 2021 storming of the United States Capitol by right-wing extremists was not an aberration.
        Political polarization in the United States has been on the rise since the attacks of 9/11 due to the War on
        Terror, the 2008 recession, and the election of President Obama, the first African-American president. The
        militarization of American popular culture following 9/11, exacerbated by the NRA and Christian nationalism,
        led to the circulation of a white nationalist rhetoric that celebrated white American exceptionalism and
        sanctioned the use of violent force to eliminate perceived external and internal threats to the homeland.
        Conservative media outlets profited by marketing white nationalist narratives that lionized violent, white
        Christian heroes who used guns to eradicate Muslim ‘savages.’ Sarah D. Nilsen argues that these narratives
        moved from right-wing media sources into the mainstream with the bestselling mythologization of America’s most
        ‘successful’ killer sniper, Chris Kyle, in his memoir American Sniper (2012), and the subsequent film
        version of the book released in 2014. This essay argues that American Sniper represents the apotheosis
        of this white nationalist narrative, persuading a significant percentage of the population into believing that
        violent force is justifiable in order to protect the white, Christian American way of life from leftist,
        secular, and minority threats. As white nationalism proliferated within post-9/11 American popular culture, the
        Department of Homeland Security and other US intelligence agencies began circulating reports expressing concern
        about the possible spread of white nationalism and white supremacy within the military and society, and yet the
        federal response to these concerns were muted or undercut by protests from Republican congressional members and
        conservative media outlets. Films like American Sniper played a demonstrable and intentional role in
        fomenting the white nationalist ideology that has undercut US democratic institutions leading to the attack on
        the Capitol. Currently, four in ten Americans who most trust far-right news sources (42%) and around one in
        four who most trust FOX News (27%) agree that “[b]ecause things have gotten so far off track, true American
        patriots may have to resort to violence in order to save our country” (Understanding QAnon’s, 2021).
      

    


    
      




    




Part III: White supremacy and television


      
        Pablo Bose argues that xenophobia and white nationalism have become a dominant feature of contemporary
        politics, especially in North America and Europe. The turmoil of the Trump presidency, Brexit, and culture wars
        regarding demographic and social change, ideological divisions and shifting contexts have created a fertile
        ground for white nationalist movements that are no longer on the fringes of society but often find their
        rhetoric, fantasies and aspirations reaching mainstream audiences and even the seats of power. A particular
        target for many white nationalists and right-wing extremists in the current moment are refugees, migrants, and
        asylum seekers, who are held accountable for many of the anxieties that incite white moral panics. Yet how do
        such anxieties develop in the first place? In this chapter the author argues that the figure of the refugee has
        always played a complicated and contradictory role in global culture. While those fleeing persecution and
        danger have been in some traditions seen through the lens of victimhood and thus deserving of sanctuary, the
        author argues that equally important are a series of thematic frames structuring news coverage, discourse, and
        cultural representation that have helped to produce the refugee as a figure of threat. These are the ideas of
        refugees as a security threat, as a demographic threat, and an environmental threat to existing populations and
        nations.
      


      
        Helen Morgan Parmett’s chapter takes the ideology of the purity of sport and the field of play as the ground
        for analyzing the role of contemporary sports stadia in the production of and resistance to white supremacy.
        Rather than focusing on media representation of sports, she focuses on the material structures of sport stadia
        as media. Specifically, she theorizes stadia as urban media infrastructures in which media technologies and
        practices are deeply integrated into the stadium itself, as they are built as sites of media broadcasting
        spectacle, surveillance, and crowd control. Considering the stadium as a media space, she attends to the design
        logics and practices through which contemporary football and baseball stadia, the two most popular sports in
        the US and most closely associated with American national identity, are produced as white spaces that
        perpetuate white supremacy. Understanding white supremacy as the material practices through which white
        dominance and hegemony is secured through the exclusion and premature death of BIPOC peoples (Bonds &
        Inwood, 2016), Morgan Parmett suggests stadia are both the products of and work to institute what
        Lipsitz (2011) refers to as a white spatial imaginary; or, in other words, that stadia are spaces in
        which whiteness, white control, and dominance over Others is learned, naturalized, practiced, and resisted.
      


      
        While the Hulu series The Handmaid’s Tale (2017–2021) clearly depicts a dystopian narrative dominated by
        white supremacy, its failure to address this core characteristic reflects American politics, as well as
        mainstream white feminism’s own unwillingness to address the nation’s racist history that continues to repeat
        itself. Stefania Marghitu and Kelsey Moore Johnson argue that the series’ source material, Margaret Atwood’s
        1985 novel of the same name, addresses white supremacy and anti-Semitism insofar as the new regime banishes
        Black Americans to Africa and Jewish Americans to Israel, with the exception of Black post-menopausal woman
        kept as house slaves known as “Marthas.” The televisual adaptation does not pursue the same narrative of ethnic
        and racial genocide, and handmaids and Marthas are not defined by race, which creates a color-blind narrative.
        By representing non-white Americans at once experiencing and witnessing the same persecutions as their
        counterparts, the Hulu series attempted to reverse the racial erasure in Atwood’s original work. However, by
        not drawing attention to the additional racialized consequences, The Handmaid’s Tale perpetuates the
        ongoing issues of American politics, feminist movements, and television representation. At their core, the book
        and series are meant to provide a cautionary tale of both Ronald Reagan and Donald Trump’s parallel
        administrative actions against women’s reproductive rights. However, the symbolism of the handmaid’s garb
        reveals multifaceted meanings that draw on religious, racial, and class-based oppression. This chapter reveals
        the problematics of only addressing gendered discrimination as singular rather than intersectional, which
        negates any racial, ethnic, socioeconomic, religious, or sexuality differences in order to perpetuate a white
        supremacist nation. It further discusses how the series served as a catalyst and symbol of resistance for
        feminist activism, which allowed for issues of race, class, religion, and ethnicity to be further explored.
      

    


    
      




    




Part IV: White supremacy, social media, and gaming


      
        Stephen King scholar Anthony Magistrale argues that King has been writing fictional versions of white supremacy
        since the late 1970s when he created the character Randall Flagg in the novel The Stand. Flagg is the
        archetype for all the other wannabe fascists that populate King’s novels, from Greg Stillson in The Dead
        Zone to those less obvious politically motivated monsters such as Pennywise in IT and Andre Linoge
        in Storm of the Century. In fact, in general terms it is possible to argue that all the monsters in
        King’s universe—both human and supernatural—reflect, to greater or lesser degrees, anti-democratic values.
        King’s creation of white supremacist figures poses a prescient anticipation of Donald Trump’s political
        emergence in 2016. This assertion is confirmed in the acrimonious Twitter war that emerged between King and
        Trump over the years of the latter’s presidency. King’s politics are deeply progressive and thus often run into
        conflict with Trump’s regressive and oppressive agenda. This chapter considers the Twitter feed that has fed
        this conflict in order to highlight the fictional examples of King’s right-wing ideologues and their remarkably
        similar methodologies.
      


      
        In the penultimate chapter, Megan Condis argues that video game culture has a white supremacy problem. Almost
        anyone who plays video games could speak to the toxic levels of casual racism that permeate online gaming
        spaces like background radiation. But as awful as this behavior is when it is confined to the virtual world, it
        is even more frightening when racist rhetoric in the online gaming community spills over into the real world.
        There is evidence that online gaming culture is becoming a popular recruiting ground for white supremacist
        groups seeking to radicalize young white men and that gaming-adjacent spaces like Steam and
        Discord. Meanwhile, image boards like 4chan and 8chan are playing host to racist and
        anti-Semitic hate groups as well as to white supremacist manifestos written by real-world mass murderers. This
        begs the question: what is it about gaming culture that makes it an appealing venue for white supremacists? In
        this chapter Condis argues that white supremacist recruiters are attracted to online games because online
        gaming culture has historically privileged whiteness to such a degree that the mere presence of people of color
        was considered disruptive to the supposedly apolitical and color-blind communities that players were creating.
        She explains where and how this recruitment takes place across a variety of platforms and provides some
        examples of how the gaming industry has unwittingly encouraged (or at least failed to discourage) white
        supremacist rhetoric in the past. Condis concludes by sketching out some basic guidelines for industry
        professionals who are invested in taking a stand against hate in their communities.
      


      
        In “White Female Pain,” Hannah Noel explores the growing body of critical scholarship that studies the
        strategic rhetorical mechanisms used by white men to maintain white supremacy. Casey Ryan Kelly (2020)
        asserts a “powerful script of white male victimization” was catalyzed by the 2016 election (p. 2) where men
        were “aggrieved by feminism, multiculturalism, secularism, and demands for structural equality” (p. 3). Such
        discourse indexes white men as the casualties of the multicultural movement and identity politics. White
        identity is “a mobilized political identity” and threat is key to the “acquisition and activation of [such]
        group identities” (Jardina 2019, pp. 40, 37). White masculine victimhood uses the threat historically
        marginalized groups pose to white hegemony to activate political and ideological formations (Abrajano et
        al., 2017; Jardina, 2019). These political identities coalesced in vigilantism during the January 6, 2021
        storming of the US Capitol. It would be incorrect, however, to presume that this masculine rhetoric is
        embodied, performed, and espoused only by white men; such notions reinforce hegemonic masculinity and falsely
        link masculinity to only cis men. Although scholars have considered how white women perform a good white girl
        identity (Moon, 1999), a scholarly opening remains around how white cis women also evoke masculine
        rhetoric while supporting white supremacy. In studying the connections between masculinity, white supremacy,
        power, and cis women orators, this chapter begins to fill the gap.
      


      
        As this book goes to press, nearly twenty American states have banned the teaching of critical race theory in
        their classrooms, seemingly subscribing to former President Trump’s problematic and polemic claim that
        “Critical race theory, the 1619 Project and the crusade against American history is toxic propaganda,
        ideological poison, that, if not removed, will dissolve the civic bonds that tie us together, will destroy our
        country.”1 This collection of essays makes evident the centrality of critical race theory in
        conversations, classrooms, and the media as this country struggles to confront the ubiquitous presence and
        power of white supremacy. It is the first step in the long process of anti-racist and anti-white supremacy
        work.
      


      
        This edited collection is a continuation of our previous collections that were some of the first to use
        critical race theory to study the circulation and representation of color-blind racism and rhetoric in
        television (The Colorblind Screen: Television in Post-Racial America, NYU, 2014) and film (The Myth
        of Colorblindness: Race and Ethnicity in American Cinema, Palgrave, 2019). As white supremacy has become a
        central aspect of mainstream American life, this new edited collection seeks to draw attention to and expand
        the academic field of media studies and critical race theory and to provide an audience with the means through
        which to analyze and understand the dominant role that media plays in our current racial reality. This
        collection will provide readers and students with an understanding of the ways in which media has provided
        institutional support for white supremacist ideology. They will be presented with the means to examine and
        analyse the persistence of these narratives within our racial discourse, thus offering the necessary knowledge
        to challenge and transform these racially divisive and destructive narratives.
      

    


    
      Note


      
        	
          Website: https://www.cbsnews.com/news/critical-race-theory-state-bans/
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      Introduction


      
        When we hear the phrase “white nationalism,” we generally think of organized forms of extreme white racism,
        such as the Ku Klux Klan or the American Nazi Party. More recently, this image has expanded to include groups
        without a violent agenda, but which advocate for a vision of the United States that is explicitly centered on
        white European-American identity, culture, and institutions. In this chapter, I advance the argument that while
        “white nationalism” may incorporate extremist projects, it is better understood as fundamental to the entire
        history of the United States. I contend that white nationalist groups and social movements are not separated
        from the larger society, but are socially, politically, and ideologically connected to the mainstream in ways
        that reinforce white supremacy—that is, a social structure in which political, economic, and social
        institutions disproportionately benefit people defined as white. In short, white nationalism is American
        nationalism, white racism is American racism.
      


      
        This claim matters for three reasons. First, if we set white nationalists as separate from the “mainstream” of
        American society and condemn them as the “racists” among us, then we create space to make the problematic claim
        that the bulk of the United States are not racist because they have distinguished themselves from racial
        extremists. This reinforces the dominant characterization of the United States as a “color-blind” society where
        racism is no longer an obstacle for the advancement of peoples of color but simply reflects the depraved
        actions of racist individuals such as the Minneapolis police officer who caused the death of George Floyd by
        kneeling on his neck for over eight minutes (Doane, 2014a, 2017). Second, it effectively
        “whitewashes” the entire history of the United States by masking the connection between whiteness, racism, and
        “American” national identity. As I argue below, the social and political development of the United States is
        best understood as the outcome of a white nationalist project in conflict with the antiracist resistance of
        racially oppressed groups and their allies. Finally, the walling off of white nationalism leads to a distorted
        understanding of the current political scene and results in the explanation of the rise of ultraconservative
        movements such as the Tea Party and Trumpism as white resentment over “identity politics” and white reaction to
        globalization and increasing inequality. Instead, I will maintain that current conservative political movements
        are merely the latest phase of an ongoing defense of white supremacy that has persisted throughout American
        history.
      

    


    
      Nationalism, whiteness, and “American” identity


      
        In order to understand contemporary white nationalism, it is essential that we begin by considering the ideas
        of nation and national identity and how their connection to whiteness has evolved over time. The idea of
        “nation”—both as a nation-state in the world-system and the as the group of people who occupy the territory of
        the “nation”—is a relatively modern invention with roots in the emergence of European colonialism and the
        creation of the capitalist world-economy (Wallerstein, 1974). By the twenty-first century, the
        nation-state has become the core unit of the global system—from multinational organizations (the United
        Nations, the European Union, the African Union) to military and economic arrangements to international
        competitions (the Olympics, the World Cup). A key element of the modern idea of nation is the notion of
        “citizenship,” which embodies the Enlightenment ideal of individual rights and responsibilities (Brubaker,
        1992). This emphasis upon the social contract between the individual and the larger society was asserted in
        such important documents as the United States’ Declaration of Independence and the French Declaration of the
        Rights of Man and remains a core component of the legitimacy of the nation-state.
      


      
        But a nation needs more glue than formal citizenship—papers or a passport—to hold it together. As Benedict
        Anderson (1983) observed, a nation is an “invented community,” a socially constructed group that exists
        in an interstate system. For nations, “inventing” community involves creating a historical narrative, one that
        provides a common “history,” an articulation of shared values and joint interests, and a sense of joint
        destiny. These narratives are essential in establishing legitimacy—the “right” of a nation to exist and to
        occupy a defined territory—and solidarity, including shared symbols (e.g., flags) and support for state
        institutions and initiatives. Nationality, then, can be viewed as an ethnic-like group identity, but one that
        is expressed on a global scale. Nationalism, in turn, refers to a strong sense of group identity and strong
        support for what are defined as national interests—for example, trade deals, security concerns, and territorial
        claims.1
      


      
        Given the above, a central issue then becomes the basis for membership in the nation. Historically, nations
        have been about establishing borders (demarcation of territory) and boundaries (the distinctions between group
        members and “others”). Traditionally, scholars of nationalism have seen this process of establishing group
        boundaries as covering a range between a national identity based upon a core ethnic group (e.g., Germans in
        Germany) and one based simply upon willingness to accept the demands of citizenship such as the French notion
        of universal citizenship (Brubaker, 1992; Gerstle, 2001; Smith, 2001). The underlying questions
        are: Who is a citizen? Who can become a citizen? How does one become a citizen? In the case of the United
        States, the challenge was to create a national identity in a colonial society whose nature posed unique
        obstacles. The answer to this challenge was the creation of an “American” identity, but one that was grounded
        in race.
      


      
        English colonizers in the new world confronted not only Native Americans, but also their own fears of
        succumbing to the wilderness. In response, they created a self-image of the “civilized” English colonist in
        contrast to the “savages” in the new lands—an ideological maneuver that they had already employed in Ireland
        (Smedley, 2007; Takaki, 1993) to justify conquest and dispossession but which became racialized
        in the American context. Over time, the “white” (Anglo-Saxon) American became identified with freedom,
        opportunity, and the “exceptionalism” embedded in the notion of manifest destiny. And all of this was, of
        course, built on white “possession” of the rapidly expanding United States.
      


      
        As historians remember, but whiteness studies scholars often overlook, English colonizers created a “white
        American” origin narrative, an invented past centered on the Pilgrim/Puritan experience in New England, even
        though other parts of what is now the United States had already been “settled” by Europeans. For the purpose of
        creating a glorious past, the Massachusetts story, which included the quest for “religious freedom,” the
        Mayflower Compact, and the mythical “First Thanksgiving,” provided a more virtuous beginning than the more
        commercially oriented colonial beachheads established in Jamestown (occupied over a decade before the Pilgrims
        arrived) and elsewhere to the south of New England (Dunbar-Ortiz, 2014; Loewen, 1995). Beyond
        cultural diffusion (e.g., food), it is also arguable that the colonists’ ideas about freedom and democracy were
        at a minimum inspired by Native American practices such as the Iroquois Confederation (Loewen, 1995). And as
        historian Philip Deloria (1998) has observed, one of the ways in which the colonists distinguished
        themselves from the British metropole was by symbolically appropriating Native Americans into “American”
        identity. Otherwise, to quote Jill Lepore (1999), “without its aboriginal heritage, America was only a
        more vulgar England, but with it, America was a unique nation, with a unique culture and its own unique past”
        (p. 200).
      


      
        But this created an existential dilemma: to acknowledge indigeneity would be to undermine the legitimacy of
        white possession of the United States. Consequently, the new “American” nation engaged in a project of systemic
        erasure, a process of historical cleansing to follow the ethnic cleansing that was taking place. In popular
        culture, this included James Fenimore Cooper’s The Last of the Mohicans and the wildly popular
        19th-century play Metamora; or the Last of the Wampanoags, a fictionalized account of King Philip’s War
        (Lepore, 1999). And as Jean O’Brien (2010) describes in her exceptional book, Firsting and Lasting:
        Writing Indians out of Existence in New England, this dynamic was repeated by local historians in town
        after town. This reconstructing of history included the “forgetting” of armed conflict (King Philip’s war was,
        on a per capita basis, the deadliest conflict in US history and nearly resulted in driving the English
        colonists out of New England [Lepore, 1999, p. xii; Loewen, 1995]) and the ongoing role that conquest played in
        the affairs of the new nation. Native Americans were kept as a relic, a symbol of the premodern land that
        existed before “civilization,” who in “disappearing” left only their place names to be appropriated by the
        colonizers (I write these words from Connecticut, a state whose name is derived from the Algonquin word for
        “the long tidal river” [Griswold, 2012, p. 19]). And as the United States continued to expand, this
        tactic was repeated in Hawai’i with the myth of the passive acceptance by Hawaiians of the illegal annexation
        by the US (Silva, 2004) and the cultural production—via cinema—of an imaginary Hawai’i that fit the
        colonial narrative (Konzett, 2017). After all was said and done, the outcome of systemic erasure was to
        make white possession a “historical fact” in the colonial imaginary. We need to acknowledge that the social
        construction of whiteness was multidimensional and that one of the foundational elements of whiteness was—and
        remains—the erasure of indigeneity.
      


      
        The second component of the creation of whiteness was the need to justify enslavement. In brief, the ultimate
        rationalization for the institution of chattel slavery was race—the interconnected claims that humankind could
        be divided into biologically distinct “races,” that “race” was predictive of other human traits (e.g.,
        intelligence, trustworthiness), and that there were “superior” and “inferior” races, with the socially defined
        “white” race at the top of the hierarchy. This ideology, which I refer to as “classical racism,” is fundamental
        to the establishment of the United States as a racialized social system (Bonilla-Silva, 1997).
        Enslavement was then justified because it involved “inferior” races, while “white” became synonymous with
        free.2 And given the centrality of enslavement to the US economy (Baptist, 2014;
        Farrow, Lang, & Frank, 2005), racial ideology was further embedded in American society (Kendi,
        2016; Smedley, 2007)—and persisted after abolition. For legal studies scholar Cheryl Harris (1993),
        the combination of colonization and enslavement created a sense of “whiteness as property” that was embedded in
        American law and society. And even the boundaries of whiteness—who could be “white”—were established through
        decades of legal decisions (Haney Lopez, 1996).
      


      
        The third element of whiteness was linked to the fear of immigrants who were viewed as “un-American.” While
        even white colonial America was diverse (Parillo, 1994), it was also defined by an Anglo-American core
        (Kaufmann, 2004) which led to an ongoing debate—one that continues today—on who could become American.
        This fear appeared early, as evidenced by Benjamin Franklin’s (1751) diatribe against German immigrants
        (whom he defined as non-white) in Pennsylvania. One of the early laws passed by the first United States
        Congress, the Naturalization Act of 1790, restricted citizenship to white immigrants. As immigration increased
        after 1820, so did nativist fears of those deemed different such as Catholics and Chinese, as reflected in the
        Know Nothing Party of the 1850s and the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882. With the substantial influx after 1880
        of immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe—Italians, Poles, Slavs, Jews—of those viewed as racially
        different and the dramatic increase in the immigrant proportion of the population, anti-immigrant movements
        emerged, including the Immigration Restriction League in the 1890s and the 1920s mobilization of the Ku Klux
        Klan around immigration issues (McVeigh & Estep, 2019). In the early twentieth century, Congress
        established the Dillingham Commission (1907–1911), which produced a 41-volume report on the “problem” of
        immigration. Prominent racist activist Madison Grant (1916) lamented the “passing of the great race” (p.
        43) (ironically, Grant, like many of his era, used the term “native Americans” to describe English colonizers
        and their descendants) in face of the flood of the “weak, broken, and mentally crippled” of groups from the
        Mediterranean basin, the Balkans, and the Polish ghettos. Congress responded with immigration restriction
        legislation in the 1920s that banned all Asian immigration and severely limited immigration from Southern and
        Eastern Europe, which dramatically limited demographic changes due to immigration (Dinnerstein &
        Reimers, 1982). With the substantial curtailment of further immigration from Southern and Eastern Europe
        over the next few decades, members of these groups took advantage of the expanding boundaries of “whiteness” to
        assimilate into the Euro-American “mainstream” of the United States, although, as late as the 1950s, observers
        spoke of a “triple melting pot” (Protestant-Catholic-Jewish) and John F. Kennedy’s Catholicism was considered a
        potential barrier in his 1960 presidential campaign (Joseph Biden in 2021 is only the second Catholic
        president). By the late 20th century, the outcome was a consolidation of European-American groups, from
        original colonizers to more recent arrivals, into a generic “white American” or “just American” identity
        (Alba, 1990; Doane, 1997).3 The important takeaways from this are the ongoing
        racialization of non-white immigrants—a trend that continues to the present—and the expansion and
        reconfiguration of “white” America.
      


      
        The outcome of these processes was the emergence of an “American” identity that was indelibly white and wrapped
        around an Anglo-American core. When J. Hector St. John de Crevecoeur (1782) rhetorically asked “what is
        an American?,” his answer contained only white European examples.4 This persisted over time:
        Israel Zangwill’s (1906) “Melting Pot” was a crucible where “all the races of Europe” were blended to
        create “the American.” When Rudyard Kipling (1899) wanted to encourage the United States to become a
        colonial power, he exhorted the country to “take up the white man’s burden.” And the view was similar from the
        other side of the racial divide. When Frederick Douglass (1852) asked “what, to the slave, is your
        Fourth of July?,” he was underscoring the fact that African-Americans were not included in the white nation.
        And citizenship—albeit imposed—was not confirmed for all Native Americans until 1924 (Dunbar-Ortiz, 2014). For
        much of US history, as Toni Morrison (1992) famously wrote “‘American’ means white.”
      


      
        Why does it matter that “American” national identity has been more or less conflated with whiteness? It matters
        because it defines membership in the nation, in terms of both social legitimacy and the ability to claim the
        rights of citizens. Historically—and to the present— “hyphenated” Americans were viewed as not completely
        American, especially when racial distinctions were made. This exclusion became the justification for the
        infamous Dred Scott decision (1857) when Chief Justice Roger Taney wrote that African-Americans had “no
        rights which the white man was bound to respect,” for the abrogation of Native American treaty rights in the
        Lone Wolf v. Hitchcock (1903) decision, and for the internment of Japanese-American citizens during
        World War II. This exclusion also enabled white Americans to create a mythical narrative of freedom and
        democracy that helped unify the (white) nation. Finally, the embeddedness of whiteness made it possible to use
        the language of universalism and democracy to cast more or less overtly white interests as “American” or
        national interests. In a “white” nation, nationalism—a strong sense of group identity and strong support for
        group interests—becomes white nationalism. What over the years has been promoted as American nationalism has at
        its core been white nationalism. This foundation should provide the basis for understanding white nationalism
        in the current moment.
      

    


    
      In defense of whiteness: the historical politics of “backlash”


      
        As we look at the present moment, there is a heightened interest among scholars and public intellectuals in
        what has been described as “white backlash” (e.g., Abrajano & Hajnal, 2015; Jardina, 2019;
        Lippard, Carter, & Embrick, 2020; McVeigh & Estep, 2019). This began with the Tea Party movement
        in 2009 and came to the fore with the surprise victory of Donald Trump in the 2016 presidential election, an
        outcome that was attributed by many pundits to a white working class that felt left behind by globalization,
        threatened by immigration, and ignored by elites. To be clear, while Trump had his strongest support among
        non-college-educated whites, he received a majority of votes from whites across all social classes
        (Bonilla-Silva, 2019), which occurred despite his repeated violations of modern racial etiquette with
        overtly racist comments about various groups of color (Doane, 2020). This suggests a change in both
        American political discourse and racial ideology, an issue that I will discuss in detail below.
      


      
        But, as many scholars have argued (Hughey, 2014; Omi & Winant, 2015; Steinberg, 1996),
        the roots of the current backlash run deeper. As we know from recent history, many whites responded strongly
        and often violently in response to African-American mobilization in the Civil Rights Movement in the 1950s and
        1960s and demands for an end to legal segregation. This included police violence, state repression, mob
        violence, and acts of terrorism. And the reaction continued over the following decades with ongoing white
        mobilization against court-ordered busing to achieve school desegregation and affirmative action policies. This
        reaction was stoked by politicians who made racialized calls for “law and order,” a “war on drugs,” and welfare
        reform (Alexander, 2010; Quadagno, 1994). Indeed, it is certainly fair to claim that many of the
        major changes in US politics over the last half-century—the flipping of the Democratic “Solid South” to a
        Republican stronghold, the rise of the “New Right” and other conservative movements, and the emergence of the
        “moral majority” and the “Christian” Right—have some or all of their roots in a racist reaction against the
        Civil Rights Movement (Omi & Winant, 2015; Stewart, 2019).
      


      
        In my view, this discussion leads to a larger point: whether we are talking about the past decade or the past
        60 years, white backlash is not new; it is part of the defense of white supremacy that has persisted since the
        English colonization of what is now the United States. This is an important understanding. All too often, we
        tend to speak of colonialism, white supremacy, and racialized social systems in general as all-encompassing
        forms of domination. But as history has demonstrated, systems of oppression engender resistance. In addition,
        the US has always contained a fundamental contradiction in the disconnect between the ideal of American
        citizenship—the willingness to believe in liberty, equality, and democracy—and the reality of white supremacy
        and racial exclusion. “All men [sic] are created equal” meant “all white men” in practice; “we the people”
        meant “we the white people.” Ironically, this hypocrisy provided an opening for challenge. In his iconic “I
        Have a Dream” speech, Martin Luther King, Jr. spoke at length of a “promissory note”—the promise of rights and
        justice on which the United States has defaulted for its citizens of color. From Frederick Douglass to Black
        Lives Matter, the promises of justice and equality have provided a moral and political argument for challenging
        white supremacy.
      


      
        From the beginning, white supremacy in the United States has faced indigenous resistance (it took over 250
        years to complete the white European-American military conquest of North America), revolts by enslaved persons,
        and a range of antiracist social movements. White Americans have responded with racist ideologies, reactionary
        and antidemocratic social movements, and a range of state policies to defend or extend white supremacy (Doane,
        2020; Smedley, 2007). Looking back, we can view—among other events—the emergence and extension of racist
        ideology, which expanded in reaction to antislavery movements. Slave patrols and the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850
        were responses to resistance from enslaved Africans. White demands for land, even to the extent of disregarding
        treaties, led to the Indian Removal Act of 1830 and the Dawes Act of 1887, the latter, under the guise of
        allotting land to individual Native Americans, ultimately transferred large portions of land into the hands of
        individual whites (Dunbar-Ortiz, 2014). The end of enslavement and the establishment of Reconstruction at the
        conclusion of the Civil War were followed by the emergence of the Ku Klux Klan, widespread white terrorism, and
        the eventual creation of the oppressive Jim Crow racial order (Blackmon, 2008; Du Bois,
        1998/1935; Foner, 1988). Between the 1880s and the mid-1940s, nearly 3500 African-Americans were
        lynched as an expression of white backlash/terrorism (Dray, 2002). And as African-Americans moved away
        from the South, they were repeatedly confronted with racist violence—including the “Red Summer” of 1919 and the
        Tulsa race massacre of 1921—as whites sought to defend “their” communities (Brophy, 2003; Massey
        & Denton, 1993). James Loewen (2005) has documented the existence of “sundown towns,” locations
        outside the South that maintained their “all-white” status through a combination of local ordinances, violence,
        and intimidation. White resentment of Chinese immigration led to the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, as well as
        decades of anti-Chinese violence in the western United States (Loewen, 2005). And as the Mexican-American
        presence expanded in the southwestern United States, the white response included a hardening of the border,
        deportation programs (such as “Operation Wetback”), and violence (Barrera, 1979; Takaki, 1993). The
        history of the United States can be viewed, in essence, as a history of white racism, resistance, and white
        counter resistance. As historian Carol Anderson (2017) noted, whenever there was any form of black
        advancement, it was swiftly followed by “white rage,” that is, white nationalist mobilization in the defense of
        white supremacy.
      


      
        Beyond backlash and overt racial discrimination, white supremacy was also baked into the institutions and
        policies of the “American” government. As federal and state governments expanded their role in the lives of
        Americans, conscious racist decisions created new inequalities in workforce protections and in social programs
        such as Social Security, unemployment insurance, veterans’ benefits, and public assistance (Katznelson,
        2005). Public investment in education, housing, and infrastructure followed lines of race,
        disproportionately benefitting whites and reproducing/increasing differences in wealth (Oliver &
        Shapiro, 1995; Rothstein, 2017). And even as overt discrimination was banned by civil rights
        legislation in the 1960s, white advantage persisted in institutional practices—housing, the legal system,
        education—and gaps in income, wealth, and social well-being persisted (Alexander, 2010; Taylor, 2019;
        Van, 2016). As Stokely Carmichael and Charles Hamilton (1967) observed, institutional practices
        were more proficient at killing African-Americans than overt white terrorism.5 Looking across
        the breadth of US history, we might conclude that defensiveness and backlash only occurred when business as
        usual fails to secure white advantages.
      

    


    
      Whiteness today: color-blindness and the new white nationalism


      
        To summarize my argument this far, I would emphasize the following points. White supremacy today stands on a
        foundation of colonialism and ethnic cleansing, enslavement and racialization, and racialized
        immigration—buttressed by an ideology of race that legitimized this system. This included an image of the
        United States and the “American” nation that was cloaked in whiteness. I also put forward the argument that
        white “backlash” or defensiveness has existed from the beginning, with periods of intensification that emerged
        whenever white interests—or those of a significant white subgroup—were perceived to be threatened. In other
        words, current issues are part of an ongoing process, and contemporary cultural and political understandings,
        along with social structures, are shaped by the past.
      


      
        While resistance to white supremacy has also persisted over time, there were important changes in the 1960s and
        following decades. Civil Rights legislation (Civil Rights Act of 1964, Voting Rights Act of 1965, and Fair
        Housing Act of 1968) not only enshrined antidiscrimination into law, but they also provided some
        mechanisms—however incomplete—for government enforcement. Participation in electoral politics changed at the
        local, state, and federal levels, highlighted by the Jackson campaigns for president in 1984 and 1988, the
        increase in representation of African-Americans, and changes in political discourse. Claims for group rights
        also inspired other oppressed peoples, including the Red Power Movement and Native American land and treaty
        claims, La Raza Unida and the mobilization of Latinx agricultural workers, and a number of immigrant rights
        movements. And the cultural impact of these movements included an attempt to redefine what it meant to be
        American, a view of a multicultural society that far transcended—and challenged—the boundaries of whiteness.
        Socially and politically, white supremacy continues to be challenged by a range of social movements.
      


      
        Yet the more things changed, the more they stayed the same. While incremental change occurred and many barriers
        were broken, persistent gaps remained on virtually all measures of social and economic well-being—education,
        income, unemployment, health, wealth, and poverty. Corporations, institutions, and universities embraced the
        virtue of “diversity,” but their structure and practice remained irrefutably white (Berrey, 2015;
        Doane, 2006; Embrick, 2011). Overt racism was routinely condemned (Doane, 2014a), but schools,
        the housing market, and the criminal justice system all continued to produce segregated and racially disparate
        outcomes. In the 21st century, racism has become systemic—embedded in institutional practices, policy
        implementation, and court decisions—rather than overt social behavior.
      


      
        For current scholars of US racism, this contradiction of the persistence of racial inequality decades after the
        Civil Rights Movement is generally explained by color-blind racial ideology (Bonilla-Silva, 2018 [2003];
        Doane, 2017). In brief, color-blindness does not involve “not seeing” race, but incorporates the denial of
        racism and the claim that racism is not a barrier to the individual or collective success of historically
        oppressed groups. Instead of racism, persistent racial inequality is attributed to natural outcomes (individual
        decisions, market forces) or cultural and behavioral deficiencies on the part of peoples of color
        (Bonilla-Silva, 2018 [2003]). This leads to conclusions such as the claim that the only racism that persists is
        found in individuals, who are condemned and punished by society (which “demonstrates” that the US has moved
        beyond race), and that explicit steps taken to combat racial inequality are both unnecessary and “unfair” to
        whites (Bonilla-Silva, 2018 [2003]; Doane, 2014a). This color-blind world view was also supported by a “racial
        etiquette” that discouraged discussions of racism by talking around issues of race or accusing claimants of
        “playing the race card” (Doane, 2006).
      


      
        As I have argued elsewhere (Doane, 2020, p. 28), racial ideologies, “collections of beliefs and understandings
        about what race is and how social arrangements and practices should be racially structured,” play an important
        political role in maintaining systems of dominations such as white supremacy. For many reasons, color-blindness
        seemed to be well-suited as a dominant racial ideology, as its flexibility worked well in a rapidly changing
        social environment (Doane, 2014a). As a result, conventional wisdom was turned upon its head in 2016 when
        wealthy entrepreneur and television personality Donald J. Trump won both the Republican nomination and the
        presidency after a campaign marked by race-baiting (Desjardins, 2017). This represented the emergence of
        a new set of racial understandings that I have described (Doane, 2019) as the “new white nationalism”—a
        belief in the superiority of a white American culture and the willingness to overlook a more overt racist
        discourse in defense of this culture.
      


      
        So, if white supremacy remains powerful in the 21st century, albeit with more vocal opposition, how do we
        explain the emergence of this “new white nationalism?” I contend that this represents the outcome of two
        interconnected dynamics, both of which are grounded in the long history of whiteness in the United States. The
        first is the countermobilization of the 1960s, when conservatives pivoted from anticommunism (although
        “red-baiting” is still used as a weapon; for example, the repeated accusations of “socialism” made by
        Republicans in the 2020 election) to racism as a mobilizing tool. The 1968/1972 Republican “Southern Strategy”
        played upon white anger over the Civil Rights Movement and fear over school and residential desegregation,
        which, in turn, enabled Republicans to “flip” the South, thereby ending a century of affiliation with the
        Democratic Party and cementing the South as a Republican stronghold (Anderson, 2017; Omi & Winant, 2015).
        From the 1970s on, racialized “wars” on crime and drugs were used to mobilize support for both conservative
        politicians and draconian policies that produced the mass incarceration of African-Americans detailed in
        Michelle Alexander’s (2010) The New Jim Crow. Ideologically, the “New Right” was buttressed by the
        establishment of conservative think-tanks and organizations funded by right-wing foundations and individuals,
        which in turn provided research and arguments that were employed in racialized campaigns against affirmative
        action, immigration, welfare, multiculturalism, and multilingualism (Delgado & Stefancic, 1997).
        Closely connected to the conservative countermovement was the rapid growth of white “Christian” nationalism, a
        movement founded in the 1970s in response—in part—to the fear of the loss of nonprofit tax status for racially
        segregated religiously based educational institutions, but which has grown into a formidable political force
        (Stewart, 2019). While conservative and religious white nationalist movements certainly focus on other social
        issues (e.g., abortion, opposition to LGBTQ rights), maintaining white supremacy has always been a core concern
        for these groups (Anderson, 2017). The relationship between white supremacy and Christianity has deep roots
        (Cross, 2014; Jones, 2020).
      


      
        Interestingly, given the Trump campaign’s false and discredited claims of voter fraud in the aftermath of the
        2020 election, allegations of voter fraud—focused upon African-Americans—have been a core element of white
        mobilization for decades. As Anderson (2017) noted, the white concern with suppressing African-American voting
        re-emerged shortly after the passage of the Voting Rights Act of 1965, which in itself sought to overturn
        nearly a century of racist voter suppression. Over the following decades, a variety of covert strategies
        surfaced (e.g., voter identification requirements, limitations on the number of polling places, restrictions on
        early voting), many of which used “preventing voter fraud” as the rationale for their actions. This in turn led
        to more direct allegations of “voter fraud,” most notably after the 2008 election, to the extent that a
        majority of Republican voters believed that Barack Obama’s landslide victory was fraudulent (Anderson, 2017).
        In this context, Trump’s 2020 attempts to overturn the election results on the basis of false claims of voter
        fraud—which focused upon cities with a majority or plurality of African-American voters (Atlanta, Detroit,
        Philadelphia, Milwaukee)—is simply the latest iteration of an ongoing project. Given this history, it is not
        surprising that a majority of Republican voters in 2020 believed that the election was fraudulent and that
        Trump actually won (Durkee, 2020; Montanaro, 2020; Zhouli, 2020).
      


      
        The second dynamic involves the complexity of whiteness. While it is commonplace to refer to whiteness
        or white supremacy, it is essential to emphasize that whiteness is not monolithic. This observation is known,
        to a degree, in the literature (particularly with respect to the white working class), but it is often
        overlooked in practice.6 While there is certainly a hegemonic element to whiteness
        (Hughey, 2012; Lewis, 2004), I find it useful to view whiteness as a coalition, one with
        important divisions, such as class, region/location, ethnicity, and religion, that has historically been held
        together by racialized benefits, both real and perceived common material interests, and ideologies of race.
        Throughout US history, the white coalition has been held together by actions that bolstered white racial
        solidarity, such as the post-Reconstruction creation of the Jim Crow racial order or the Native American
        removal to increase opportunities for white land ownership. Over the past few decades, there have been cracks
        in the coalition as the white “racial contract” (Mills, 1997) has been perceived as “not working” by
        segments of the white middle and working classes, especially those outside of urban areas. Increased inequality
        and economic pressure, stemming from deindustrialization/globalization, stagnant real wages, and neoliberal
        social policies, has led to a feeling of being left out of the American Dream of upward mobility, a feeling
        that was exacerbated by racist anger over immigration and the perceived gains by racially excluded groups. This
        in turn gave rise to support for the Tea Party, Trumpism, and other white nationalist and conservative
        movements (Burke, 2015; McVeigh & Estep, 2019). While it is doubtful that nationalist conservative
        governments and policies will benefit working-class and conservative voters (see the analysis in Dying of
        Whiteness by Jonathan Metzl, 2019), racism and nationalism continue to shape voting patterns
        (McElwee & McDaniel, 2017). And many members of the white elite either support more extreme white
        nationalism or are willing to accommodate it as long as conservative economic policies are followed. The key
        point of emphasis here is that conservative nationalism is being driven by racism more than economic anxiety.
        After all, if conservative nationalist policies were truly beneficial to the working classes, then one would
        expect them to draw substantial support from communities of color.
      

    


    
      The nature of the new white nationalism


      
        Given the claim above that the emergence of the “new white nationalism” constitutes an evolution of white
        supremacy, it is useful to provide a more detailed description of its nature. It is important to emphasize that
        multiple racial ideologies or belief systems can coexist and have done so at many points in the past (Doane,
        2017). The rise of the “new white nationalism” does not mean the demise of color-blind racial ideology; in
        fact, it incorporates and often expands upon many aspects of color-blindness, particularly the denial that
        racism is a meaningful barrier to opportunity for historically oppressed groups. In many cases, the difference
        is a matter of emphasis or degree. For this discussion, I will examine four key elements: the increased
        toleration for racism, the intensification of nationalism, the focus on the racialized threat to American
        society, and the claim of “victim” status for “white” Americans.
      


      
        Increased toleration for racism


        
          One of the hallmarks of color-blind racial ideology is its “racial etiquette” (Doane, 2017), which holds that
          overtly racist statements—not to mention actions—are unacceptable. In fact, speakers will often go to great
          lengths, including using code words, to avoid making racist, or even race-cognizant, statements
          (Bonilla-Silva, 2018 [2003]). Over the past few decades, numerous political and professional careers have
          been disrupted or even ended by racist statements (Doane, 2014a). Consequently, when Donald Trump launched
          his 2016 campaign for the Republican Party nomination for president of the United States with a racist and
          anti-immigrant diatribe in which he referred to immigrants who come across the Mexican border as “criminals
          and rapists” (Washington Post, 2015), it would not have been unreasonable to think that his campaign
          had self-destructed even as it had begun. Yet, this time proved to be different, and despite a series of
          racist remarks (Desjardins, 2017) and polls that showed 44% of respondents describing him as racist (Bump,
          2016), Trump became president in 2016.
        


        
          After his election, Trump continued to make race-baiting a regular part of his rhetoric. He referred to white
          supremacists in Charlottesville, Virginia as “good people,” while calling black professional football players
          who protested racist police violence “sons of bitches” (Desjardins, 2017). He referred to refugees from the
          Global South as immigrants from “shithole countries” and repeatedly disparaged immigrants in a racialized
          manner (Dawsey, 2018; Herb, Sands, & Shortell, 2018). Throughout his term in office, a
          plurality or a majority of voters viewed Trump as racist (Cillizza, 2018; Lemon, 2020). And
          although he lost the 2020 presidential election, Trump received the votes of over 74 million Americans, which
          was approximately 47% of the electorate. Clearly, Trump was able to transcend the color-blind prohibition of
          overt racism.
        


        
          But this phenomenon goes beyond Trump. While the overwhelming focus of public attention was upon Trump, it is
          important to emphasize that his words were not isolated events. For example, in January 2016 Maine governor
          Paul LePage was criticized for remarks at a public meeting where he said
        


        
          
            these are guys with the name D-Money, Smoothie, Shifty – these types of guys – they come from Connecticut
            and New York, they come up here, they sell their heroin, they go back home. Incidentally, half the time
            they impregnate a young white girl before they leave.
          


          
            (Billings, 2016)
          

        


        
          Despite widespread condemnation, LePage continued to serve as governor until his term ended in January 2019.
          Later in 2016, an Ohio volunteer county chair for the Trump campaign eventually resigned after an interview
          with The Guardian in which she was quoted as saying that “I don’t think that there was any racism
          until Obama got elected” and “if you’re black and you haven’t been successful in the last 50 years, it’s your
          own fault” (Jaffe & Helsel, 2016). What Trump did do was to pour gasoline upon the flames of overt
          racism. The Southern Poverty Law Center (Costello, 2016; Southern Poverty Law Center, 2020)
          documented an increase in racist attacks and hate speech immediately after the election, as well as an
          increase in the number of white nationalist groups in the years 2017–2019.
        

      

      
        Intensified nationalism


        
          While the expression of (white) American nationalism has undergone periods of assertion throughout US
          history, the intensification of nationalism is one of the features of the “new white nationalism.” Certainly
          US nationalism has been on the increase over the past two decades, especially in response to the 2001
          terrorist attacks, the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, the “War on Terror,” and the perception of
          global—particularly Chinese—challenges to American hegemony. This created fertile soil for the 2016 Trump
          campaign, with its iconic promise to “make America great again,” a slogan with racist undertones that
          referred back to a time before the Civil Rights Movement when the position of the United States, and whites
          within the United States, seemed much more secure. Trump’s promise in his inaugural address— “America
          First”—cemented this position, especially when followed by trade wars, withdrawals from international
          agreements and organizations (Paris Agreement on climate change, World Health Organization), immigration
          restriction, and the overall questioning of the engagement of the United States with international
          organizations. Once again, it is important to emphasize that this is not Trump acting alone, but is instead
          the culmination of increasing American nationalism.
        


        
          One of the unique aspects of the current manifestation of American nationalism is its interface with (white)
          Christian nationalism. Historically, white supremacy has always been legitimized by Christianity, from the
          Pilgrims and the conquest of native Americans to the justification of enslavement to the belief in “American
          exceptionalism”—the belief that God has given the United States a unique role in history and that American
          values were Christian values. But in the wake of the 1960s and the Civil Rights Movement, a well-organized
          and well-funded “Christian” Right emerged, one dedicated to promoting a conservative and (white) nationalist
          political agenda which included the claim that America was a “Christian Nation” and decades-long efforts to
          break down the iconic “separation of church and state” that has been a defining feature of American
          society—including a historically dubious reinterpretation of the intent of the framers of the Constitution
          (Stewart, 2019). The outcome of this process is a segment of society—white “Christian” evangelists—that has
          reliably voted for conservative candidates over the past four decades. They constitute 15% of the population
          but (due to higher rates of voter turnout) 20%–25% of the electorate and a majority (or at least a plurality
          of Republican voters)—75% to 85% have voted for the Republicans candidate in recent elections, including 2020
          (Jones, Jackson, Orces, & Huff, 2020; Newport, 2020). This is the core of the new white
          nationalism.
        

      

      
        External and internal threats


        
          Another essential component of racialized nationalism is the development of real or seemingly real threats to
          the nation, for, as sociologists have long known, the existence of enemies—internal or internal—is a key
          factor in building and maintaining group solidarity. Enemies and the threat that they provide generate images
          and storylines that are effective in mobilizing support for nationalist projects and for defending white
          hegemony. Creating fear and nightmares—apocalyptic images of the future—can be effective tools for social
          mobilization (Altheide, 2002; Best, 2018). If we look at the past century of US history,
          Americans have been urged to come together to resist threats posed by fascism, communism (the “Cold War”),
          and terrorism (generally defined as Islamic). In the current moment, global threats are coming from areas
          defined as “non-white”—China, Iran, North Korea, Latin America, and the Muslim world in general.
        


        
          As I have outlined above, immigration and the claimed dangers posed by immigrants to “America” and to white
          supremacy have been a recurring theme throughout the history of the United States (Higham, 1963) and a
          recurring basis for anti-immigrant mobilization. This is clearly true in the present moment. As immigration
          to the US—particularly from areas outside of Europe, primarily Latin America and Africa—has increased over
          the past few decades, the “threat” posed by immigrants, especially those from Latin America (unwilling to
          assimilate and perhaps spearheading the “reconquest” of the US Southwest) and Muslims (viewed as potential
          terrorists in the wake of the attacks on September 11, 2001) has become a major political issue (Chavez,
          2013; Selod, 2018). This has become central to white nationalism, as researchers have found that
          whites who have negative attitudes toward immigrants are more likely to support Republican candidates
          (Abrajano & Hajnal, 2015). Trump’s promises to “build a wall” along the Mexican border to keep immigrants
          out of the country, his “travel ban” on immigrants from Muslim nations, along with the media fixation upon
          “caravans” of immigrants approaching the Southern border of the United States (Obeidallah, 2018), all
          proved to be effective in mobilizing voter support.
        


        
          The fear of “different”—that is, not white—immigrants is enhanced by the fear of demographic change. The US
          Census Bureau has projected that by the middle of the 21st century, the United States will become
          a “majority-minority” nation with non-Hispanic whites constituting less than half of the population.
          Moreover, there is considerable evidence that Americans consistently overestimate the size of groups of color
          and underestimate the size of white Americans with respect to actual proportions (Alba, Rumbaut, &
          Marotz, 2005; Gallagher, 2003). This is particularly true for older white Americans who came of
          age in the 1960s and 1970s, when the US population was well over 80% white (as opposed to roughly 60% in
          2020), the foreign-born population proportion was at a historic low, and nine of the 10 largest foreign-born
          groups were from Europe (Doane, 2014b). In this context, when conservative commentator Laura Ingraham
          (BBC, 2018) laments that “in some parts of the country, it does seem like the America that we know and
          love doesn’t exist anymore” or Patrick Buchanan (2019) criticizes the increasing diversity (focusing
          upon women of color) of the Democratic Party, they find a receptive audience.
        


        
          Not surprisingly, antiracist movements have also been defined as a threat to white America. Images of
          professional athletes kneeling during the National Anthem to protest police violence to the widespread Black
          Lives Matter protests during the spring and summer of 2020 were used to support claims of unpatriotic and
          dangerous minorities. A Connecticut congressional candidate warned white voters that urban violence from
          Black Lives Matter protests could spread to affluent white suburbs (Altimari, 2020). Trump called a
          New York City Black Lives Matter street mural a “symbol of hate,” while numerous outlets referred to Black
          Lives Matter as “racist” and “anti-American” (Fung, 2020). This view of antiracism as a threat
          extended to academic work on racism. In a speech at Mount Rushmore on July 4, 2020 and an executive order in
          September, Trump characterized critical race theory as a “merciless campaign to wipe out our history, defame
          our heroes, erase our values, and indoctrinate our children” (Ray, 2020; Trump, 2020a,
          2020b). Similarly, in November 2020 Southern Baptist Seminary presidents issued a declaration that
          critical race theory “is incompatible with the Baptist Faith & Message” (Baptist Press,
          2020).7
        


        
          These perceived threats from external countries, immigrants, and anti-racist social movements were merged
          with others—“socialism,” secularism, globalization, and “cultural elites”—to create a vision of society under
          siege from an array of enemies. One unique aspect of the current situation is the way the internet and
          electronic media have been used to create an ideological echo chamber for white nationalism. According to
          recent research (Jurkowitz, Mitchell, Shearer, & Walker, 2020), the conservative network Fox News
          is overwhelmingly the most trusted source by conservative Republicans (the ultraconservative Sean Hannity and
          Rush Limbaugh radio shows are the next most trusted sources), and the Fox News audience is over 90% white
          (Price, 2018). This in turn has implications for attitudes on racial issues. For example, Fox News
          framing of the 2020 Black Lives Matter protests exaggerated both the scope and the intensity of the violence
          that erupted—over 90% of the protests were peaceful (Kishi & Jones, 2020)—with an intense focus on
          lengthy protests in Portland and Seattle and even used pictures from the wrong city as a background for
          coverage (Gertz, 2020; Klein, 2020). One outcome of this was increased white opposition to the
          protests, especially among Fox News Republicans (Jones et al., 2020), along with a distorted view of the
          level of violence. One recent poll (Americans Split, 2020) found that 47% of respondents—and 66% of
          Republicans—incorrectly believed that a majority of protests were violent. And this polarization is
          continuing. In the wake of the bitterly contested 2020 presidential election, an overwhelming number of
          Republicans support Trump’s unfounded claims of voter fraud and a majority believe that he was the actual
          winner (Durkee, 2020; Zhouli, 2020). When Trump criticized the Fox election desk for suggesting that Biden
          had won the election, some of his supporters began to migrate to even more conservative outlets such as
          Newsmax (Stelter, 2020). And at the extreme end of the spectrum are QAnon and other extreme
          conservative websites that put forth wild conspiracy theories, including claims of a global child sex
          trafficking ring that only Trump can stop and a “deep state” conspiracy within the government dedicated to
          blocking Trump, or that the COVID-19 pandemic is either not real or a creation of the “deep state,” claims
          that have gained a surprising number of followers (LaFrance, 2020; Rose, 2020). Years of
          attacks on government and growing claims of conspiracy have led to a deep distrust in American institutions,
          a trend that has important implications for the future.8
        

      

      
        White victimization


        
          Closely related to threats are claims of victimization—the “proof” that fears and nightmares are grounded in
          reality. This interconnection is a powerful combination in shaping attitudes and actions. White feelings of
          victimization are not new (Doane, 1996, 2003; Gallagher, 1994). In fact, W.E.B. Du Bois
          (1998 [1935], pp. 282–283) quotes President Andrew Johnson as claiming that the Civil Rights bill of 1866
          “discriminates against the white race,” less than a year after the passage of the 13th Amendment that
          abolished slavery. Madison Grant (1916) described “native Americans” (white protestants of “colonial stock”)
          as “abandoning to the aliens (‘the Slovak, the Syrian, the Italian, and the Jew’) the land which he conquered
          and developed.” In reflecting on the Civil Rights Movement, white Southerners described being forced to give
          up their traditions and being intimidated by civil rights protests (Lavelle, 2015). And in recent
          decades, claims of “forced busing,” “reverse discrimination,” and “political correctness” have continued to
          provide a basis for white solidarity and mobilization.
        


        
          If anything, this sense of white victimization appears to be undergoing a period of intensification. Over the
          past decade, several studies have found that whites are more likely to view racism against whites as a
          more significant problem than racism directed toward Blacks, Latinos, or Asians (Jones et al., 2020;
          Jones, Cox, Galston, & Dionne, 2011; Norton & Sommers, 2011). This is particularly true
          with respect to whites who identify as Republican and/or evangelical Protestants, with affirmative responses
          averaging near or above 60% (Jones et al., 2011; Jones et al., 2020). This is also true with respect to
          perceptions of discrimination against Christians, most likely a reflection of the interconnections between
          Christian nationalism and white nationalism. Overall, this matrix of perceived threat and victimization plays
          an important role in solidifying the white nationalist movement.
        

      

      
        White nationalism, color-blindness, and the future of white supremacy


        
          In this chapter, I have argued that the white nationalism of the past decade is not a unique phenomenon, but
          instead is the most recent manifestation of the political and ideological defense of white supremacy.
          Contra Trump, “American” history can be told as the history of the assertion and the defense of
          whiteness. Whenever whites have felt threatened by social changes or the resistance and mobilization of
          racially oppressed groups, a period of assertion or “backlash” has occurred; that is, white nationalist
          mobilization. With a focus upon the present, I put forward an overview of the “new” white nationalism,
          examining how it is both an extension of and different from past formations. As we know, the evolution of
          racial ideologies is a complex process (Doane, 2017).
        


        
          What does the future hold for racial ideologies and for white supremacy? While social forecasting is always a
          dicey proposition, I will venture a few thoughts. The new white nationalism will continue post-Trump—it was
          emerging before his involvement in US politics and it will persist after his exit, despite his role as the
          very visible public face of white nationalism. It is already clear, in the midst of the protracted struggle
          over the outcome of the 2020 presidential election (as of this writing, a majority of Republicans believe
          that the election was fraudulently stolen from Trump [Durkee, 2020; Rose, 2020]), that various conservative
          Republicans are positioning themselves to attempt to succeed Trump as the white nationalist political leader.
          White nationalism will move forward as a potent political force, existing as a loose coalition ranging from
          white nationalist extremists to far-right conservatives to more quiet collaborators and comprising some
          30%-40% of the population. The social dynamics or “threats” that gave rise to the new white
          nationalism—demographic change, immigration, and antiracist mobilization—will continue, and a large segment
          of whites will continue to react defensively. This movement will also be supported by media outlets (Fox,
          NewsMax, One America News) and politicians who stand to benefit individually and collectively—what we might
          call the “business” of white nationalism. And conservative white “Christian” nationalists will continue to
          provide a solid base of political support.
        


        
          The continuation of white nationalism will be manifest in the expansion of political conservatism, as
          reflected in the significant Republican support for Trump’s baseless claims of voter fraud and his attempt to
          overturn the results of the 2020 election. This is not to suggest that being Republican is the same as being
          a white nationalist, but rather to recognize the reality that white nationalism has become the dominant
          ideology within the Republican Party and that Republican politicians who openly oppose white nationalism are
          risking their political careers –for example, the immediate attacks upon the few Republicans who dared to
          vote to impeach Trump or otherwise condemn his role in the January 6, 2021 attack upon the US Capitol. All of
          this will move forward with the tacit acceptance of politicians who are either afraid to come into conflict
          with this new political force or are willing to collaborate in pursuit of conservative political policies.
          Internet-based conspiracy theories—e.g., QAnon—will continue to expand, as they seemingly provide a refuge in
          tumultuous times, and will provide a basis for political mobilization (LaFrance, 2020; Rose, 2020). It will
          also not be surprising to see an uptick in white terrorism over the next few years, particularly as white
          nationalists feel victimized by the 2020 election and the installment of a Democratic government. The
          storming of the US Capitol by white nationalists on January 6, 2021 may be just the first manifestation of
          increasing violence.
        


        
          On a larger scale, color-blindness will persist as the dominant racial ideology (Bonilla-Silva, 2019; Doane,
          2020). White nationalism will serve as a foil for color-blindness inasmuch as whites who criticize white
          nationalism can polish their “anti-racist” credentials. And, as mentioned above, there is—and will continue
          to be—considerable overlap between white nationalism and color-blindness. Racism denial and claims of
          victimization are widespread in both camps, to the extent that it is possible to envision some form of hybrid
          ideology encompassing elements of both white nationalism and color-blindness (after all, white nationalism
          has always been embedded in color-blind ideology). Yet color-blindness is also changing in response to
          ongoing events, especially the Black Lives Matter mobilization, to the extent that there is increasing
          awareness of the persistence of racism in the United States (Croll, 2013; Doane, 2019). But, as Jenni
          Mueller (2017) has shown, awareness of racial inequality does not necessarily lead to antiracism, but
          instead can lead to manufactured ignorance or “racial apathy” (Forman & Lewis, 2006). As stirring
          as the demonstrations in the spring and summer of 2020 have been, at the end of the day, “Black Lives Matter”
          yard signs, the removal of Confederate statues, reading lists, and even limited police reforms are little
          more than “performative anti-racism” that will not change the underlying logic of a racialized social system.
        


        
          Going forward, all of this has implications for white supremacy, as it continues to evolve in an
          ever-changing social context. It seems logical to expect a turbulent period of contestation between overt and
          more covert forms of white racism, both of which will be challenged by increasing periods of anti-racist
          mobilization on the part of historically oppressed groups. This will also be shaped by the changing racial
          demography of the United States. If history provides any lessons, one possible development could be an
          expansion of the boundaries of whiteness to include other groups that were not part of the dominant group
          (Doane, 1997), thereby increasing group numbers to buttress political power. As Bonilla-Silva (2004) has
          suggested, this could include the inclusion or assimilation of lighter-skinned or more affluent peoples of
          color along the lines similar to societies in Latin America and the Caribbean. This could be reflected in the
          surprising increase in support among Latinos for Trump (although he only received one-third of Latino votes)
          in the 2020 elections (Cadava, 2020; Nagesh, 2020). Historically, white supremacy has proved to
          be adaptable in response to the demands of the moment.
        


        
          So how, if at all, is the relationship between “White Supremacy and the American Media” to be changed? It is
          essential to remember that white supremacy is not ideas and ideologies, but an institutionally embedded
          system of domination. It will not be changed through reformist attempts at “diversity, equity, and
          inclusion,” which will only produce limited change and a token reshuffling of social, political, and economic
          hierarchies. The goal of movements for social justice should be more than increasing diversity among the top
          “1%” of American society. What is needed are social movements that will demand the dismantling of the
          institutional structures and practices that create and reproduce racial inequality in areas such as
          education, housing, employment, health care, and criminal justice. Only then will there be any possibility
          to, in the words of Langston Hughes (1995 [1936]), have “America be America.”
        

      
    


    
      Notes


      
        	
          There are other forms of nationalism that involve independence movements in colonized countries
          (particularly in the “Third World” in the decades after World War II) or separatist movements in regions with
          a majority-minority population (e.g., Quebec, Scotland, Catalonia, Kosovo).
        


        	
          It is important to recognize that Native Americans were also enslaved ( Resendez, 2016). The
          first recorded enslaved Africans in New England came from the Caribbean in exchange for Native Americans who
          were enslaved in the wake of the Pequot War (Hardesty, 2019).
        


        	
          Historians have debated the status of immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe in the US racial
          order—whether or not they were viewed as “white” or became “white” over time. I would agree with Thomas
          Guglielmo (2003), that while groups such as Italians faced extensive racial and ethnic prejudice, they
          were always considered as white. Full acceptance into the dominant group—the assimilation of the so-called
          “white ethnics”—was something that took decades to accomplish.
        


        	
          As Philip Gleason (1980) notes, Crevecoeur’s characterization of the “American” is one of the
          most widely quoted passages in the history of US immigration.
        


        	
          In a famous passage in their book (1967, p. 4), Carmichael and Hamilton note the distinction between
          the widely condemned white terrorist bombing in 1963 in Birmingham, Alabama that killed four young
          African-American girls, as opposed to the generally overlooked healthcare inequality in the same city that
          resulted in the deaths of hundreds of young African-Americans.
        


        	
          Examples of works on working-class white Americans are Hartigan (1999) and McDermott
          (2006).
        


        	
          In the spirit of full disclosure, I should note that much of my own work, including this chapter,
          would fall under the heading of Critical Race Studies.
        


        	
          It is worth emphasizing that the intensified criticism of “big government” began in the 1960s and 1970s as
          government expanded its protection of the rights of people of color and enacted policies (school
          desegregation, affirmative action) to improve the position of historically oppressed groups.
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      Introduction


      
        In 2016, President Barack Obama said Donald Trump would not win the presidency because it is a “serious job”
        (BBC, 2016). The Guardian bluntly quipped that “Trump won’t win” (Cohen, 2016) while
        The Washington Post jibed that we should “dispense with the notion that Trump has a real shot at winning
        in November” (Downie, 2016). Joe Scarborough on the MSNBC show Morning Joe stated that
        Trump was a “guy who knows he is going to lose ... I don’t know that he’s ever wanted to win” (MSNBC,
        2016). A week before the election, the political analysis website “FiveThirtyEight” declared that “The Cubs
        Have a Smaller Chance of Winning than Trump Does” (Arthur, 2016).
      


      
        Days later, the Chicago Cubs were World Series champions and Donald Trump was president.
      


      
        The causes and consequences of the election have left many puzzled. From supporters to detractors, Trump is
        seen as a heretical outsider. For some, he represents a potent and necessary course correction; an opponent of
        political correctness run amuck and the clandestine operations of an uber-liberal “deep state.” For others, his
        uncouth racist, xenophobic, and Nativist rhetoric is a bridge too far; his statements and policies are
        retrograde, serve only to protect the beneficiaries of an increasingly unequal social order, and are largely
        accompanied by outright lies. Evidence points to the latter—Trump’s promotion of “a sinister alternate reality
        divorced from facts is not an aberration” (Glasser, 2020) but has increasingly grown, according to the
        Washington Post fact checker staff, from an average of six lies per day in 2017, to sixteen per day in
        2018, and twenty-two per day in 2019—all before the impeachment trial, the COVID-19 pandemic, the economic
        crisis, and the November 2020 election (Kessler et al., 2020).
      


      
        But in consideration of how race, citizenship, and immigration function in the US, particularly in regard to
        their political relevance, what exactly is different?
      


      
        To answer this question, I use a sociological approach grounded in a Du Boisian understanding of race and
        politics, particularly the concept of whiteness. A century ago, sociologist W. E. B. Du Bois published the book
        Darkwater: Voices from within the Veil (1920). Throughout Darkwater, but especially in his
        chapter “The Souls of White Folk,” Du Bois outlined the varied ways white supremacy was rationalized and
        reproduced, especially within the domain of politics (cf. Hughey, 2020). Du Bois’s words from a century prior
        afford us a prophetic and historical lens by which we view the Trump presidency not as an unprecedented rupture
        in politics solito. Rather, the result of the 2016 election is not a new apparition, but is a
        manifestation of a long-standing possession of the American body politic by white nationalism.
      


      
        Through examinations of three areas of debate: (1) the political entrée of Trump through the “Birther”
        movement, (2) the use and understanding of the campaign slogan “Make America Great Again,” and (3) the Trump
        administration policy and rhetoric toward US immigration—I demonstrate how these maneuvers are not breaks from
        political and social convention but serve as an effective suture of historic and contemporary forms of white
        nationalism. Such a Du Boisian analysis allows us to better understand not simply the Trump presidency, but the
        mundane character of white supremacy as the soul that animates the American civil corpus.
      

    


    




      The whiteness of citizenship: a nation of Birthers


      
        On 27 April 2011, Donald Trump claimed credit for President Barack Obama’s release of his “long form” birth
        certificate. For many, Trump was the public spokesperson for “Birtherism”—the belief that by virtue of jus
        soli (birthright by soil) and/or jus sanguinis (birthright by “blood” [parents’ nationality]),
        Barack Obama was disqualified from holding presidential office because he was not a “natural born citizen.”
        Trump’s advocacy for Birtherism quickly propelled him from the fringe of political drama into the mainstream.
        While some viewed these actions as unprecedented and a new low in political discourse, the ethos of whiteness
        as de facto citizenship has long haunted America.
      


      
        Consider, in October 2008, approximately 33% of Republicans believed Obama was born outside of the US
        (Thrush, 2009; cf. Hughey, 2012). At the same moment, US residents were more likely to associate
        American symbols with white politicians (e.g., Hillary Clinton) or even white European politicians (e.g., Tony
        Blair) than with Barack Obama (Devos et al., 2008). Another study demonstrated that when American
        citizens viewed an American flag they then showed implicit and explicit prejudice toward African Americans in
        general and reluctance to vote for Obama, when compared to those not exposed to the flag (Ferguson et al.,
        2014). Simply put, “Barack Obama did not fit most American’s implicit idea of an authentic American”
        (Dasgupta & Yogeeswaran, 2011, p. 76).
      


      
        By July 2009 nearly 25% of all US residents either thought Obama was born outside of the US or were unsure of
        his birthplace (Weigel, 2009). In August of 2009, nearly 75% of Southern whites asserted either Obama
        was not born in the US or had doubts that he was (Weigel, 2009). By March 2010 this sentiment had grown, with
        nearly 25% of adults asserting that Barack Obama was “not born in the United States and so is not eligible to
        be president” (“Wingnuts”, 2010). By April 2011, a USA Today/Gallup Poll found that only 38% of
        respondents believed Obama was “definitely” born in the US (Page, 2011). While such numbers have
        declined in the larger public, as of December 2017, over half of people who voted for Trump thought it was
        either “definitely true” or “probably true” that Obama was born in Kenya (Frankovic, 2017). “You could
        call birtherism a conspiracy theory,” Adam Serwer (2020) wrote in The Atlantic, before summing up
        that,
      


      
        
          in 2020, looking at the Trump administration’s efforts to diminish the power of minority voters, imprison
          child migrants, ban Muslim travelers from entering the country, and criminalize his political opposition, it
          could be more accurately described as the governing ideology of the United States.
        

      


      
        Black Americans have rarely, if ever, been conceived as authentic and belonging citizens. Rather, as Du Bois
        put it, blacks are often understood as tertium quid or a “third something,” banished to the liminality
        between human and animal:
      


      
        
          [There is a] sincere and passionate belief that somewhere between men and cattle, God created a tertium
          quid, and called it a Negro—a clownish, simple creature, at times even lovable within its limitations,
          but straitly foreordained to walk within the Veil.
        


        
          (1902, p. 289)
        

      


      
        The specter of racial belonging bedeviled Du Bois’s own childhood. In Darkwater he recounted his own
        discovery of not being considered a “real citizen” of his largely white, birth town of Great Barrington,
        Massachusetts after making open his wish to attend Harvard:
      


      
        
          ... it was tactfully explained that the place for me was in the South among my people. A scholarship had been
          already arranged at Fisk, and my summer earnings would pay the fare ... I forgot, or did not thoroughly
          realize, the curious irony by which I was not looked upon as a real citizen of my birth-town, with a future
          and a career, and instead was being sent to a far land among strangers who were regarded as (and in truth
          were) “mine own people.”
        


        
          (1999/1920, p. 7)
        

      


      
        Du Bois reminds us blackness has long been called “misbirth” and that the very “right to live”—much less the
        attainment of political power—has been often denied to black Americans. After all, “Birtherism” did not emerge
        whole cloth in the run up to the 2008 election. From the onset US citizenship was racialized and subjected to
        white demands for documentation. Before the passage of the Thirteenth Amendment to the
        Constitution,1 manumission papers2 were necessary for proving both
        citizenship and civil rights claims. Without possession of such documents, white persons and officials were
        empowered by law (such as the “Fugitive Slave Law” of 1850) to capture any person suspected of being a
        runaway slave. Even blacks born free were in danger of being labeled “runaways” and held captive by a white
        accuser if they did not obtain and carry appropriate papers. During Reconstruction, a rise in racialized
        citizenship documentation—part and parcel of the cultural logic of the “Black Codes”—further quilted the legal
        marginalization of nonwhites into the social fabric of the nation even as it sewed together white solidarity
        and authority (Hughey, 2012). As Du Bois (1999/1920) made clear:
      


      
        
          There was a chance here to try democratic rule in a new way ... But alas! Not only were the former
          slave-owners solidly arrayed against this experiment, but the owners of the industrial North saw disaster in
          any such beginnings of industrial democracy. The opposition based its objections on the color line, and
          Reconstruction became in history a great movement for the self-assertion of the white race against the
          impudent ambition of degraded blacks, instead of, in truth, the rise of a mass of black and white laborers.
          The result was the disfranchisement of the blacks of the South and a world-wide attempt to restrict
          democratic development to white races and to distract them with race hatred against the darker races.
        


        
          (p. 80)
        

      


      
        The racialized policing of citizenship depends upon a shared commitment to anti-blackness, often witnessed in
        abusive and dehumanizing rhetoric about black people by boasting white political figures. As Du Bois
        (1999/1920) wrote,
      


      
        
          We whose shame, humiliation, and deep insult his [white men] aggrandizement so often involved were never
          deceived. We looked at him clearly, with world-old eyes, and saw simply a human thing, weak and pitiable and
          cruel, even as we are and were.
        


        
          (p. 14)
        

      


      
        Consider the parallels between the anti-black political rhetoric in the Reconstruction era and the post-Obama
        moment of Trump. Du Bois (1935a) wrote that President Andrew Johnson’s (1865–1869) unwillingness to
        enact policies to give newly-freed men land, a decent education, or voting rights resided in “his inability to
        picture Negroes as men” (p. 249). Prior to becoming vice president under Lincoln, Johnson (1844) stated
        “If blacks were given the right to vote, that would place every splay-footed, bandy-shanked, hump-backed,
        thick-lipped, flat-nosed, woolly-headed, ebon-colored in the country upon an equality with the poor white man”
        (p. 136). As president, Johnson regularly fired pro-civil rights officials with whom he disagreed, such as
        Secretary of War Edwin Stanton, and viciously attacked pro-Reconstruction members of Congress with racist
        language.
      


      
        Similarly, Trump publicly referred to his former staff person Omarosa Manigault Mewman, a black woman, as “that
        dog” (Shear & Sullivan, 2018) and called African American congresswoman Maxine Waters “a low-IQ
        person” (Harriot, 2019). He also attacked four congresswomen of color3 by stating,
        “Why don’t they go back and help fix the totally broken and crime infested places from which they came”
        (Harriot, 2019). In that vein, Trump repeatedly refers to predominantly black and brown areas as “infested”
        with either crime or disease. For example, he derided African American congressman Elijah Cummings as “a brutal
        bully, shouting and screaming at the great men & women of Border Patrol” before calling his Baltimore
        district (which is nearly 60% black) “a disgusting, rat and rodent infested mess ... very dangerous &
        filthy place” (Harriot, 2019) and also stated that African American congressman John Lewis should “spend more
        time on fixing and helping his district, which is in horrible shape and falling apart (not to mention crime
        infested)” (Harriot, 2019).
      


      
        US society’s commitment to anti-blackness is why such statements repeatedly occur and resonate across time,
        especially in the context of the Birther movement. Consider the analogous media rhetoric over Barack Obama (the
        first black president) and Hiram R. Revels (the first black Congressperson [Mississippi, 1870]), who went to
        Washington one year after President Andrew Johnson left office:
      


      
        
          Kansas is considering tossing President Obama from the November ballot because it’s not sure that he’s a
          citizen. … filed a complaint to that effect, so the State Objections Board, … is duly looking into it ... The
          board has asked the authorities … to help settle the question of whether Mr. Obama is a ‘natural born’
          citizen…
        


        
          The New York Times (September 14, 2012)
        

      


      
        
          [We] call upon the Senate of the United States to decide… under the Constitution of the United States [if
          Revels is] a citizen. … [Revels] is ineligible under the constitution, which requires him to have been a
          citizen … .
        


        
          The Chicago Tribune (January 27, 1870)
        

      


      
        Not only are attacks on the personhood of black people—whether via dehumanization or political
        citizenship—essential to maintaining white political and social power, but so is the commitment to overlooking
        or explaining away facts and evidence contrary to white dominance. This commitment to error, what has been
        called an “epistemology of ignorance” (Mills, 2007), reflects a cult-like devotion to white perfection.
        Du Bois (1999/1920) thus wrote, “Neither Roman nor Arab, Greek nor Egyptian, Persian nor Mongol ever took
        himself and his own perfectness with such disconcerting seriousness as the modern white man” (p. 20).
      


      
        For both Revels and Obama, there was racialized doubt of their citizenship. In 1870, the opponents of Revels
        attempted to rationalize their argument by appeal to the 1857 Supreme Court Dred Scott decision in which
        people of African ancestry were denied citizenship. Others argued that since African Americans were not
        citizens before the ratification of the 14th Amendment in 1868 that Revels would be disqualified for not
        satisfying the requirement that Senators be citizens for at least nine years prior to holding office
        (Primus, 2006). Over 2007–2011, Obama’s detractors contended that Obama was either born outside of the
        US (e.g., Kenya); that his Hawaiian birth certificate was a forgery;, and/or that he was not a “natural-born
        citizen” because he was born a dual citizen (Hughey, 2012). Despite the facts of both cases, opposition to both
        figures continued throughout their careers.4 Importantly, Du Bois (1999/1920) wrote that
      


      
        
          [t]he changes of this theme are continually rung in picture and story, in newspaper heading and
          moving-picture, in sermon and school book, until, of course, the King can do no wrong—a White Man is always
          right and a Black Man has no rights which a white man is bound to respect.
        


        
          (p. 25)
        

      


      
        While casting doubt on the citizenship status of Barack Obama served as a convenient vehicle for the
        importation of Trump’s opinions into mainstream political discourse, Birtherism is not a modern invention.
        Rather, the logic of anti-blackness has long been marshalled to marginalize or deny claims to black political
        leadership. When this Du Boisian point is well understood, the normality of white nationalism in US politics is
        no better recognized than in the fact that there have been only 10 black senators (out of 2,170 elected from
        1789 to 2019)—making the entire history of the US Senate only 00.46% black!
      

    


    
      White nostalgia: Make America Great Again


      
        The “Make America Great Again” slogan (or “MAGA”) is both a political slogan and social aesthetic about
        American exceptionalism. But when is this exceptionalism temporally located? When was America so ostensibly
        great? Asked in March of 2016 about when he thought “the United States last had the right balance,” Trump
        pointed to the “late ’40s and ’50s.” This was a time, Trump said, when “we were not pushed around, we were
        respected by everybody, we had just won a war, we were pretty much doing what we had to do” (Sanger &
        Haberman, 2016). Many in this political party agree: Republicans recall the 1940s and ’50s most fondly
        (Pew Research Center, 2016).
      


      
        Appeals for a return to the halcyon days of the mid-20th century have long been voiced by politicians, pundits,
        and cultural critics. Yet Du Bois reminds us that such appeals are often based in racialized mythoi that
        elevate whiteness to a larger-than-life greatness. Du Bois (1999/1920) referred to such white mythologies as
        restrictive, destructive, and stubborn to removal: “The snarl of years was not to be undone in days” (p. 10)
        and that “the ropes and myths and knots and hindrances; the thundering waves of the white world” (p. 10) often
        prove resilient. Furthermore, Du Bois remarked that the presence of white nationalism in American democracy was
        ever
      


      
        
          . . . purling, seeping, seething, foaming to burst through, ever and again overwhelming the emerging masses
          of white men in its rolling backwaters and held back by those who dream of future kingdoms of greed built on
          black and brown and yellow slavery”.
        


        
          (p. 33)
        

      


      
        Du Bois acknowledges how inherently unstable white supremacist democracy is. The destruction of racial
        hierarchy is held in check only by the continued expansion of racial exploitation. Hence, racialized myths are
        not simply distractions from material inequality, but one of the mechanisms by which white nationalism is
        continually consolidated and buttressed.
      


      
        Such racialized folklore has been particularly attractive to the political right. For example, a September 18,
        1922 article in the Salisbury Evening Post notes that a national officer of the Ku Klux Klan
        declared in an Atlanta, GA speech that “the power of this gospel is the thing that makes America great.” That
        same year, the Morning Oregonian covered the remarks of New York Governor Nathan L. Miller who stated,
        “It was called ambition once upon a time and is yet by striving people, and it has done more than anything else
        to make America great.” In kicking off his 1980 presidential campaign, Ronald Reagan frequently used the
        phrase, which was taken from the last line of a five-page preamble to the GOP platform for that year: “Let us
        now together make America great again, let us now together make a new beginning” (Weaver Jr. 1980). Much
        more recently, in 1990, the Los Angeles Times published a blistering op-ed about the Japanese
        acquisition of MCA, Inc as a “symptom of a deep problem” in which the US is “in jeopardy of having to follow a
        global economic agenda set by other countries” unless the US should use “our cultural assets of enterprise,
        creativity, resourcefulness and hard work. That’s what made America great before; that’s what will make America
        great again” (Los Angeles Times, 1990).
      


      
        Yet, it is not formal white supremacists, political conservatives, and xenophobic capitalists who embrace such
        nostalgia. Such a standpoint is held not just by those who would overtly promote white supremacy, but among the
        so-called white liberals. As Du Bois (1999/1920) wrote in “The Souls of White Folk”:
      


      
        
          This assumption that of all the hues of God whiteness alone is inherently and obviously better than brownness
          or tan leads to curious acts; even the sweeter souls of the dominant world as they discourse with me on
          weather, weal, and woe are continually playing above their actual words an obligato of tune and tone ...
        


        
          (pp. 17–18)
        

      


      
        There was repeated use of “Make America Great Again” in Bill Clinton’s speeches during his 1992 presidential
        campaign as well as in his support for Hillary Clinton’s 2008 primary campaign (Clinton, 2007;
        Margolin, 2016). Before then, in 1968, the Democratic presidential nominee Hubert Humphrey “called upon
        all Americans to work together to fulfill . . . the vision of Sen. Robert F. Kennedy to make America great
        again” (Chicago Daily Defender, 1968). In 2006, the editor of The New Republic, Peter Beinart,
        published The Good Fight: Why Liberals—and Only Liberals—Can Win the War on Terror and Make America Great
        Again. And the self-appointed “radical centrist” Thomas Friedman, writing in The New York Times in
        2010, prophetically bemoaned the fact that “47 percent of America’s likely voters said the nation’s
        ‘best days are in the past’” before continuing that “The Tea Party’s vision is narrow and uninspired, Americans
        want a plan to make America great again … And they will follow a president—they would even pay more
        taxes and give up more services – if they think he really has a plan to make American great again ...”
      


      
        This nostalgic exceptionalism is positioned in the late-Jim Crow era. Why? Again, Du Bois gives us a clue. Du
        Bois (1999/1920) speaks to how the “Souls of White Folk” are “tethered by a fable of the past” (p. 29). The
        project of whiteness itself is “bound,” in Du Bois’s words, to a memory of a mythic racial past. But these
        “bindings” are, to appropriate from the historian Stephanie Coontz (1992), a “way whites never
        were.”5
      


      
        While the “Leave it to Beaver” and “Ozzie and Harriet” media images of a prosperous white, nuclear family
        abounded, most white families never attained that level of affluence. For many America was never that great
        (Coontz, 1992). Today, the US provides the least upward economic mobility compared to the other 12 democratic
        nations in the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (Autor, 2014). The Centre for
        Economic Performance recently stated that “the idea of the US as ‘the land of opportunity’ persists; and
        clearly seems misplaced” (Blanden et al., 2005, p. 7). In reviewing the recent research on
        socio-economic mobility in the US, the sociologist Michael Hout summarized,
      


      
        
          A lot of Americans think the US has more social mobility than other western industrialized countries ... we
          have less ... Generations of Americans considered the United States to be a land of opportunity. This
          research raises some sobering questions about that image.
        


        
          (2018)
        

      

    


    
      Enemy at the gates: otherness and immigration


      
        From deportations of undocumented persons to plans to “Build a Wall,” recent policy practices and rhetoric
        reflect a xenophobic, racist, and jingoistic regime. Recent policies toward “deportation,”6
        especially of nonwhite immigrants, has triggered a national outcry from some and applause from others.
        Immigrant advocates show that communities of color are profiled and targeted by Immigration and Customs
        Enforcement (ICE) (Pew Research Center, 2018). For example, the August 2019 ICE raids on Mississippi
        poultry plants resulted in 680 people being arrested under suspicion of having undocumented immigration status
        (Hauslohner, 2019). Relatedly, one of the strongest predictors of white support for Trump is the racial
        and ethnic isolation of whites at the zip-code level. In specific, white support for Trump increases with white
        voters’ physical distance from the Mexican border, where there are larger shares of Latin American immigrant
        populations (Rothwell & Diego-Rosell, 2016). Simply put, white support for Trump correlates with
        distance from people of color, especially those assumed Mexican immigrants.
      


      
        For example, the militarization of the US border with Mexico has been a prime target of the Trump
        administration. The number of migrant apprehensions at the US–Mexico border rose to its highest annual level in
        12 years: There were 851,508 apprehensions (October 2018–September 2019) which more than doubles the amount the
        year before (396,579 apprehensions). But these numbers are short of the number of apprehensions under the first
        years of George W. Bush (2001: 1,235,718/2002: 929,809) or under the last years of Bill Clinton (1999:
        1,537,000/2000: 1,643,679) (Pew, 2020). The recent increase is due to non-Mexicans seeking asylum in the
        US: 80% of apprehensions in fiscal 2019 were not Mexican, but most were from Guatemala and Honduras, as well as
        from El Salvador. In response, the Trump administration changed asylum procedures to discourage migrants from
        entering the US along the Mexican border (Pew, 2019)
      


      
        With regard to deportations, as of January 2020, the Trump administration has deported approximately 750,000
        people, increasing steadily each year (226,119 in 2017, 256,085 in 2018, and 267,258 in 2019). Yet some
        immigration advocacy groups have responded that then-President Obama, who has been labeled the “Deporter in
        Chief,” was responsible for much higher rates of deportation than Trump. What are the facts?
      


      
        First, there is an increase in the use of “removals” (court-mandated procedure that deport immigrants and deem
        them ineligible to apply to re-enter legally for 10 years) and a decrease in the use of “returns”
        (apprehensions at the border that simply stop and turn around would-be-migrants). Together, these two make up
        the total “deportation” numbers. Under Barack Obama (2009–2016), just over five million people were deported
        (2.1 million returned, and 3 million removed). George W. Bush (2001–2008) oversaw just over ten million
        deportations (8.3 million returns and 2 million removals). For Clinton (1993–2001), approximately 12 million
        people were deported (nearly 900,000 returns and 11.4 million removals). The percentage of “returns” (out of
        all deportations) for Clinton was 93%, Bush’s was 80%, Obama’s was around 50%, and so far Trump’s is around 50%
        (Chishti et al., 2017; Zong et al., 2019). Overall, across two Democratic and two Republican
        administrations since the early 1990s, there has been a sharp rise in “removals” and decline in “returns” (from
        approximately 30,000 to nearly 400,000 annually). As the New York Times recently opined, “All Presidents
        Are Deporters in Chief” (2019).
      


      
        Second, why the recent few decades focus on restricting immigration, and why the increase in the use of
        “removals” (which have much harsher consequences than “returns”)? Simply put, increase in resources for
        removal-style deportation correlates with the rise in nonwhite immigration to the US, coupled with increased
        xenophobic fearmongering over these migrant’s supposed tendency to commit crime and threaten economic
        opportunities for native-born people. Overall, today’s demographic changes and racist xenophobia mirrors
        historical tendencies.
      


      
        Consider that the US Naturalization Law of 1790 limited citizenship to immigrants who were “free White persons
        of good character.” From 1850 to the 1880s, there was increasing Chinese migration to the US. And even though
        the Chinese made up only 00.002% of the US population at the time, there was a strong white backlash that
        blamed Chinese labors for a decrease in wages paid to whites. In response to this outcry, US Congress passed
        the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882.7 As Du Bois (1999/1920) wrote, “Before the World War
        tendencies were strongly toward ... the encouragement of white immigration” (p. 37).
      


      
        By 1917, just before World War I ended, US Congress passed the first widely restrictive immigration law (the
        “Asiatic Barred Zone Act”). This law implemented a literacy test requiring basic reading comprehension in any
        language, increased the taxes levied on new immigrants, gave more discretion to immigration officials, and
        banned anyone born in the geographically-defined “Asiatic Barred Zone” (except for Japanese and
        Filipinos).8 These policies increased Western European immigrants and restricted migration
        from all other groups.
      


      
        In January of 1920, Du Bois wrote how there was an increasing attempt to exclude immigrants of color harmed by
        European colonialism_ “Immigration is still cut off and a despicable and indefensible drive against all
        foreigners is shutting the gates of opportunity to the outcasts and victims of Europe” (p. 105). And later that
        year, in Darkwater, Du Bois highlighted that the assimilation of European immigrants hinged on their
        participation in the racial order of white nationalism_
      


      
        
          Against this surging forward of Irish and German, of Russian Jew, Slav and “dago” her social bars have not
          availed, but against Negroes she can and does take her unflinching and immovable stand, backed by this new
          public policy of Europe. She trains her immigrants to this despising of “niggers” from the day of their
          landing, and they carry and send the news back to the submerged classes in the fatherlands.
        


        
          (p. 29)
        

      


      
        By 1921, newly-elected President Warren Harding publicly advocated white nationalism as immigration policy and
        called on US Congress to pass the “Emergency Quota Act,” which created immigration quotas set at 3% of the
        foreign-born of each nationality of the total population in the 1910 census. However, this law did not
        establish quotas for residents of the Western Hemisphere. Harding’s successor Calvin Coolidge published an
        article entitled “Whose Country Is This?”—appearing in no less than Good Housekeeping—in which he
        stated, “There are racial considerations too grave to be brushed aside for any sentimental reasons. Biological
        laws tell us that certain divergent people will not mix or blend,” Coolidge continued. “The Nordics propagate
        themselves successfully. With other races, the outcome shows deterioration on both sides. Quality of mind and
        body suggests that observance of ethnic law is as great a necessity to a nation as immigration law” (1921).
      


      
        By 1924 the passage of the Johnson–Reed Act lowered the existing quota from 3% to 2% of the foreign-born
        population, changed the year for quota calculations from the 1910 Census to the 1890 Census, and included a
        provision excluding immigrants whose race or nationality was ineligible for citizenship. Reflecting on the
        anti-black effects of the Act, Du Bois (1924) remarked “[t]he Nordic champions undoubtedly put one over
        us … immigration to the United States from the West Indies has practically been barred” (p. 57). With these
        restrictions in place, Western European immigration boomed. By 1930 the US reached a then all-time high of 14
        million immigrants (mainly from Italy, Germany, Russia, UK, and Canada).
      


      
        During World War II, many Mexican immigrants were recruited to fill the jobs vacated by the people now fighting
        in the war. Yet, just like the Chinese immigrants in the 1870s, by the 1950s, many whites had racists concerns
        that “illegal immigrants” from Mexico were taking jobs that whites should have. As a result of anti-Mexican
        sentiment, Congress revised the Johnson–Reed Act in 1952 to limit the national-origins quota system to
        one-sixth of 1% of the population of the continental US in 1920. In 1954, the overtly-racist “Operation
        Wetback” deported thousands of people to Mexico, using Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) and border
        patrol officials to both deport immigrants and frighten others into “voluntarily” returning. US citizens of
        Mexican descent complained of racial profiling and US-born children of Mexican descent (citizens by law) were
        forcibly deported (Heer, 2016).
      


      
        The Johnson–Reed Act was replaced by the Hart–Celler Act of 1965, which abolished the system of national-origin
        quotas. As a result, the ethnic and racial demographics of the US changed rapidly. In 1970, 60% of immigrants
        were European and by 1990, 22% of immigrants were European. The US began to promote itself as a safe haven for
        refugees following the passage of the US Refugee Act of 1980. At that time, many Haitian refugees left the
        oppressive regime of Jean-Claude “Baby Doc” Duvalier for the US. However, the Carter administration (1977–1981)
        labeled them “economic refugees” and every Haitian landing in the United States was subject to immediate
        deportation. As the 1980s wore on, large numbers of refugees from El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and
        Nicaragua sought political asylum in the US. However, both the Reagan and George H.W. Bush administrations
        labeled them “economic migrants,” granting asylum to less than 3% (Gzesh, 2006).
      


      
        Such actions recall Du Bois (1999/1920) words that “A true and worthy ideal frees and uplifts a people; a false
        ideal imprisons and lowers …” (p. 20). As the US refugee policy contradicted US practice, the white nationalist
        logic that masqueraded as compassionate paternalism was laid bare. Again, Du Bois wrote:
      


      
        
          But when the black man begins to dispute the white man’s title to certain alleged bequests of the Fathers in
          wage and position, authority and training; and when his attitude toward charity is sullen anger rather than
          humble jollity; when he insists on his human right to swagger and swear and waste, —then the spell is
          suddenly broken and the philanthropist is ready to believe that Negroes are impudent, that the South is
          right, and that Japan wants to fight America.
        


        
          (p. 19)
        

      


      
        By 1990, when deportations began to increase substantially, the US reached an all-time high of nearly 20
        million immigrants (mainly from Mexico, China, and the Philippines). In 1996, Clinton signed into law the
        Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRIRA) which imposed criminal penalties on some
        undocumented migrants and allowed for the deportation of undocumented immigrants who commit a misdemeanor or a
        felony, which invented immigration enforcement as we know it today. Nearly three decades later in 2019,
        immigrants from South and East Asia combined for 27% of all immigrants. Mexico accounted for 25% of all
        immigrants. By 2019, the US foreign-born population reached a record 44.5 million and immigrants account for
        nearly 14% of the US population (nearly triple the 4.7% in 1970, but below the 14.8 percentage in 1890, when
        9.2 million immigrants—mainly from Europe—lived in the US).
      


      
        Today, white nationalist rhetoric and policy is in lockstep with past stances toward immigration, albeit more
        overt. Trump began his presidential campaign by denouncing Mexican migrants as “rapists” and “bad hombres”
        (Hughey, 2017) and soon thereafter championed the idea of a border wall with Mexico, stating that if
        elected he would “build the wall and make Mexico pay for it” (BBC, 2017). Similarly, while president,
        George W. Bush sent 6,000 National Guard troops to patrol the Mexican/US border and he pushed Congress to
        authorize $1.2 billion to construct a 700-mile fence along the Mexican/US border, stating that the fence would
        “help protect the American people” (White House, 2006). The 2004 Republican Party Platform began with a
        discussion of the relationship between immigration, border security, and terrorism, and called for
        institutional changes to immigration policy that would redefine many immigrants as criminals and terrorists.
        The platform even included a section about the Bush administrations fight to keep out “illegals” who might harm
        “our” way of life, whether via terrorism, taking jobs away from native-born citizens, or criminalizing those
        that assist undocumented people (Woolley & Peters, 2012).
      


      
        Presidential racist rhetoric is also common in discussing immigrants, migration, and entitlement to federal
        programs. In discussing welfare, Richard Nixon once stated that “We’re going to (place) more of these little
        Negro bastards on the welfare rolls at $2,400 a family . . . work, work, throw ‘em off the rolls. That’s the
        key” (Warren, 1999). In a conversation with Nixon, Ronald Reagan once referred to UN delegates from
        African countries as “monkeys . . . still uncomfortable wearing shoes!” (Naftali, 2019). And Trump has
        stated that Haitian immigrants “all have AIDS” and that Nigerian immigrants would never “go back to their huts”
        after coming to the US (Shear & Davis, 2017).
      


      
        Trump has repetitively confused Middle Eastern, Arab, and Muslim immigrants with “terrorists” (Trump v.
        Hawaii, 2018) and has called immigrants criminals, invaders, animals, and vermin that “pour into and
        infest our Country” (Davis, 2018; Graham, 2018). Similarly, in the wake of 9/11 the George W.
        Bush administration detained more than 1,000 Muslims and Arabs without charge while thousands of Muslim
        immigrants were deported. Bush also pushed Congress to authorize the passage of the “Uniting and Strengthening
        America by Providing Appropriate Tools Required to Intercept and Obstruct Terrorism” (USA-PATRIOT). And in
        2011, President Barack Obama signed the PATRIOT Sunsets Extension Act, a four-year extension of three key
        provisions: (1) roving wiretaps, (2) searches of business records, and (3) surveillance of individuals
        suspected of terrorist-related activities—all activities largely aimed at Muslims of color.
      


      
        However recent acts of mass violence are largely committed by white nationalists: Extremist-related murders
        rose 35% from 2017 to 2018 (ADL, 2019). In 2018, each extremist-related murder was committed by a
        right-wing extremist (ADL, 2019). Moreover, white supremacist propaganda distribution nearly tripled from 2017
        to 2018 (ADL, 2019). 2018 was the fourth straight year of hate group growth, culminating in a 30% increase
        overall (SPLC, 2019). US hate crimes also increased 17% from 2016 to 2017, which is the third
        consecutive yearly rise in hate crimes (DOJ, 2018). Important to note, over 50% of the hate crimes
        reported in 2017 were motivated by racial or ethnic bias (DOJ, 2018).
      


      
        Such violence is inextricably linked to the exaltation of whiteness as a key indicator of belonging
        citizenship. Du Bois (1999/1920) makes clear:
      


      
        
          But say to a people: “The one virtue is to be white,” and the people rush to the inevitable conclusion, “Kill
          the ‘nigger’!” Is not this the record of present America? Is not this its headlong progress? Are we not
          coming more and more, day by day, to making the statement “I am white,” the one fundamental tenet of our
          practical morality?
        


        
          (p. 20)
        

      


      
        In general, deportation actions disproportionately target people of color. Moreover, these policies are often
        coupled to fearmongering over the loss of an ostensibly white “culture.” Consider Trump’s appraisal of Syrian
        refuge migration to Europe: “We don’t want what is happening with immigration in Europe to happen with us!”
        (Graham, 2018). Moreover, acting director of Citizenship and Immigration Services, Ken Cuccinelli, announced
        that the Trump administration will allow federal officials to deny green cards to immigrants they believe are
        likely to rely on government aid like food stamps, housing assistance, and/or Medicaid. When asked about the
        relationship of this policy to the famous Emma Lazarus poem at the base of the Statue of Liberty—“Give me your
        tired, your poor, Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, The wretched refuse of your teeming
        shore”—Cuccinelli suggested on August 12, 2019 that the poem be changed to “Give me your tired and your poor
        who can stand on their own two feet, and who will not become a public charge” (NPR, 2019). The next day,
        Cuccinelli made the racialized rhetoric more overt, responding, “Well, of course that poem was referring back
        to people coming from Europe where they had class-based societies” (CNN, 2019).
      


      
        And again, a century prior, Du Bois (1999 [1920]) wrote in painful eloquence of the closing of US borders to
        immigrants not considered fully human:
      


      
        
          Slowly they saw the gates of Ellis Island closing, slowly the footsteps of the yearly million men became
          fainter and fainter, until the stream of immigrants overseas was stopped by the shadow of death at the very
          time when new murder opened new markets over all the world to American industry; and the giants with the
          thunderbolts stamped and raged and peered out across the world and called for men and evermore,—men!
        


        
          (p. 50)
        

      


      
        And also in “Souls” Du Bois (1999/1920) wrote of the relationship of American and European colonialism to
        immigration:
      


      
        
          Where sections could not be owned by one dominant nation there came a policy of ‘open door,’ but the ‘door’
          was open to ‘white people only.’ As to the darkest and weakest of peoples there was but one unanimity . . .
          the doctrine of the divine right of white people to steal.
        


        
          (p. 27)
        

      


      
        While recent political discourse about immigrants of color is overly crude and racist, the ideas they represent
        and the longevity of their effective deployment should not be underestimated or framed as abnormal. They
        represent white nationalist legal and policy trends that have long been in effect.
      

    


    
      Conclusion


      
        To understanding both the election of Trump, as well as the causes and consequences of racial inequality, Du
        Bois clearly saw that white nationalist rhetoric and actions were not the purview of one party. Rather, Du
        Bois (1956) cautioned that “democracy has so far disappeared in the United States that no ‘two evils’
        exist. There is but one evil party with two names, and it will be elected despite all I can do or say.” Yet, Du
        Bois also argued that we should reject the false choice of political party allegiance and instead exorcise
        racial inequality from the body politic through the “limitation of private profit; [accessibility to] social
        medicine, government housing and federal aid to education; [and] the total abolition of race bias” (1956).
      


      
        Toward that end, Du Bois provided a list of demands to achieve racial equality, such as, “redistributing wealth
        from the rich to the poor through taxation and nationalization,” “no monopoly of land, materials or machines in
        private hands,” the refusal to “believe in lynching as a cure for a crime; nor in war as a necessary defense of
        culture,” and a call to “self-defense and self-expression, leading ultimately to the goal of a united humanity”
        (1935b). Now a century after Du Bois published Darkwater, the organization “We Charge
        Genocide”9 became the clearing house of resources on how to better address structural racism.
        The “Black Lives Matter” (BLM) movement brought nationwide attention to the normality of “state-sanctioned
        violence and anti-Black racism” (BLM, 2020). And the similarly named “Movement for Black Lives” (M4BL)
        created a platform for a series of systemic changes, some of which are a “redistribution of wealth through a
        progressive restructuring of tax codes at the local, state, and federal levels,” “universal health care …
        reorganized to ensure the physical, mental, and spiritual health, well-being, self-determination, agency, and
        autonomy of Black people, to eliminate profiteering insurance, pharmaceutical, and medical equipment
        industries,” and to “eliminate restrictions and exclusions on access to housing, education, employment, social
        programs and benefits, voting rights, parental rights,” and “an end to the long-standing monitoring and
        criminalization of Black people” (M4BL 2020). I see these movements as guided by the spirit of Du Bois.
        The parallels are striking.10
      


      
        Du Bois and our contemporary social movements together gesture toward a recognition of the normativity of a
        white nationalist government. Let me be clear: by “white nationalism” I mean not a shocking policy, nor a
        fleeting racist statement. White nationalism is neither only the domain of the unhinged or the hyper-alienated,
        nor only that of a burst of bullets or bombast. Rather, white nationalism is our collective “rationality,”
        “objectivity,” and “morality.” It is the American spirit. And this haunting has so well succeeded in possessing
        the political sphere because so many deny white nationalism exists or only recognize it in its most grotesque
        and caricatured form—as tiki torches or puerile presidents. Instead, we must look into ourselves and tear it
        out. This structural and susceptible standpoint—the “singularly clairvoyant” sight of our “entrails” where
        white nationalism resides—is at least partially enabled with a Du Boisian analysis, if one can stomach the
        view. Hence, the New Republic’s review of Darkwater in 1920 stated that the book “is not
        flattering to the white people. It is blunt and stubborn . . . The truth stings not because Dr. Du Bois is
        bitter but because we are vulnerable” (Hackett, 1920, pp. 189–190).
      

    


    
      Notes


      
        	
          The 13th Amendment to the US Constitution made illegal slavery “except as a punishment for crime” in
          1864.
        


        	
          “Manumission papers” (also called “manumission deeds,” “certificates of freedom,” or “freedom papers”)
          granted a formally enslaved person their freedom from slavery. The holder of such papers had to frequently
          show them to authorities to prove they were not enslaved, as depicted in popular movies like Twelve Years
          A Slave.
        


        	
          Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez of New York (born in New York), Ilhan Omar of Minnesota (a Somali refugee,
          moved to the US when she was 12 and is a naturalized citizen), Ayanna Pressley of Massachusetts (born in
          Ohio), and Rashida Tlaib of Michigan (born in Michigan).
        


        	
          Revels had long been a citizen as a resident and voter in Ohio and met the nine-year requirement before
          the Dred Scott decision was rendered. Obama was born in Hawaii. Also, because of the doctrine of
          jus sanguinis (birthright by parents’ nationality), one is a US citizen if born to at least one parent
          who is a US citizen. Hence, “Birtherism” regarding Obama contains an implicit racial dimension in that any
          and all “Birther” claims are immediately moot upon acknowledging Obama’s mother, the white, Kansas-born US
          citizen, Stanley Ann Dunham.
        


        	
          Coontz wrote The Way We Never Were: American Families and the Nostalgia Trap.
        


        	
          Deportation was a legal term before 1996. In 1996, deportation was changed to designate either
          “removal” (which involves a formal court order) or “return” (which does not). Moreover, unauthorized
          immigrants who are “removed” from the country are ineligible to apply to re-enter legally for a period of
          years. If they come back to the US illegally (as of 1996) their removal order is reinstated and they can be
          “returned” without trial.
        


        	
          Significant numbers of Chinese migrants came to the US in the 1840s and ’50s, and worked in a variety
          of jobs. Chinese labor was well known for helping to build the first Transcontinental railroad. By the 1870s,
          Chinese immigrants began to settle in cities, such as San Francisco. With the post-Civil War economy in
          decline, anti-Chinese sentiment rose and they were blamed for holding jobs that whites believed they should
          have. White public opinion turned against the Chinese and California began to implement restrictive laws
          against Chinese migrants. By 1882, the federal government passed the Chinese Exclusion Act, which banned most
          immigration from China.
        


        	
          Held as a US colony, citizens of the Philippines were US nationals. The Japanese and US entered into a
          “Gentlemen’s Agreement” in which the Japanese government would only allow educated and financially well-off
          people to immigrate to the US, and China was not included in the “Asiatic Barred Zone” because Chinese were
          already denied immigration visas under the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882.
        


        	
          This organization takes its name from “We Charge Genocide: The Crime of Government Against the Negro
          People”, a 1951 paper written by the Civil Rights Congress (CRC) that was presented to the United Nations
          meetings in Paris. The paper argued that US’s treatment of African Americans qualified as genocide. W. E. B.
          Du Bois was slated to deliver the document to the UN in Paris, but was classified by the US State Department
          as an “unregistered foreign agent” and barred from leaving the country.
        


        	
          I am indebted to Bill Mullen (2016) for making this connection.
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      Introduction


      
        We are living, once again, in strange racial times. When Barack Obama was elected president, many Americans
        believed we had entered the kingdom of postracialism, making me feel like we were living in the upside-down
        world of Alice in Wonderland (Bonilla-Silva & Dietrich, 2011). That belief, thankfully, dissipated
        quickly in large part due to the actions of Republicans in Congress,1 the emergence of the
        Tea Party (Zeskind, 2012), and the tremendous energy behind Birtherism (Hughey, 2012a). Trump’s
        election and four years of his administration generated the opposite, equally Wonderland-like belief: the idea
        that old-fashioned racists are steering the wheel of racial affairs in the nation. Thus, I was not surprised
        when a colleague suggested to me changing the title of my book from Racism without Racists to Racism
        with Racists. But my colleague is wrong. Old-fashioned
        racists and Jim Crow-type racial practices are not responsible for the current state of racial affairs in
        America. Albeit old-fashioned racists—whether the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) elements or its new Alt-Right
        incarnation—were and continue to be clearly emboldened with Trump, contemporary racial domination does not
        depend on their practices or beliefs.
      


      
        To make my case about the current racial juncture, I will offer some sociological observations about the Trump
        phenomenon and, in doing so, will wrestle with some important analytical, theoretical, and political issues
        that require urgent attention. I acknowledge that making my claims will not be easy as the Trump moment, like
        Trump himself, was and continues to be messy, unruly, fast-paced, and full of nuances even after his electoral
        defeat in the 2020 elections. Nevertheless, despite the convoluted nature of the current political moment, I
        will do my very best to be clear and, hopefully, convincing.
      

    


    
      Why we should not have been surprised


      
        Trump’s 2016 election shocked many, but the conditions that made his election possible had been brewing since
        the late 1960s. These conditions, combined with his unappealing and politically unwise electoral opponent,
        allowed him to literally squeeze by.2 His election, as Naomi Klein (2017) aptly
        argued, was the “clichéd outcome of ubiquitous ideas and trends” (p. 10). Our shock, and the obsession with the
        Trump carnival since the campaign, has obscured our understanding of what made his election possible and about
        what he is doing as president. The task at hand is to “deprovincialize” Trump (Rosa & Bonilla,
        2017).
      


      
        What trends made Trump’s victory possible? First, Trump playing the “race (gender, sexual orientation, and so
        on) card” was not a new development in American politics. The Republican Party has been playing it since the
        late 1960s with their infamous “southern strategy.”3 The original strategy of directly
        focusing political attention on white voters’ interests morphed in the 1980s and became subtler, increasingly
        relying on “dog whistles.” This was demonstrated when Nixon portrayed his opposition against school
        desegregation not as a racial matter but as a way of mitigating the deleterious effects of bussing on children.
        Reagan took the dog whistles to the next level during his eight years as president, a practice that began with
        him having his first presidential campaign event in “Philadelphia, Mississippi quite near where three civil
        rights workers had been lynched earlier” (Davis, 2017).4 Although this racial strategy
        began with the Republicans, the Democrats quickly emulated it. After losing the 1984 election, the Democrats
        formed the now-defunct Democratic Leadership Council (DLC). This organization advocated moving the party to the
        center on issues of economics and race, winning back white workers by supporting policies such as welfare
        reform and ending affirmative action (Schmitt, 2011). The election of Bill Clinton as president in 1992,
        after having chaired the DLC from 1990 to 1991, bolstered the Democrats’ move to the right. Clintonism, as
        Nancy Fraser (2017) argues, amounted to “progressive neoliberalism” and changed the “historic bloc” the
        Democratic Party had forged since the 1960s.
      


      
        Another important trend we missed was the decline in party affiliation and its impact on politics. As of today,
        many registered voters identify as independents (in the 40% range according to Gallup),5 30%
        of eligible voters do not vote (Skibba, 2016), and of those who vote for the two main parties, few are
        attached to their party of choice’s platform and are increasingly “candidate centered” (Rapoport, 1997).
        This political fluidity has created the space for third-party candidates such as Ross Perot in 1996 (Stone
        et al., 2004), and the within-party outsider campaigns of Pat Buchanan in 2000, and Sanders and Trump in
        2016.
      


      
        Perhaps the largest trend we missed was how the entertainment industry has shaped the contemporary political
        order creating what some call “the post-democratic era” (Street, 2012), or what Christopher Lasch
        (1978) identified as the “cult of celebrity” where citizens are treated like spectators, candidates behave
        like celebrities, or candidates—like Trump—are celebrities themselves. Sociologist Lauren Langman (2012)
        has observed that, “[i]n the new era of telepolitics ... self-presentations replace platforms and agendas” (p.
        521), which fits Trump’s case perfectly. Nevertheless, this trend began with Reagan in 1980,6
        continued with Clinton in the 1990s (his media interventions were crucial), and culminated in the Obama
        spectacle.7 In between these three presidents, other prominent examples of this trend were
        governors such as Arnold Schwarzenegger and Jesse Ventura, mayors such as Clint Eastwood (of Carmel,
        California), and senators such as Al Franken.
      


      
        Last, the reactionary populism we witnessed in 2016, which remains strong in the body politic, has been in
        place since at least the 1980s. It was central to Reagan’s ascent (his “Reagan Democrats”), Ross Perot’s
        success in 1992, Pat Buchanan’s threat to the Republican mainstream in 2000, and fueled the rise of the Tea
        Party in 2008. But populism, unlike many feared in 2016, has also exhibited radical possibilities. How can we
        forget the left-oriented populism of Jesse Jackson in 1984 and 1988 (Zweig, 2006), and of Sanders in
        2016? Populism is a political vessel and can be reactionary, like in Trump’s case, or progressive, like in
        Jackson’s or Sanders’ case.
      

    


    
      Toward a sociological understanding of Trump


      
        Sociologists do not engage in the psychological analysis of individuals as the explanations of social
        phenomena. But a social psychological analysis of Trump is needed to counter the media’s obsession, as well as
        some social analysts’, with labeling him as “crazy.” The first step necessary to understand Trump’s behavior is
        recognizing the mentality of rich folks. Trump is not a deviant member of his class,8 but as
        Krugman (2016) argued in a piece in the New York Times, this class is pathological:
      


      
        
          The affluent are, on average, less likely to exhibit empathy, less likely to respect norms and even laws,
          more likely to cheat, than those occupying lower rungs on the economic ladder.
        

      


      
        Krugman’s view is backed by research on the top 1%. Overall, the research suggests they are less empathetic,
        more narcissistic, highly authoritarian, and more manipulative than average people (Gershon, 2015).
        Trump undoubtedly fits these traits and may be on the higher end of his class’s distribution (Johnston, 2018).
        Just as an illustration, I cite a description of the eulogy Trump delivered at his father’s funeral. All of
        Trump’s biographers concurred that he adored his father and emulated his style:
      


      
        
          On June 29th, 1999, Trump gave a eulogy at his father’s funeral at Marble Collegiate Church in Manhattan.
          Others spoke of their memories of Fred Trump and his legacy as a man who had built solid, middle-class homes
          for thousands of New Yorkers. But his middle son, according to most accounts, used the time to talk about his
          own accomplishments and to make it clear that, in his mind, his father’s best achievement was producing him.
        


        
          (Morris, 2017)
        

      


      
        Although Trump scores off the chart on the DM5 for Narcissistic Personality Disorder (Dodes, 2017), we
        must appreciate that all rich folks—Ross Perot, Steve Forbes, Bill Gates, Mark Zuckerberg, Mark Cuban—are
        similar psychological beasts. Men in the billionaire class believe they are gifted people who alone can solve
        the problems of the world using their unique talents.9 Therefore, their “pathological”
        psychologies are better understood as class-related products, “at least in part facilitated by the
        socioeconomic and political conditions of neoliberalism itself” (Tarnopolsky, 2017). Trump’s folly and
        delusions of grandeur are,
      


      
        
          ... characteristic of mania with the top 1 percent in America and with neo-liberal policy makers who even
          today think that the answer to neoliberalism’s problems (e.g., stock market bubbles which inevitably burst or
          social security nets with no netting left in them) is simply more neoliberalism.
        


        
          (Tarnopolsky, 2017, p. 110)
        

      


      
        The second, and perhaps most important, factor to understand Trump, is recognizing that he is a
        media-entertainment-brand product (Klein, 2017). After a career in real estate, but one where he relentlessly
        tried his best to become a celebrity (Johnston, 2016), Trump finally became a TV star in 2002 and had a
        14-year run on The Apprentice and Celebrity Apprentice (Lipman, 2013). But no matter how
        hard Trump attributes his success in TV or in business to his intelligence and talent, his celebrity status was
        not of his own making. Rather, he became a household name because, in the neoliberal era of capitalism,
        entrepreneurship and the entrepreneur are glamorized, and “reinventing government” became a mantra to eliminate
        the supposedly “old, tired, stifling effects of State bureaucracy” (Hay, 2010, p. 387). The
        Apprentice, for instance, advanced “TV’s neoliberal grammar and connectedness to impetus to downsize and
        reform government” (Ouellette, 2016, p. 649) and embodied in the notion of “cool capitalism . . .”
        (McGuigan, 2008). Reality TV, whether The Survivor, The Bachelorette, or Trump’s shows,
        sell the neoliberal moral economy of the individual, rational, hungry, laissez-faire subject struggling to get
        ahead (Hay, 2010). If one fails, as Trump loves to say, it is because one is “a loser.”
      


      
        Last, Trump might be a “f------ moron,” as his former Secretary Tillerson reportedly labeled him (Kaplan,
        2017), but he is unquestionably a charismatic and entertaining man. As Hall, Goldstein, and Ingram
        (2016) have argued,
      


      
        
          . . . Trump’s campaign to become the Republican nominee was successful because it was, in a word,
          entertaining—not just for the white rural underclass, not just for conservatives, but also for the public at
          large, even those who strongly oppose his candidacy. Whether understood as pleasing or offensive, Trump’s
          ongoing show was compelling.
        


        
          (p. 72)
        

      


      
        Trump’s entertainment value, which fits perfectly with how style trumps substance in late capitalism, explains
        why he is constantly highlighted by the media—a fact Trump10 flaunts often. Media executives
        know that Trump brings drama to their stories, and drama sells. For example, former CNN President Jon Klein
        recently said, “You can’t outdo the Trump era for drama. The real world is now delivering what every
        screenwriter can only hope to deliver” (Battaglio, 2017). The drama Trump has brought to politics has
        financially benefitted all members of the “media industrial complex” (Kardas, 2017). CNN’s “average
        daytime audience,” for example, “was up more than 50 percent (in 2016), and its prime-time audience 70
        percent,” which earned the station “nearly $1 billion . . . the most profitable year in CNN’s history”
        (Mahler, 2017). Not surprisingly, Les Moonves, chair of CBS, stated in a crude yet clear way that
        although Trump’s candidacy “may not be good for America . . . it’s damn good for CBS” and added, “[t]he money’s
        rolling in and this is fun” (Collins, 2016).
      

    


    
      On the racists


      
        Since Trump came down the escalator of Trump Plaza in 2015, social scientists and commentators regressed to the
        troublesome comfort of the prejudice problematic. They succumbed to the old narrative of racism as the problem
        of the “racists,” embodied exclusively in southern, “poorly educated,” rural, working-class white folks. It is
        perhaps time to “kill the racist” (the concept) as this notion precludes understanding of America’s “race
        problem” as not a matter of a few rotten apples but a rotten apple tree.11 Focusing on “the
        racists” prevents us from analytically and politically tackling the collective practices, mechanisms,
        institutions, and behaviors that reproduce racial domination (Bonilla-Silva, 1997).
      


      
        But there is more. Because we focused so intensely on the presumed “racists,” we ignored the fact that
        educated, middle- and upper-middle-class whites also supported the Trumpster. As Kim Moody (2017)
        observed in The Jacobin,
      


      
        
          The blue-collar narrative also obscures the centrality of other social classes in the Trump coalition, as
          well as the fact that many members of the white working class supported Sanders in the primaries and Hillary
          Clinton in the presidential election. And, in its singular focus on job losses as an animating grievance, the
          blue-collar narrative gives an impoverished account of the dynamics of nationalist populism and its larger
          relationship to neoliberalism.
        

      


      
        The only segment of the white community that supported Hillary was white women with postgraduate education (58%
        for Clinton), as even women with a college degree voted for Trump (49% to 46%) (Fiorina, 2017). In 2020,
        President Biden garnered 57% of the women’s vote, but only 41% of the white vote while 43% of college graduates
        supported Trump. Hence, blaming poor, less educated whites for Trump’s victory is wrong.
      


      
        Let me add one more important element to the equation here: the assumption that “racism” means supporting
        Republicans and voting for Trump is flawed. Since when has voting Democrat implied that people are “beyond
        race?” Have we forgotten the Clintons’ game of racial distancing, or Bill Clinton’s punishment of poor black
        mothers on welfare that led to his so-called “welfare reform” in the 1990s? And what about the DLC’s efforts of
        moving the party to the center in part by distancing it from people of color, or Obama acting as the “deporter
        in chief,” as Univision’s Jorge Ramos (2017) labeled him? Excluding some actors from analysis is
        problematic as all actors of a racialized social system are raced albeit, and this is important, not exactly in
        the same way (Bonilla-Silva, 2015). Therefore, by obsessively focusing attention on the “racists,” we
        gave a pass to whites who voted for the Democratic Party or stayed home. We must acknowledge that voting
        Democrat or self-identifying as an “independent” or a member of the “Green Party” is not tantamount with being
        “beyond race (or gender or sexual orientation for that matter).”
      


      
        We seem to forget that, in 2008, white Democrats supported Clinton over Obama by a whopping 40 percent points
        (Huddy & Carey, 2009). In fact, the racial gap was the largest among all potential gaps in the 2008
        Democratic presidential primary (Fisher, 2011). Throughout history, whites in both parties have had
        similar racial views (Sides et al., 2016), albeit a gap among whites in racial tone and intensity has
        emerged since Obama’s election (Pew Research Center, 2017).
      


      
        Furthermore, the measures used to separate white “racist” Republicans from white “racial liberals” are crude,
        incapable of capturing tonalities in racial animus, and not geared toward identifying variance in whites’
        racialized standpoints. For instance, researchers documented that “believing that Obama was a Muslim”
        (Klinkner, 2016) or scoring high on “racial resentment” and “racial animus” (Tesler, 2016b) were
        the best predictors of support for Trump. I have no doubt these findings are right. My qualm with this type of
        analysis is that the measures miss the “softer,” color-blind ways in which white Democrats express their racial
        views. Given that most whites express their racial views in color-blind fashion, this is analytically and
        politically a self-defeating approach.12
      


      
        Finally, why were we surprised about whites supporting a Republican presidential candidate? As Steve Phillips
        from the Center for American Progress reports, “The majority of whites have voted Republican in every election
        over the past 50 years” (Phillips, 2016). President Carter was the last Democrat who received
        significant support from whites (48%), and Hillary Clinton’s level of support (37%) was not the lowest recorded
        in recent history (Mondale in 1984 received only 34% of the white vote) (Roper Center, 2016). The data
        also reveal that Trump’s level of white support in 2020 (58%) was not the highest either (Romney received 59%
        in 2012, Bush’s father 60% in 1988, Reagan 66% in 1984, and George W. Bush 58% in 2004).
      


      
        The demonization of poor whites as “the racists,” a practice in which social scientists have played a large
        role (from Dollard’s frustration-aggression theory in the late 1930s to Adorno’s “authoritarian personality” in
        the 1950s to today’s focus on racial animus), must stop. Even if we are right, we cannot just abandon millions
        of people13 and expect to build a new society. The task at hand is to forge a political
        praxis to engage, rather than ignore or vilify, the white masses.
      

    


    
      Racism as expression of class anxieties


      
        Another problematic narrative that emerged in the 2016 campaign was that white workers’14
        support for Trump was an expression of their “class anxieties.” Even though I am critical of assuming
        “white-workers” are the only “racists” in America (Wellman, 1977), interpreting their political views as
        pure expressions of their class location is equally inaccurate. Unfortunately, many of our own, including
        Professor Arlie Hochschild (2016), contributed to this narrative with her book Strangers in Their Own
        Land.15 She and others, such as Justin Gest (2016), J. D. Vance (2016),
        Joan C. Williams (2017a), and Katherine Cramer (2016) among others, urged us to be empathetic
        toward the class-based plight of white workers, a segment that clearly has lost ground in the last 10 to 20
        years. Although it is true that working-class whites have lost ground and that progressives should be
        empathetic, none of these authors say much about their racialized, gendered, and xenophobic consciousness. More
        problematic, all ask for empathy for their white brethren, but exhibit little understanding and empathy for the
        plight of poor black and brown folks, a group whose situation has worsened relatively to whites as Paul
        Campos (2017) documented in an article in the New York Times:
      


      
        
          In 2015, the most recent year for which data are available, black households at the 20th and 40th percentiles
          of household income earned an average of 55 percent as much as white households at those same percentiles.
          This is exactly the same figure as in 1967. Indeed, five decades of household income data reveal a yawning
          and uncannily consistent income gap between black and white Americans across the economic spectrum. Fifty
          years ago, black upper-class Americans had incomes about two-thirds those of white upper-class Americans,
          while the black middle-class—those in the 60th percentile—earned about two-thirds as much as its white
          counterpart. Those ratios remain the same today.
        

      


      
        The current economic anxieties of the white working class reflect that their income has grown slowly or
        regressed slightly compared with that of their elite white brethren, making them feel they are becoming
        black-like. Furthermore, whites whose incomes fall between the 20th and 60th percentiles experienced wage
        stagnation or a decrease in their advantage vis-à-vis blacks (Campos, 2017). As blacks have been the “symbolic
        index” of status for whites (Marable, 1983), this minor decrease in relative standing has fueled their
        backlash. Hence, what Hochschild and others construe as mostly class anxieties is perhaps best regarded as
        whites’ “identity crisis” rooted, although not singularly, in their racial concerns. As Sides, Tesler, and
        Vavreck (2017) point out,
      


      
        
          As the United States changes demographically, socially, and culturally, Americans’ political identities are
          increasingly driven by competing understandings of what their country is and ought to be—a multicultural
          society that welcomes newcomers and embraces its growing diversity, or a more provincial place that recalls
          an earlier era of traditional gender roles and white Christian dominance in economic and cultural life.
        


        
          (p. 35)
        

      


      
        But why do analysts keep interpreting Trumpism as either the product of white workers’ “class anxieties” or the
        political expression of their deep-seated racism? This Manichean view of white workers is due to theoretical
        and practical reasons. In general, we have done very little work on the race–class nexus, instead assuming that
        analyzing racialization or class formation separately will allow us to understand whites or workers. In truth,
        because subjectivity is multifaceted, it cannot be properly understood discretely. White workers are white and
        workers—and much more—hence their interests reflect these multiple intersecting locations (Roediger,
        2017).
      


      
        In addition, researchers have not examined very well the specific fractions of the white working class that
        supported Trump. (For a very interesting interpretation of the working class and analysis of their electoral
        behavior, see Allison Hurst’s March 2017 post in Working-Class Perspectives, “Fractions within the Working
        Class.”) For example, workers in the Rust Belt did not, as the postelection narrative suggests, vote massively
        for Trump in the 2016 election. As Kilibarda and Roithmayr’s (2016) analysis shows,
      


      
        
          Democrats lost 950,000 white voters from 2012 in the five Rust Belt states that Trump won, but Republicans
          gained only 450,000 additional voters. The rest stayed home or voted for someone other than the major-party
          candidates.
        


        
          (In Walley, 2017, p. 234)
        

      


      
        However, in 2020, “the percentage of white working class men voting Democratic increased from 23% in 2016 to 28% in 2020, while among white
        working class women, support for Democrats increased from 34% to 36%. These voters played a key role in delivering victories for Biden in the Rust
        Belt states where Clinton lost the presidency in 2016” (Williams, 2020).
      


      
        The typical white working-class Trump voter was not the most “left-behind” worker. By and large, Trump’s core
        supporters were not only older, southern, and economically stable but also extremely concerned about the future
        of their children and the direction of the country. Furthermore, as Hurst has suggested, the working class in
        the United States can be divided into at least five fractions, and some have a “contradictory class location”
        (Wright, 1978). The other white Trump supporters, as Christine Walley (2017) argues, have a more
        complicated race-class positioning that requires a finer analysis. Kim Moody (2017) addressed the politics
        involved as follows:
      


      
        
          Clearly, while Trump’s campaign had strong racial and anti-immigrant themes, there are, alongside the frankly
          prejudiced people who enjoyed watching Trump break the discursive taboos around race and gender in U.S.
          political campaigns, many voters who are capable of voting for a black man in one election and a white racist
          in the next. This is not to say that these voters are free of racial prejudice or have a strong critique of
          white privilege but that, at the level of voting at least, their racial preference is not a foregone
          conclusion.
        

      


      
        This fact—that a nontrivial number of white working-class voters switched from Obama to Trump—is important as
        it makes possible for developing political strategies to gain them back and even to perhaps move them farther
        to the left.
      

    


    
      What type of racism rules the American landscape?


      
        In our frantic effort to make sense of Trumpism, we ignored that the findings of most work on racial attitudes
        over the last 30 years indicate that post-Civil Rights era whites no longer rely on “Jim Crow prejudice” to
        defend their racial advantages. The consensus in the survey community is that whites have developed a new way
        of talking, arguing, and even feeling about racial matters (Bobo et al., 2012). Accordingly, we can
        believe that we were analytically wrong, and whites were closet Jim Crow racists, or that whites changed their
        views in a very short period of time, or—and this is my view—admit that analyzing racial ideology is very
        complicated.
      


      
        On my part, I still believe that (1) racism as a system of practices to reproduce white privilege operates
        along “new racism” lines (Bonilla-Silva, 2001), and (2) color-blind racism is the hegemonic racial
        discourse in town—even the 71-year-old Trump tried to express his views in somewhat color-blind fashion (“I
        love Mexicans,” “I am the least racist or anti-Semitic person you’ve ever seen”). But, as (Woody) Doane
        (2017) has argued, our work on racial domination and racial ideology is not done. As racial domination and
        ideology are never-finished projects, we must explain the continuing significance of old-fashioned racial views
        in the midst of our color-blind America.
      


      
        Let me now address a few things about racial ideology in the Trump moment. First, although color-blind racism
        is hegemonic, most whites in post-Civil Rights America (whether they are color-blind or not) share a set of
        meanings and tropes on race matters, a point made well by scholars such as Jessie Daniels (1997) and
        Matthew Hughey (2012b). Despite the limitations of survey instruments to capture the contours of racial
        ideology, pollsters have found that a white nationalist sentiment is part of whites’ contemporary racial
        attitudes (Ipsos Public Affairs, 2017).
      


      
        Second, a hegemonic racial discourse never rules the ideological landscape of any polity completely. Therefore,
        old-fashioned racism remains part of the American landscape, which is why surveys consistently find that about
        one-tenth of whites still subscribe to traditionally racist views on a number of matters (Bobo et al., 2012;
        Krysan & Moberg, 2016). Third, addressing the complexity of the dominant racial ideology means
        recognizing that, like all ideologies, color-blindness is a political tool or “meaning in the service of power”
        (Thompson, 1984, p. 132). This means that color-blindness is flexible and must accommodate new racial
        developments (Jackman, 1996).
      


      
        In my empirical work on color-blind racial ideology (Racism without Racists), I highlighted this complexity but
        not in a systematic way. I showed that color-blind whites use the frames, style, and racial stories of this
        ideology with various tones, articulations between old and new ideas, and different levels of commitment. One
        good example of this complexity is my argument that, in general, white workers are more direct and crude in
        their use of color-blind racism than middle-class whites who seem like “compassionate conservatives” (“Poor
        blacks with their dislocated families and cultural deficiencies”). I believe this characterization of white
        workers is still valid but want to add more texture to my claim. For instance, the fact that a race-class group
        deploys a particular tone does not indicate uniformity of expression among its members. For example, John
        Avery, a worker in Youngstown, Ohio, cited by Joel Gest (2016) in his The New Minority?, states,
      


      
        
          There are a lot of people who abuse [welfare]. I am running around busting my hump, while another guy sit[s]
          on his porch. That’s not right. I get food assistance and medical from the government because of my daughter.
          But I go to work every day, even after I broke my leg. You have to earn it . . . [People on welfare] are
          driving around in new cars and I can’t even afford a vehicle. The government pays their rent and utilities,
          and so they spend the cash on gold chains and a Cadillac, when I can barely afford my Cavalier . . . People
          will take advantage of things any way they can.
        


        
          (p. 95)
        

      


      
        How different is this angry white worker from John II, a retired architect, who asserted the following on
        reparations:
      


      
        
          Not a nickel, not a nickel. I think that’s ridiculous. I think that is a great way to get the black vote. But
          I think that’s a ridiculous assumption because those that say we should pay them because they were slaves
          back in the past and yet, how often do you hear about the people who were white that were slaves and ah, the
          whites that were ah? Boy we should get reparations, the Irish should get reparations from the English ...
        


        
          (Bonilla-Silva, 2017, p. 100)
        

      


      
        We need more systematic analyses of color-blind actors to assess important variations within the group as well
        as develop explanations for these variations. Our overreliance on surveys, unfortunately, limits our capacity
        to capture much of the textuality needed to tease out variance and tonalities in the current racial ideological
        field.
      

    


    
      On democracy, or how not to normalize everyday power


      
        Almost every day, Trump and his representatives—again, even after his 2020 defeat—say or do something that
        pundits identify as a major threat to democracy. Although I believe Trump, like most billionaires, is an
        authoritarian person, I am more concerned about social analysts in general, and Democrats in particular,
        normalizing regular power. They seem to be confusing form (Trump not following the rules of the game) with
        content (the fact that liberal democracy in America is “the best possible shell” [Lenin, 1917, p. 393] for
        class, race, and gender rule) (Domhoff, 2014). I stated the following:
      


      
        
          We cannot fall for the siren call of the media and liberal Democrats who, in their effort to criticize Trump,
          herald “normal power.” They have highlighted since the election the patriotism of the intelligence community,
          the valor of FBI agents, and the virtues of generals and the military. Some were even happy when he named
          General Kelly as his Chief of Staff. This militarization of the political regime is not healthy, and we
          should all be concerned about it. The wish for “state politics as usual” explains why so many observers seem
          giddy when Trump engages in “regular state” actions (really, “imperial actions”) such as
          illegally16 bombing a Syrian airfield with 59 Tomahawks, downing a Syrian plane in
          violation of international law and without Congress’s authorization, or delivering what should have been seen
          by all as a racist “civilizational” speech in Poland.
        

      


      
        Since I made this statement, things have gotten worse in terms of the Democrats and the media trying to get us
        back to “normal politics.”
      

    


    
      Concluding thoughts, or what is to be done


      
        We must recognize the tremendous similarities between what is going on today and what happened in the 1980s
        under Reagan. The rise in hate crimes that followed the green lights given by Reagan, the demonization of
        people of color (Reagan popularized the term “welfare queens”), and the cuts in the social wage are all similar
        to current developments (Marable, 1983). However, as phases in systems of oppression may repeat themselves, so
        do forms of contestation. We are witnessing mobilizations by women, people of color, and now millennials saying
        no to Trump (Danley, 2018; Roth, 2018). We fought and survived Reagan, and we will fight and
        survive Trump and the after-effects of his four years in office.
      


      
        Second, we must be in solidarity with all the “workers of the world.” This is why I am so critical of the game
        of demonizing white workers. But to be clear, my stance is that we must engage with white workers—I actually
        advocate with engaging with all segments of the white community— but not blindly. I am not in the habit of
        giving blank empathy checks to anyone as liberals and progressives such as Bernie Sanders are willing to do
        with white workers (for a recent example, see Teixeira, 2018). My argument here has been eminently
        political: I advocate engaging workers with the goal of fostering a higher, deeper, more humane consciousness
        (Payne, 2018). But to do so, we cannot ignore the facts of their racial subjectivity (Bonilla-Silva,
        2019). If we want, and I think this is the progressive option on our plate, to forge a new Rainbow
        coalition highlighting the socioeconomic commonalities of the masses (Brischetto, 2016), we will have to
        be serious about race matters. To get to class, we will have to go through race (Mills, 2003).
      


      
        Third, as bad as Jim Crow prejudice is, we must keep our eyes on the prize. Despite the great work of Michelle
        Alexander (2012), we are not in a “new Jim Crow” era. Racial domination nowadays “is not maintained
        through Apartheid-like practices, but through the actions of tolerant, liberal whites and seemingly non-racial
        policies” (Bonilla-Silva, 2018, p. 26). Contemporary domination is maintained through new racism
        practices (Bonilla-Silva, 2017) such as the covert discrimination of smiling realtors, clerks politely asking
        people of color “May I help you?,” and college admissions exams or tests in jobs that filter out people of
        color. This “new racism” regime is hard to fight and study, but the more we focus on “the racists,” the less
        time and effort we spend fighting the new, “killing-me-softly” monster that rules the day.
      


      
        Lastly, and most importantly, white liberals’ current racial fantasies must be exposed. Now with a new
        administration in the White House, most Americans are relieved because we returned to normality and civilized
        politics. But what are the implications of “normality” and “civilized politics” in terms of race? After all,
        current levels of racial inequality were not the product of Trump’s nasty racial politics, but of the normal,
        racialized rule in America in place from the 1970s onward and in which both, Democrats and Republicans,
        participated.
      


      
        Yet the messiness of Trump’s rule produced a truly unfortunate racial outcome. Americans are tired (rightly so)
        and hope anxiously for peace and tranquility. The implication of this national mood is that the Biden–Harris
        administration, much like the Obama–Biden team of yesteryears, will likely get a free pass. Progressives and
        radicals will be rebuked, if they dare criticize or make demands to the current administration as happened in
        the early Obama years. Already progressives are being rebuked by centrist Democrats and, given the narrow
        margin of the Democrats’ victory, asking for deep, structural change will be framed as an exaggerated
        expectation.
      


      
        I am afraid that in post-Trump America, white liberals will exalt America as “the exceptional nation” that
        returned against all odds to normality. It is incumbent on activists and progressive organizations alike to
        defend the space gained by Black Lives Matter in 2020. Accordingly, when our liberal friends ask us to be
        quiet, we should shout as loud as we can “No Justice, No Peace” and “Racial Justice NOW!”
      

    


    
      Notes


      
        	
          Republican Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell famously said before the midterm elections of 2010 that
          “The single most important thing we want to achieve is for President Obama to be a one-term president.”
          For a detailed analysis of McConnell’s machinations, see Joshua Green’s (2011) “Strict
          Obstructionist.”
        


        	
          Stanley B. Greenberg (2017, p. 27), a longtime analyst and activist for the Democratic Party,
          characterized the end of Clinton’s presidential campaign as “campaign malpractice.” I made even stronger
          claims about her campaign in Chapter 10 of the fifth edition of Racism without
          Racists (2018). Trump, we cannot forget, lost the popular vote by almost three million votes, but Hillary
          Clinton lost the election in large measure because she failed to campaign in crucial states (Wisconsin,
          Pennsylvania, and Michigan) and did not inspire the most trustworthy segment of her base: voters of color.
        


        	
          The media has produced a narrative that because Trump has not advanced any major legislation, he has not
          produced much as a president. However, this misses the work his cabinet did, the tax reform bill, the
          judicial appointments, and the regulatory changes he and his cabinet implemented in agencies such as the
          Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), State Department, Department of the Interior, and Department of
          Housing and Urban Development (HUD), which will have lasting repercussions. For a good summary on all these
          things, see David Cay Johnston’s (2018)It’s Even Worse Than You Think.
        


        	
          Republican strategist Lee Atwater clearly outlined this shift in an interview in 1981, “You start out
          in 1954 by saying, ‘Nigger, nigger, nigger.’ By 1968 you can’t say ‘nigger’—that hurts you. Backfires. So you
          say stuff like forced busing, states’ rights and all that stuff. You’re getting so abstract now [that] you’re
          talking about cutting taxes, and all these things you’re talking about are totally economic things and a
          byproduct of them is [that] blacks get hurt worse than whites. And subconsciously maybe that is part of it.
          I’m not saying that. But I’m saying that if it is getting that abstract, and that coded, that we are doing
          away with the racial problem one way or the other. You follow me—because obviously sitting around saying, ‘We
          want to cut this,’ is much more abstract than even the busing thing, and a hell of a lot more abstract than
          ‘Nigger, nigger’” (Perlstein, 2012).
        


        	
          See Gallup’s (2018) “Party Affiliation.”
        


        	
          Ronald Reagan, “the Teflon President,” was an actor-turned politician whose life story differed from
          the traditional political expectations. His campaign accelerated the use of advertising techniques based on
          “image marketing” so that “democracy itself [became] style” (Ewen, 1988, p. 268).
        


        	
          Obama became a “rock star” politician who generated media attention and crowds like no other politician
          before. He also got a spectacle boost from Oprah Winfrey’s public endorsement, which arguably increased
          his support by 0.2 percentage points (Wheeler, 2012).
        


        	
          For a devastating inside view on the pathology of elites in America, see Chris Hedges’ (2016)
          observations in Unspeakable.
        


        	
          Witness how, for example, Bill Gates and his fellow billionaire friends believe they alone can cure
          poverty, end disease, save education, and help bring forth “the best of all possible worlds.” This
          “philantrocapitalism” (Klein, 2017) is not actually saving the world, but saving them money and distorting
          social institutions such as public education. On the latter, see Murray Levine’s (2016), “Andrew
          Carnegie and Bill Gates: Philanthropy and oligarchy, then and now.”
        


        	
          Trump claimed during the campaign that the media needed him for ratings. He repeated this claim in an
          interview with the New York Times: “Another reason that we’re going to win another four years is
          because newspapers, television, all forms of media will tank if I’m not there because without me, their
          ratings are going down the tubes. Without me, The New York Times will indeed be, not the failing New York
          Times, but the failed New York Times” (2017).
        


        	
          For the record, all the research that shows that having a higher level of racial animus was the best
          predictor for supporting Trump is accurate (Lopez, 2017). The issue is understanding that all whites
          are racialized, hence, all partake in racial ideology. Some subscribe to oldfashioned racism, others exhibit
          a mixed racial consciousness, and yet others—and I think they are the majority—endorse a color-blind posture.
          However, a small segment of whites displays progressive racial views.
        


        	
          Truth in advertising. My colleague and friend, psychologist Helen Neville (Neville et al.,
          2000) at The University of Illinois has developed a scale to measure color-blind attitudes and finds that
          whites with higher levels of color-blindness vote Republican. Her scale is an admirable effort at
          operationalizing color-blindness, but it is still too close to the traditional measures used to examine
          resentment and animus.
        


        	
          According to Griffin, Halpin, and Teixeira (2017), in 1980, this group represented 70 percent
          of the eligible voter population. Today, they are no longer the majority but still comprise the “largest
          race/education group in the country” (Griffin et al., 2017, p. 32). Michael Zweig (2011, p. 34)
          estimates that workers are about 63 percent of the American population, and that 58 percent of whites belong
          to this category.
        


        	
          There is still a debate about the class position of Trump’s largest voter segment: noncollege-educated
          whites. Commentators such as Nate Silver (2016) claimed most Trump supporters were “middle class,”
          basing this assessment on the median income of Trump supporters ($72,000), whereas the median national income
          was about $56,000. Leaving aside that class is not appropriately apprehended as a derivative of income,
          analysts like Silver missed that whites’ median income in 2016 was $65,000! And if one considers that whites
          earn more than nonwhites at all occupations and educational levels (Wilson & Rodgers, 2016), we
          should not be surprised by the higher median income of Trump supporters. On the limitations of Silver’s
          analysis, see Joan C. Williams’ (2017a)White Working Class.
        


        	
          For a wonderful critique of her book and the arguments she presents, see Bhambra’s (2017)
          “Brexit, Trump, and ‘methodological whiteness’ on the misrecognition of race and class.”
        


        	
          Trump’s attack on Syria, lauded by pundits, Republicans and Democrats, and most Western nations, were
          a violation of international law. See Julian’s (Ku, 2017) “Trump’s Syria strike clearly broke
          international law—and no one seems to care.”
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      Since the 2008 election of Barack Obama as the 44th president of the United States, the FBI’s Hate Crime
      Statistics Report has detailed a consistent and troubling increase in the number of hate crimes committed in this
      country. The Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC, 2019) records a 30% growth in active hate groups in
      2018 [the year Lee’s BlacKkKlansman was released]—a significant increase for the fourth straight
      year—coinciding with Trump’s campaign and election. And in 2019, the year The Best of Enemies was
      released, FBI statistics report a 16-year high in hate-crime violence—7314 hate crimes (Hassan, 2019).
      Even more troubling is the fact that much of this violence can be connected to the rise of active white
      nationalist groups who seek to return to an America that predates the implementation of the Civil Rights Act of
      1964 and the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 … both of [which] are cited as the harbingers of white
      dispossession and the so-called “white genocide”– sentiments that can be directly connected to the events of
      January 6, 2021. Increased hate crimes and active hate groups, a growing and more vocal population of resentful
      whites, and a racist president provide the context for the release of BlacKkKlansman and The Best of
      Enemies, which makes the depictions of the Klan in both movies all the more problematic.
    


    
      While it is possible, indeed comforting, to imagine the agenda behind both of these films as being connected to a
      country and culture more attuned to racial inequities and therefore desirous of the idealized post-racial America
      seemingly promised by the 2008 election of Barack Obama,1 both The Best of Enemies and
      BlacKkKlansman reflect a troubling tendency to rely upon what legal scholar Hanley López defines as racial
      dog whistles. López defines dog whistles as “coded talk centered on race”—this “new racism lies at the center of
      a new way of talking about race that constantly emphasizes racial divisions, heatedly denies that it does any
      such thing, and then presents itself as a target of self-serving charges of racism” (pp. 4–5). López argues that
      dog whistling, like color-blindness, is “both a form of race talk and a way to ensure silence about race” (p.
      136). Racial dog whistles were a central tenet of The Southern Strategy wherein the
    


    
      
        Republican Party, in the wake of the civil rights movement, decided to court Southern white voters by
        capitalizing on their racial fears. Republican presidential candidate Barry Goldwater first wielded this
        strategy in 1964 and Richard Nixon perfected it in 1968 and 1972, turning the solidly Democratic South into a
        bastion of Republicanism.
      


      
        (Maxwell, 2019)
      

    


    
      The “appeal” of this racially coded means of speech is based on the rhetorical machinations that enable the
      speaker to both deny any plausibility and also to accuse any critics of being racist themselves. So, to complain
      about a film such as Green Book’s Oscar win can be twisted into a racist attack on the speaker, who is
      accused of being a bigot by the dog whistler as “dog whistling is both a form of race talk and a way to ensure
      silence about race” (López, 2014, p. 136).
    


    
      Dog whistling is at the heart of then President Trump’s response to the moment the film Parasite won best
      picture in 2020; he responded with a lamentation regarding the absence and recognition of ‘good’ films such as
      Gone with the Wind: “Let’s get ‘Gone With the Wind.’ Can we get, like, ‘Gone With the Wind’ back, please?
      he said, lauding the 1939 romantic saga set in the South around the Civil War, which won a host of Academy
      Awards, including best picture” (Levenson, 2020).What Trump is criticizing is the fact that a Korean film
      garnered this award, not an American one. However, there is no overt racial overtone to his comments; the
      anti-Korean commentary is coded in his nostalgia and his love for all things “American”—recognizable by those who
      share his sentiments but not recognized as such by others.
    


    
      What interests me in my reading of The Best of Enemies is the intersection of dog whistles and racial
      reconciliation films: films purportedly about interracial friendships,2 but really, at their
      core, films about good white people (formerly racists) who realize that people of color really aren’t that bad—in
      fact are really “just like us”—and that celebrate these “newly aware” white people for coming to this
      realization.3 A reading of this film through a dog whistle lens would enable a critique or
      charge of racism for anyone who objects to the screen time allotted to C. P. Ellis, or to the construction of Ann
      Atwater as an angry black woman while not acknowledging the denial of agency for Atwater or the normalization of
      Ellis’ centrality in the story.
    


    
      The Best of Enemies is another version of the racial reconciliation film, but in this case the
      “newly-woke” white character is a member of the KKK. The Best of Enemies (set in 1971) and
      BlacKkKlansman (set in 1972) bring up the issue of representations of white supremacy as linked to an
      historical past we have left behind, where ignorant white Southerners who didn’t know better were the cause for
      racism. While very few people today would be willing to don the iconic white robes and hoods that mark the Klan
      and all that it represents, the rise in hate groups and hate crimes in recent years suggests that while the
      sartorial choices may have changed, the anti-Semitic, anti-immigrant, and anti-minoritized sentiments have not.
      At one level then, films that focus on the Klan in an historical sense serve to reassure viewers that—as they
      themselves don’t wear those robes—they are not racist.
    


    
      The Best of Enemies tells the true story of Ann Atwater, a local activist, and C.P. Ellis, the head of the
      Ku Klux Klan chapter in Durham, NC. They are on opposite sides of a school integration issue, caused by a fire at
      the black elementary school, and are forced to work together as co-chairs of a charrette (series of public
      meetings and workshops to discuss the issue). Initially reluctant to even be in proximity to Atwater, by the end
      of the film Ellis rips up his Klan membership card and casts the deciding vote to allow the black students to
      attend the white school. The film spans a two-week period, and the audience is asked to accept the transformation
      of Ellis from a violent racist willing to shoot up the home of a white woman suspected of dating a black man to
      an enlightened friend of all people willing to take on the corrupt city council, the mayor, and all his friends
      and neighbors who still proudly and publicly belong to the Klan. Ellis is humanized; he is shown as sensitive and
      invested in his son’s grades and upcoming math test—he rebukes this son for calling someone a ‘retard’—and the
      audience later learns Ellis has an older son in the local institution. He is portrayed as a working man, the
      owner of a gas station and garage, a husband and father facing financial woes, a family man who “even [goes] to
      church on Sundays.” And yet he is also the Exalted Cyclops of the KKK, a man who admits that he “cried when they
      gave me that card” twelve years earlier when he first joined the Klan.
    


    
      New York Times film critic A. O. Scott (2019) refers to The Best of Enemies as the “latest
      muddled and well-meaning big-screen attempt to find solace in the history of American racism.” The film gives
      more screen time to Ellis, and, as movie critic Odie Henderson (2019) points out,
    


    
      
        Director Robin Bissell’s script has more sympathy for, and pays more attention to, the Klansman than the Black
        children whose future may by forever damaged by the outcome of the charrette. Despite having an equal share in
        the story, Ann Atwater is pushed into the background, sometimes disappearing from the film for stretches at a
        time.
      

    


    
      As Jacquelyn Dowd Hall (2005) argues, stories such as The Best of Enemies are problematic in that
      they whitewash and soften the past, exonerating history by creating a sympathetic narrative: “Clearly, the
      stories we tell about the civil rights movement matter; they shape how we see our own world” (p. 1239).
      Sympathetic Klan members, racial reconciliation, happy Hollywood endings all suggest a narrative that
      deliberately ignores the violence by shielding “white audiences from the true horrors of the period, particularly
      the physical and psychological toll on many black people faced with intimidation and violence” (Obenson,
      2019). The question that interests me and that drives this chapter is why Hollywood oftentimes downplays the
      serious threat that the Klan represented: racial resentment, cross burnings, violence, public acts of
      intimidation, lynchings, white supremacist rhetoric, all hallmarks of the Klan and yet, as The Best of
      Enemies suggests, all these racists need is a sympathetic black friend and they will realize the error of
      their ways.4
    


    
      There has been a troubling oversight on the part of law enforcement in this country in terms of the response—or
      lack thereof—to the rising threat of white supremacy with groups such as The Proud Boys, The Alt-right, and The
      Oath Keepers. The New York Times Magazine ran a feature story in 2018 titled “U.S. Law Enforcement Failed
      to See the Threat of White Nationalism. Now They Don’t Know How to Stop It.” The story details the experiences of
      Lt. Dan Stout, a 24-year veteran of the Gainesville Florida police force, who, when faced with the possibility of
      Richard Spencer speaking at the University of Florida one month after the deadly protests in Charlottesville,
      tried to find out all he could about Spencer and his alt-right movement. Stout reports that:
    


    
      
        There were no current intelligence reports he could find on the alt-right, the sometimes- violent fringe
        movement that embraces white nationalism and a range of racist positions. The state police couldn’t offer much
        insight. Things were equally bleak at the federal level. Whatever the F.B.I knew (which wasn’t a lot, Stout
        suspected), they weren’t sharing. The Department of Homeland Security, which produced regular intelligence and
        threat assessments for local police enforcement, had only scant materials on white supremacists, all of it
        vague and ultimately not much help. Local politicians, including the governor, were also in the dark.
      


      
        (Reitman, 2018, p. 2)
      

    


    
      The article continues, arguing that “in this atmosphere of apparent indifference on the part of government
      officials and law enforcement, a virulent, and violent, far-right movement has grown and metastasized” (p. 5).
      Moreover, there is evidence, cited in a report written by the Brennan Center for Justice at New York University
      Law School, that “law enforcement seems uninterested in policing the violent far right” and that on occasion,
      “the police have in fact coordinated with far-right groups” (p. 5).
    


    
      While Hollywood and Homeland Security don’t often work hand in hand, it is possible to read the recent depictions
      of the Klan through the lens of a law enforcement that has (until very recently) refused to take the threat of
      domestic terrorism and white nationalism very seriously.5 As Tambay Obenson points out,
      depictions of the Klan,
    


    
      
        often rely on blunt caricatures. Borrowing a page from “BlacKkKlansman,” the Ku Klux Klan at the center of “The
        Best of Enemies” is portrayed in comical terms. … But while “BlacKkKlansman” countered this reaction with a
        reality check about the Klan’s resilience, “The Best of Enemies” falls short of conveying just how much the
        group was once a genuine source of dread for African Americans—a terrorist organization that wielded real power
        and influence during the Jim Crow era.
      

    


    
      Giving the movie-going audience permission to laugh at the Klan obfuscates and invalidates the actual threat
      posed by white nationalist groups: “While satire can be an effective way to disempower an ideology, white
      supremacy is not a punchline, especially at a time when such hate crimes are on the rise once more” (Obenson,
      2019). Moreover, portraying the Klan as a source of comedy or humor allows the audience to distance themselves
      from the ignorant, uneducated, and un-woke/unenlightened characters and racist ideology. “According to an ABC
      New/Washington Post poll taken shortly after white nationalists rallied in Charlottesville and one killed Heather
      Heyer in August 2017, roughly 22 million Americans call it ‘acceptable’ to hold neo-Nazi or white supremacist
      views” (Reitman, 2018). That almost 10 percent of Americans feel this way should be shocking, and yet, given the
      recent events in this country, at one level it is surprising that the number is actually that low. In his review
      for The New York Times, film critic A. O. Scott (2019) acknowledges that the film does foreground the more
      than tacit acceptance of white supremacist views, which is important: Unlike other movies on similar subjects,
      ‘The Best of Enemies’ doesn’t treat racial prejudice as a freakish, isolated pathology, but rather as an
      unremarkable, omnipresent fact of life. C.P. and his brothers aren’t especially extreme. They carry membership
      cards in their wallets and are openly allied with many of Durham’s political leaders and prominent white
      citizens.
    


    
      Writer/director Robin Bissell loosely based his movie on the 1996 book by Osha Gray Davidson titled The Best
      of Enemies: Race and Redemption in the New South and a 2002 documentary An Unlikely Friendship. The
      film opens with voiceovers from the real Ann Atwater and C.P. Ellis, and in his monologue, Ellis recalls being
      presented with his Klan membership card as the most emotional moment of his life. Atwater’s response to this
      evokes laughter from the unseen audience, and that laughter serves to frame the depiction of the Klan that will
      follow as laughable or non-threatening. There are American flags throughout the film, beginning with the close-up
      shot of a small flag on C.P.’s Klan desk, which works to align the Klan with patriotism and America and thus
      explains—perhaps—the reluctance on the part of law enforcement to take them seriously. C.P. is presented as an
      under-educated working man with a mouth full of chewing tobacco and a frequently befuddled look on his face. He
      is often shown with his work boots up on the table and is in stark contrast to the members of the White Citizens
      Council, who always appear in jackets and ties and who manipulate the actions of the Klan from the shadows.
      Moreover, his son reports that his teacher won’t give him extra help with math as he won’t need math given that
      he will “simply grow up to work at his father’s gas station,” and C.P. seems impressed when his friend and fellow
      Klan member Floyd “even knows that word—respiratory pause” when teaching young recruits how to handle guns at the
      shooting range. At one level, C.P. is presented as an “every man”—struggling with money issues, a failing
      business, and a son in the local psychiatric facility; the audience is shown touching scenes such as C.P.
      visiting his son, feeding him breakfast, celebrating his birthday with singing and a cake, struggling and
      helpless to afford the private room his son needs at the center. Furthermore, when C.P. is introduced to Ann
      Atwater’s daughter and she refuses to speak to him, the audience is shown his pain as he recounts the moment to
      his wife and says, “she looked at me like I was some kind of monster.” And, when called into an “emergency” Klan
      meeting after his picture next to Atwater appears in the local paper, C.P.’s initial tension and fear upon
      arrival is magnified by the foreboding musical score causing the audience to share that stress.
    


    
      I would argue the film also contributes to the comfortable civil rights movement mythology that locates racism in
      the south and suggests that the north was free from such experiences. When Bill Riddick arrives in Durham to
      organize the charrette, Ann Atwater tells him to “go on back up north where you belong because you don’t know
      nothing” about the racism in Durham. Although Riddick is also black, Atwater refuses to believe a Northerner, in
      this case from Raleigh, can comprehend the systemic racism she and her community experience. The Klan members in
      Durham don’t need to wear white robes and hoods; everyone knows who they are and what they do. They are seen
      shooting up a white woman’s house because she dates black men; later in the movie, they are shown intimidating
      and sexually harassing the only white woman on the 12-member charrette committee, which leads to her voting
      against school integration. Finally, after C.P. casts the deciding vote in favor of integration, his gas station
      is vandalized by his former Klansmen, but there are never repercussions or punishment for these actions. C.P.,
      the audience is told, has had a change of heart brought on, in part, as a response to Atwater’s unsolicited
      intervention that results in C.P.’s son getting a private room, so at the movie’s end, when the white citizens of
      Durham refuse to buy gas from C.P.’s station and Atwater has arranged for a seemingly unending parade of
      black-owned cars to patronize (read save) his station, the audience can leave the theatre happy and convinced
      that “change happens when the oppressed are nice to their oppressors” and that all is right with the world
      (Scott, 2019).
    


    
      The closing scene of The Best of Enemies that sees a seemingly unending line of cars driven by black
      citizens of Raleigh coming to support the now former KKK leader C.P. Ellis overlooks or downplays the racist
      reality of Raleigh: “On August 14, 1966 over 5,000 people gathered at the Memorial Auditorium in Raleigh, North
      Carolina to support Klan leaders under investigation by the Federal Government. It was the state’s largest
      political gathering of the year” (PBS, n.d.). The connection between the Civil Rights movement and the
      Klan, especially in North Carolina, is lost in the happy Hollywood-style ending of the film. And yet,
    


    
      
        In the 1960s, as lunch counter sit-ins and other civil rights demonstrations spread across the U.S., the
        dormant Ku Klux Klan once again began gaining momentum. That the Klan would rise once again wasn’t necessarily
        surprising, but where the reincarnation took place was. North Carolina, long considered one of the most
        progressive southern states, saw a boom in Klan membership under the leadership of Bob Jones, the most
        influential Grand Dragon in the country. In just three years, he grew the North Carolina Klan from a handful of
        friends to some 10,000 members—more than the Klans of all other southern states combined. (https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/klansville-gallery/)
      

    


    
      By presenting C.P. Ellis and the other Klansmen in Durham as concerned with economics and jobs, and not at all
      concerned with hiding their Klan affiliation, the film can be seen as illustrating the impact of The Southern
      Strategy and its fostering of racial resentment as the South shifted from Democratic to
      Republican.6
    


    
      However, as Obenson (2019) writes, providing a happy ending enables a form of forgetting or a cultural amnesia
      that suppresses or distorts the historical past:
    


    
      
        [This] could be applied to Civil Rights era films like “Green Book” and “The Best of Enemies,” which come at a
        time when American moviegoers in general are likely more amenable to racially harmonious narratives, to escape
        the ugly resurgence of bigotry in response to (and within) the current administration. But Hollywood’s response
        is uninspired, to say the least — it preserves an ahistorical perspective of the way white supremacy has
        casually co-existed in modern-day democracy.
      

    


    
      Beginning with the title of his article “‘The Best of Enemies’ is Latest Proof Hollywood Needs a Better Approach
      to Stories About the Civil Rights Era,” Obenson reiterates the problematic approach often taken by
      Hollywood—racial reconciliation, white saviors, and magical negroes—in their re-framing of the tumultuous Civil
      Rights era.
    


    
      At first glance, Spike Lee’s BlacKkKlansman seems designed to challenge Hollywood’s reliance on a
      mythologized Civil Rights movement. Based on the true story of Ron Stallworth, a black police officer who
      infiltrated the Klan in 1970s Colorado, BlacKkKlansman frames the narrative with clips from Birth of a
      Nation in the opening scenes and violent footage from the 2017 white nationalist rally in Charlottesville, NC
      at the end in order to remind the audience that this racialized threat isn’t simply historical, and, by
      extension, finite. However, even Lee’s depiction of the Klan members serves to minimize their threat and suggest
      that they are simply uneducated racists and fools. In this, Lee is yet another filmmaker who seemingly
      underestimates the threat of the Klan or, inexplicably, decides to depict them as foolish or ignorant: in the
      1998 cult classic American History X, Edward Norton Jr.’s charismatic and intelligent white supremacist
      character Derek Vinyard deprecates the Klan, declaring to his family that he “is not, as you well know, a member
      of a low rent, disorganized bunch of rednecks like the fucking KKK—please” (Kaye, 1998). Moreover, a
      troubling pattern reveals that, “in 21st-century movies, it has been far more common to lampoon the Klan, as in
      “Oh Brother, Where Art Thou?” (2000), or to conjure up the comic revenge fantasies of black male heroes who want
      to shoot the Klan, as in “Bad Boys II” (2003) or “Django Unchained” (2012). (All of those films were directed by
      white men.)” (Tillet, 2018). Indeed, Ron Stallworth’s final phone call with David Duke—which was not based
      on actual events—can thus be read as a troubling manifestation of this tendency: Ron reveals himself as black to
      Duke and ends the call by referring to Duke as a “racist, peckerwood, redneck, inchworm, needle-dick
      motherfucker”—before slamming the phone down on a flabbergasted Duke.
    


    
      Chris Robé (2018) deftly describes the impact and importance of the opening scene of Lee’s
      BlacKkKlansman—a scene Lee sets by having Alex Baldwin’s fictional Dr. Kennebrew Beauregard spouting
      vehement racist rhetoric while scenes from both Gone With the Wind (1939) and the 1915 “classic” Birth
      of a Nation play behind him and, ultimately, over him_ “The imagery and speech forge links between various
      eras of highly visible racism and also suggests how cinematic racism leads to its incarnation in everyday life”
      (p. 2). However, while the images from the film are, and continue to be, disturbing, the fact that Baldwin’s
      character stumbles over his lines, occasionally forgetting what he was supposed to be saying seems to undermine
      his power and threat. Moreover, Topher Grace’s David Duke is portrayed as a buffoon and, when the possibility is
      raised that he might announce his plans to run for politics, Ron Stallworth laughs and claims that someone like
      him could never be elected. However, “the danger of showing the complete absurdity of the Klan is that it
      undermines just how pervading their ideas were and how influential and destructive they became in these
      historical moments” (Tillet, 2018). Moreover, it is important to note that “the civil rights movement of the
      1960s spurred a third emergence [of the KKK]. Never reaching the popularity of the previous incarnations, this
      one nevertheless wrought havoc, especially on black communities” (Gottschalk, 2014). And yet Lee’s
      portrayal of the Klan is inexplicably light: Ivanhoe is told repeatedly to “shut his dumb mouth,” Felix demands
      that Ivanhoe “prove [he] can read,” and Adam Driver as Ron Stallworth refers to his fellow Klan members as
      “rednecks,” and, when another Klan member says “you know what I think,” he challenges him by asking “you think?”
    


    
      The penultimate scene in the movie, when the only visible and somewhat central female Klan figure Connie, wife of
      Felix, is tasked with placing a home-made bomb initially at the Black Student group’s meeting and then, when that
      falls through, at the home of Patrice, the president of that group, is reminiscent of Joseph Conrad’s 1907 The
      Secret Agent wherein Stevie, the “idiot” son of one of the main characters, is given a bomb and sent off to
      die in an ineffectual attempt to blow up Greenwich Observatory. This act of anarchy or insurrection finds its
      parallels in the rationalization of the Klan members who justify their act of extreme violence with their
      patriotism and desire to preserve their version of America. Of course, as with Conrad’s text, the intended
      targets remain untouched, but in Lee’s filmic version, Connie inadvertently blows up three members of the
      Klan—her husband Felix, drunken Ivanhoe, and, Walker, the bomb-maker—when, in desperation to fulfill her mission,
      she places the bomb under a car belonging to the leader of the Black Students. The three Klansmen think the bomb
      has been placed at the front door of the home and detonate it just as they are driving past the car. Connie is
      constructed as a bumbling and ineffectual figure, so the audience is not surprised when the plan goes tragically
      wrong. And yet, this construction of her works to further satirize and disempower the Klan and the threat they
      did in fact pose not simply in the movie but in the history of this country. More importantly, this scene is not
      based on historical events but is instead a fictionalized addition to the movie. This scene is an example of what
      The Guardian’s Mark Kermode (2018) describes as the film’s tendency to “slip seamlessly from
      borderline-absurdist humour to all-too-real horror”—however, the absurd overtones of the film work to undermine
      the horrific power or threat of the Klan so the audience again is left with an image of the Klan as ineffectual
      and ridiculous.
    


    
      This problematic portrayal stands in direct contrast to the end of the movie when Lee chooses to incorporate
      actual footage from the violent 2017 white supremacist rally in Charlottesville that culminated in the vehicular
      murder of Heather Heyer. Lee himself stated that he wanted to “make the connection between the 1970s and the
      world today explicit. ‘We were in preproduction when Charlottesville happened,’ he said. ‘I was watching TV, my
      brother Anderson Cooper. Agent Orange” — his nickname for President Trump — “the Klan, the alt right, David Duke.
      They wrote the ending’” (Tillet, 2018). If Lee wanted to warn his audience of the threat presented by the Klan,
      and by extension the rising numbers of white supremacists, why does he construct an absurd Klan, a bumbling Klan,
      and a Klan leader as ridiculous as Topher Grace’s portrayal of David Duke? And why let the film ultimately focus
      on Adam Driver’s Flip Zimmerman, anti-Semitism, and his interactions with the Klan members rather than on Ron
      Stallworth, all significant shifts away from the original story? It is impossible not to read this failure to
      present the Klan as a viable threat as prescient to the initial under-reading of the threat of the January 6,
      2021 rally and then subsequent march/attack on the Capitol: “But it was clear that federal law enforcement
      underestimated the potential for violence on Jan. 6 among Trump supporters, many of whom portrayed themselves as
      backers of law enforcement” (Goldman, 2021). While I am not arguing that the historical Klan morphed into
      current white nationalist groups or that contemporary iterations of the Klan are responsible for the rise of
      racist rhetoric and violence, I do see a continuum of intentionally unrecognized power and threat manifested in
      both groups. However, if, as Mark Kermode (2018) argues, “Lee also clearly believes in cinema’s power to change
      people for good,” it is difficult to reconcile Lee’s passion and politics with the comedic undertones of what
      should be a powerful, prescient film.
    


    
      Renowned race scholar Ibram X. Kendi (2019) argues that a racist is someone who supports “a racist policy
      through their actions or inaction or expressing a racist idea,” while an antiracist is one who supports “an
      antiracist policy through their actions or expressing an antiracist idea.” In this lens, he further states that
      the term “racist should be seen as descriptive rather than pejorative” (Kendi, 2019). His sense of the
      importance of this distinction—the agency and actions of the antiracist—is central to my reading of both these
      films. While it is possible to read both The Best of Enemies and BlacKkKlansman as well-intentioned
      in their attempt to address racism—albeit through a racial reconciliation narrative in the case of The Best of
      Enemies—neither film may be read as doing anti-racist work. The tendency of both films to make central the
      white characters—C. P. Ellis and Flip Zimmerman respectively—the reliance on the trope of the angry black woman
      in Ann Atwater’s character, Lee’s choice to represent the Klan as buffoonish, the suggestion of a “happy ending”
      at the end of The Best of Enemies, and the failure of both films to represent the psychological terror
      experienced by African Americans confronted by the mere existence of the Klan in their communities illustrate the
      failure of the films to be read as anti-racist.
    


    
      Lee includes J. Edgar Hoover’s assessment of the Black Panther party as “without question, represent[ing] the
      greatest threat to internal security of this country.” And yet, given the chance to remind audiences that, in
      reality, the greatest threat might actually have been the Klan—and, by extension, today’s white nationalist
      groups despite Lee’s inclusion of footage from Charlottesville—neither Lee nor Bissell produced narratives that
      recognize/highlight the threat posed by domestic terror groups such as the Klan, the Proud Boys, and the
      alt-right movement and instead left viewers comfortable with the image of C.P. Ellis tearing up his Klan
      membership card and Ron Stallworth slamming down the phone on an obviously confused and comedic David Duke—all
      while the Capitol burned.
    


    
      Notes


      
        	
          On this, the day that marks a year since the death of George Floyd at the hands (knees) of the police,
          it is possible to argue that the national response to his death does suggest a significant shift in the
          public’s response to racialized violence and institutional racism.
        


        	
          Matthew Hughey, 2009 defines black/white relationships in magical negro films (another way to read Ann
          Atwater’s relationship with C. P. Ellis) as a friendship that “reinforces a normative climate of white
          supremacy within the context of the American myth of redemption and salvation whereby whiteness is always
          worthy of being saved” (548). The trope of the magical negro film is explored in detail in the chapter on
          Green Book in this collection.
        


        	
          Parasite notwithstanding, previous winners such as Green Book,
          The Help, The Blind Side, Driving Miss Daisy share one problematic storyline much
          beloved by Hollywood and audiences alike: racial reconciliation. The Help (2012) was nominated for
          Best Picture and two other Academy Awards; however, Octavia Spencer’s win for Best Supporting Actress was the
          only Oscar for this picture. Green Book (2019) won Best Picture, Best Supporting Actor, and Best
          Original Screenplay; it also had two additional nominations. Driving Miss Daisy (1990) won Best
          Picture plus three other Academy Awards; it was nominated for five other categories. The Blind Side
          (2010) was nominated for Best Picture; Sandra Bullock won Best Actress for this film.
        


        	
          While not a card-carrying member of the Klan, former President Trump was initially positioned as harmless,
          a joke, in the same way Hollywood oftentimes chooses to present the Klan: “Journalists and campaigns have,
          understandably, been reluctant to treat him as a serious candidate. The Huffington Post, for
          instance, decided it would cover him in the entertainment section” (Cohn, 2015); “Then President Obama
          referred to Trump’s presidential bid as a ‘punch line’” (Haberman and Burns, 2016); “Repeatedly
          underestimated as a court jester or silly showman, Mr. Trump muscled his way into the Republican elite by
          force of will” (ibid.). And yet, he did win, and his victory marked a four-year period of overt racial
          resentment, violence, and white supremacist demands to take America back that culminated in the
          almost-unimaginable attack on the Capitol Building on January 6, 2021. What is important to note, however,
          is, as New York Times reporter Jamelle Bouie reminds us, “Trump Is Not an Aberration.”
        


        	
          The Department of Homeland Security categorized white supremacy as a domestic terrorist threat in
          September 2019. As of February 2021, only the Canadian government has labeled The Proud Boys as a
          terrorist group; the US has not yet done so.
        


        	
          Indeed, C.P. Ellis and his Klan brethren can be read through the lens of LBJ’s realization in 1960
          that “if you can convince the lowest white man he’s better than the best colored man, he won’t notice you’re
          picking his pocket. Hell, give him somebody to look down on, and he’ll empty his pockets for you” (Maxwell).
          The backroom manipulations of the White Citizens Council (and their resultant power, influence, and wealth)
          seemingly go unnoticed by Ellis and the other working class men who are active in the Klan.
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      Introduction


      
        Rian Johnson’s 2019 film Knives Out has been widely celebrated for ostensibly condemning white
        supremacy with its depiction of the Thrombey clan and its increasingly antagonistic relationship to an
        immigrant who has arrived to “steal” their inheritance. Roslyn Talusan (2019) writes, “White supremacy
        facilitated the Thrombeys to quickly band together against this immigrant woman who they perceived to have
        infiltrated their family.” In this context, white supremacy depends upon the assumption that “whiteness” is a
        coherent classification and one that elevates this particular racialized group over all others. Yet Johnson’s
        film also offers a particularly pointed critique of the paternalism practiced by white liberals, many of whom
        consider themselves, in contemporary parlance, to be “woke.” Following the murder of a well-known mystery
        writer, the writer’s nurse Marta (Ana de Armas)—the child of an undocumented immigrant—inherits his massive
        wealth, prompting the writer’s family members to drop their enlightened façade and fight with the proverbial
        knives out. Meanwhile, detective Benoit Blanc (Daniel Craig), with a name that directly signals to audiences
        his association with “whiteness,” races to discover the truth before the vengeful family can destroy innocent
        Marta. Despite this semblance of political antagonism, however, Knives Out unconsciously reveals the
        many layers of white supremacy, since the supposed tenets of “whiteness” are celebrated as the moral foundation
        of every character (regardless of his or her racial identity).
      


      
        Although Knives Out displays the duplicitous nature of white supremacists, the film concurrently relies
        upon a familiar set of racialized assumptions. To counter the family’s blatant power grab, the film relies upon
        Jeffersonian truisms from the liberal canon: rejuvenation catalyzed by a blank slate for the individual, the
        benevolent indifference of Reason, and an a priori sense of moral justice upon which protagonists
        depend. In many of his works, Russ Castronovo (1995) analyzes an enduring gap between the founding
        ideals of American life and the nation’s persistent mistreatment of racialized bodies. For example, Thomas
        Jefferson promotes liberal universalism—that is, the notion that every individual is naturally reasonable and
        so naturally entitled to personal freedom—but these rights are never fully passed on to, say, the children that
        he has with his slave, Sally Hemings. Nonetheless, American discourse continually returns to these abstract
        promises of inheritance, from both ends of the political spectrum, as though a gap does not exist.
      


      
        Upon first watch, Johnson’s film ostensibly plays with the metaphor of inheritance by capitalizing on
        incongruities and ironies in order to show how non-white bodies (like Marta’s) interrupt and complicate the
        myth of a liberal universalism that seamlessly transmits from the Founding Fathers down through subsequent
        generations. “Conflating family and nation, citizenship becomes as natural as birth—except that what counts as
        legitimate origin must fit a lineage narrowed by patriarchal interpretation” (Castronovo, 1995, pp. 11–12). Put
        differently, Marta’s insertion into the Thrombey clan ruptures the “natural” order through which the privileges
        of liberalism are previously thought to be inherited, thus exposing a hidden racial logic that renders
        liberalism and “whiteness” as synonymous. However, the schism between the presumed liberal entitlement of the
        Thrombeys—such as their claims of self-governance, or their firmly-held belief in private property—and Marta’s
        genealogical rupture in the family tree does not actually stop a ceaseless devotion to ubiquitous Jeffersonian
        principles. Instead, all of Johnson’s characters inherit the promise of American liberalism, regardless of
        their racial status, and this posture of inclusiveness is where problems arise for Knives Out. Despite
        its self-declared critique of white supremacy, Johnson’s popular whodunit ultimately retreats into the
        well-trodden territory of liberal universalism. Rather than promote a sense of racial solidarity or interrogate
        the power struggles demanded by identity politics, Knives Out strips away signs of genuine antagonism,
        thereby depoliticizing a crisis that has so far proven resistant to the exhausted ideals prescribed by liberals
        (in the classical sense). The film’s initial encoding of Marta as “non-white” runs against her easy inheritance
        of Thrombey’s liberal assumptions. The film never adequately addresses the false conflation of liberal values
        and “whiteness,” which is to say, the fact that liberal values rely upon legal definitions of race to
        materialize in the real world. In a word, the invisible inheritance that supposedly connects the elder Thrombey
        to the young Latinx immigrant is far too effortless to be substantive.
      


      
        Nonetheless, critics generally praise Johnson’s pseudo-whodunit for its commentary upon racial tensions of the
        present. Brian Tallerico (2019) writes, “It’s not just a wildly fun mystery to unravel but a scathing
        bit of social commentary.” Elsewhere, Alissa Wilkinson (2019) celebrates the film for “lodging a few
        barbs between the ribs for rueful laughs, as much at the performatively woke as the hatefully racist.” In this
        sense, Knives Out operates in the vein of Jordan Peele’s 2017 horror film Get Out, which famously
        takes aim at superficially sympathetic Leftists who secretly harbor ill-intent. This critique has been met with
        little resistance from the mass audience: raking in an astonishing $165.3 million at the domestic box office,
        Johnson’s film—much like Get Out, which earned a whopping $255 million domestically—appears to strike a
        chord with spectators inundated daily with pleas to become ever more “woke.” My reading of Knives Out,
        then, will involve two steps: first, it recognizes the various ways in which this film exposes the racial
        injustices of the present; second, it asks us why most audiences so comfortably digest this “scathing” line of
        attack. The preconceived notions associated with white supremacy take many different forms, and if it seems too
        simple for any work of art to highlight and overcome this crisis, it probably is. Moreover, we must disentangle
        the abiding legacies of liberalism and “whiteness,” in particular as these entwined sets of assumptions have
        been supposedly transmitted across generations and, even more importantly, between racialized groups. This
        chapter interrogates the limited capacity of films like Johnson’s Knives Out to move the dial on
        long-standing racial injustice in the United States.
      

    


    
      Upon first reading: equal opportunity offense


      
        As Wilkinson (2019) suggests, Knives Out seemingly takes aim at both ends of the political spectrum_ the
        “woke” Left and the “hateful” Right. Johnson’s film spends just as much energy undercutting the presumed
        enlightenment of liberals as it does torching xenophobic and close-minded conservatives. The final section of
        the chapter will attend to the risks of this equivocation; for now, let us take stock of the first available
        reading, since dominant interpretations of the film appear to provoke a clear-cut attack on white supremacists
        of all stripes.
      


      
        Knives Out treats the right wing of American politics during the age of Trump as a laughable,
        cartoonish, and cruel entity (indeed, we might view Johnson’s film as rehearsing the Left’s treatment of Trump
        as a joke in 2016—a derisive position that likely contributed to a general underestimation of Trump’s chances
        of winning the election). One of the Thrombey grandchildren, Jacob (Jaeden Martell), hovers around the margins
        of the film, described by some family members as an “Alt-right, Nazi troll.” He remains glued to his phone and
        only raises his head to trade juvenile jabs with his more “progressive” family members. He embodies a toxic
        online environment in which far-right extremism becomes amplified.1 Meanwhile, Richard
        Drysdale (Don Johnson) awkwardly downplays the real world of systemic racism by identifying his own ancestry
        with Marta’s—the audience cringes when he smugly quotes Hamilton: “Immigrants—we get the job done”—before
        engaging in a tone-deaf diatribe. On Mexicans, he bemoans: “They think they own what’s ours.” On the subject of
        putting migrant children in cages: they deserve it because “they broke the law.” And he vocally defends Trump
        by declaring: “Maybe an asshole’s what we need!” During this exchange, he unconsciously hands Marta his empty
        plate, as if she is a servant (rather than the elder Thrombey’s cherished caretaker). At the time of the film’s
        release, the Trump administration sanctioned this sort of xenophobic rhetoric and promoted white Christian
        nationalism. It rose to power on the promise of building a wall to stop Mexican immigrants from crossing the
        border and enacted an infamous separation policy in which families caught trying to seek refuge in the US
        risked being torn apart irrevocably.2 Meanwhile, Richard’s wife, Linda (Jamie Lee Curtis),
        represents business-minded conservatives. Less involved in the overt racism of her husband, she snickers
        at her “progressive” niece for wasting her time on a “crypto-Marxist, post-deconstructive-feminist” college
        degree, and she boasts that she “made her own way” by building a successful business from the ground up
        (conveniently covering up the fact that her father provided her with a substantial loan—another not-so-subtle
        jab at Trump). Her delusions of self-reliance may not be visibly racist, but her belief that everyone has an
        equal shot at success, regardless of racial inequalities, exposes the latent racism of many members of the
        American Right (and, as we shall see shortly, of the Left as well). A liberal universal—the belief that every
        individual controls his or her own fate—undergirds the racist actions of all members of the Thrombey clan,
        regardless of their particular partisan gloss.
      


      
        Although the film targets these caricatures in turn, it saves its best ammunition for what it perceives to be
        phony and insincere members of the American Left. The cartoon progressive, Joni (Toni Collette), runs a
        business called “F.L.A.M. Skincare,” with the motto: “Self-sufficiency with acknowledgment of human need.”
        Knives Out depicts Joni as extra crunchy in her fashion choices and her mannerisms. Although she rejects
        Richard’s overt racist diatribe, this sense of moral superiority evaporates when her entitlement and privilege
        is revealed to be on the line (her daughter needs the Thrombey fortune to attend her expensive college).
        Beneath the surface, her focus on “self-sufficiency” suggests that she, too, clings to the aging ideal of
        American individualism, with all of its racist baggage. The illusion of individualism is that the individual
        can—or rather, must—make his or her way; what this belief ignores, among other things, is the extent to which
        white privilege influences the success and/or failure of any American individual. The Left, too, relies upon
        inherited wealth and power that exists almost exclusively for the recipients of white privilege. The film thus
        employs a token “Lefty” to make its central claim that the Left in American is intellectually and morally
        bankrupt. Indeed, as residents of the blue state of Massachusetts, every member of the Thrombey clan must—to
        some degree—maintain an air of “respectability.” Even though, in one of the film’s running gags, none of the
        family members actually know Marta’s country of origin, they all pretend to care about her. They each express
        regret that Marta was not invited to attend the elder Thrombey’s funeral, confidentially claiming (in turn)
        that they would have invited her, but they were “outvoted”—a claim that becomes harder and harder to believe as
        each member of the family repeats it. As much as Johnson’s film presents the Right to be reprehensible, at
        least it has a cogent profile, backed by genuine (if grotesque) convictions; in contrast, the film exposes the
        Left to be nothing more than a set of shallow fashion choices and flimsy pretenses. In the end, almost everyone
        in the film shares a set of core values: delusions of self-reliance, a purely gestural acceptance of racial and
        ethnic differences, and a full-throated acceptance of white supremacy. Even Marta exemplifies the “model
        immigrant,” in that she keeps to herself and does not wish to overturn the figurative applecart. In one of the
        film’s most pointed moments, Joni’s “crypto-Marxist” daughter, Meg (Katherine Langford), calls her supposed
        friend Marta to encourage her to give her grandfather’s money back to the family because otherwise Meg will not
        be able to return to school. Forced to choose between her ideals (she initially barks at the police on Marta’s
        behalf) and her bald self-interest, Meg chooses to fight for her own survival, thereby revealing Leftist
        rhetoric to be little more than window dressing. Meg performs righteous indignation on Marta’s
        behalf—but she does not seem to have a grasp over the nuance of the political events around her. Not unlike her
        Alt-right cousin, she seems quite content to smoke a joint, roll her eyes at authority figures, and that’s
        about it. Moved by Meg’s conundrum, Marta promises that she will help to pay for her education. This answer
        does not satisfy Meg and she hangs up the phone, even more visibly distressed. Like many members of her family,
        this would-be Lefty enjoys playing the philanthropist, acting as a sort of “white savior” for the
        disenfranchised, yet she does so on the presumption of her own superiority. When there is a transfer of wealth
        and she suddenly finds herself without her inherited advantage, Meg quickly casts aside her assumed
        “crypto-Marxism” (a set of assumptions that neither Meg nor the film bothers to define) in favor of maintaining
        her white privilege. Knives Out outlines the various ways in which white supremacy adopts many different
        forms but ultimately thrives on the effortless inheritance of privilege (the easy access to resources enjoyed
        by a majority of citizens that the United States legal and cultural apparatus deems “white”).
      


      
        The issue of race in Knives Out, however, is a red herring of sorts, since the real focus proves to be
        class difference. In his controversial book The Trouble with Diversity: How We Learned to Love Identity and
        Ignore Inequality (2006), Walter Benn Michaels contends that American discourse insists upon
        discrimination and intolerance while paying little mind to systemic inequalities beneath the surface. “While
        contemporary liberalism’s antiracism argues that we can solve our problems by respecting racial difference,”
        Michaels writes, “contemporary conservatism’s antiracism maintains we can solve our problems only by
        eliminating it or ignoring it.” Either way, he concludes, “economy inequality is absolutely untouched” (p. 75).
        Even in the age of Occupy Wall Street or the Black Lives Matter movement—important movements, undoubtedly—it
        can appear that the discourse on racism in the United States only attends to cultural factors (and not economic
        ones). After all, no one in the film will outright condemn Marta on racial grounds. According to the logic of
        the Thrombeys, “the poor are not victims of discrimination; they are the unfortunate byproducts of an
        essentially just mechanism—the market. Poverty, in other words, is not a civil rights issue” (p. 66). After
        all, it is only with the threat of redistributed wealth that the Thrombey clan fully, overtly turns on Marta.
        The pressing consensus of Knives Out is a universal belief that humans are driven far more by economics
        than politics, as Johnson’s whodunit bypasses racial politics in order to critique economic inequalities. In
        the final tally, the film’s critique of racial injustice serves as a MacGuffin by ultimately ceding ground to
        class struggle (the real issue at the heart of the story, or so we are asked to believe). It can be argued that
        Knives Out, then, offers a critique of white supremacy that strips away the politics of the issue. Does
        Knives Out recapitulate Michaels’s contention that discrimination and intolerance are always-already
        secondary to a much larger clash over financial resources? Admittedly, Michaels made his case more than a
        decade before the rise to power of the Trump administration and so he could not have predicted the extent to
        which white supremacy would be destigmatized by the time of Johnson’s film. During the Trump presidency, what
        Ian Haney López (2006) calls “colorblind White dominance” becomes less duplicitous, as the subtext of
        supremacy becomes text (p. 162).
      


      
        Few individuals today would recognize the so-called consensus around antihate that endures in the world of the
        Thrombeys. In the years since 2005, we cannot ignore the extent to which racial politics is neither exclusively
        nor even predominantly based upon underlying economic metrics. However, the “red herring” approach of Knives
        Out suggests to the audience that racism is always-already a uniquely economic concern. That is, when we
        cut to the core of the family and find only ruthless economic competition, we might lose sight of the role that
        racism plays and, perhaps even more importantly, we might prematurely accept the reversal at film’s close—Marta
        with everything and the family standing outside, displaced—as a reversal that could, hypothetically, resolve
        the racism at play. Trump’s enduring support among voters with a lower socioeconomic status, even as the pace
        of rising wealth inequality greatly accelerated under his watch, suggests that losing or winning class warfare
        is not enough to erase racist attitudes (Seymour Martin Lipset described this phenomenon “working-class
        authoritarianism”).3 In the real world, racial politics cannot be isolated from efforts to
        redistribute wealth. One does not precede the other; they exist in tandem. Still, Johnson’s film stresses the
        Darwinian aspect, the underlying power struggles, of a society that reduces all of what it understands to be
        lofty left-wing notions (like Joni and Meg’s defense of immigrants) into vapid postures as it reduces its once
        “respectable” Massachusetts tribe to its ugliest, most brutal form. “We need to fight this thing,” Linda
        screams. “This is still our house!” The Thrombey family unifies against a common threat: the seizure of their
        “ancestral home” by what they perceive to be a foreign invader. Knives Out strips away the artifice of
        the contemporary Left to expose something real, lurking just beneath the surface.
      


      
        The film demonstrates this mode of incision, and its faith in an invisible core beneath the surface, in its
        reaction against that recent darling of academia: postmodernism. Blanc quips that no one has really read Thomas
        Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow (a postmodern staple) all the way through to the end, and Johnson’s film
        jokingly points to the postmodern horror film The Ring (2002) in an aside (they are reviewing security
        footage on a VHS tape and someone asks, “Will we die in seven days?”). Like the rest of the trendy Leftisms,
        Knives Out suggests, postmodernism has outlived its usefulness. Critics like Christopher Norris, for
        example, claim that postmodern excess has robbed it of its potential as a tool for social reform; elsewhere,
        Jeffrey Nealon points out that the textual playfulness of postmodern theory parallels, in unsettling ways,
        perverse, speculation within the growing finance industry.4 In short, postmodern thought
        lacks real-world applicability and instead settles for endless irony as well as self-deconstruction. Similarly,
        the mise-en-scène of Knives Out remains chock full of bricolage—random, campy artifacts with
        little sense of overall purpose or design. There is a trick window with a painting of a figure climbing into a
        window. In the mansion’s library, inexplicably, there stands a large replica of the Thrombey estate. Why would
        the elder Thrombey want to simulate a window, or simulate his home in its entirety? With its endless
        metacritique, and its reliance upon generic whimsy, Johnson’s film provides a copy of a copy (etcetera)—a
        replicated window to cover an actual window, a model of a house inside of a model of a house, and so on. But
        this approach sounds a good deal like Blanc’s comical explanation of his murder investigation as a donut with
        an ever-receding hole in the middle. If we believe that endless deconstruction can get us where we need to go
        as a society, the joke is decidedly on us. After the film treats postmodernism as the equivalent of an
        intellectual donut for the Left (self-indulgent, self-serious, but with little caloric value), it wonders if
        perhaps the time has come to cut through to something “truer to life,” something sincere (for better or
        worse, as we shall see). In this way, not unlike how Trump pledges to “drain the swamp” and end “the bullshit,”
        Johnson’s film pledges to rediscover what it deems to be a sense of authenticity.
      


      
        In a word, by revealing the racist bowels of America, Knives Out upholds what Linda caustically
        dismisses as the “post-deconstructive”: the film longs to tap into something honest, something real, beneath
        its layers and layers of guile. But is Johnson’s “post-deconstructive” alternative really an effective
        way to combat racial resentment? Does the film advance a more promising worldview with which to remedy systemic
        racism—or does it offer only more of the same? If the story of Marta’s inheritance is not a disruption
        of the Thrombey lineage’s “whiteness,” which is to say, if it is not an ironic take on the logic of white
        supremacy, then the film is asking its audience members to accept that inheritance at face value—as something
        in which they can believe. Subsequently, Marta’s imagined “essence”—which binds her to Blanc as well as the
        elder Thrombey—serves as a contributing factor to her eventual success, and so, quite naturally, we must
        address the question of essentialism (fixing an individual within a specific set of identity coordinates).
      


      
        The tension at the heart of Knives Out recalls the thesis of Paul Gilroy’s Against Race: Imagining
        Political Culture Beyond the Color Line (2000): a contention that the concept of “race” ought to be
        transcended (p. 12). However, this utopian pursuit of what Gilroy describes as a “nonracial humanism” risks
        locking subjects into “authentic and glorious postures of resistance.” Like any form of consensus, it risks
        sliding into authoritarianism. If Johnson’s film does not ceaselessly deconstruct race, but instead joins
        Marta’s “essence” with the “essence” of Blanc or the Thrombey elder, it might problematically assert that an
        unmoving, nonracial humanism awaits us, beneath the figurative “swamp” or piles of “bullshit.” Gilroy parses
        out the nuances of his proposed shift. With considerable deftness, he acknowledges the downsides of postmodern
        playfulness (it too easily transforms into empty-headed consumerism) as well as claims of authenticity (they
        can be used to embolden, rather than destroy, ultraconservative movements). As we shall see in the next
        section, Johnson’s Knives Out lacks the deftness of Gilroy’s position because it cannot imagine a
        nonracial humanism that does not at the same time reinforce the dictums of its age. Instead of presenting race
        as a fiction to be endlessly deconstructed, the film depicts a humanist core that is startlingly liberal (in a
        classical sense)—that is, Marta’s germ of Goodness is intimately wed to Blanc (another name for the tabula
        rasa) and his veneration of universal Reason. The very values that have long camouflaged the acquisition of
        assets by white supremacists suddenly, and troublingly, come to serve as the balm with which to erase these
        inequities. In effect, by promoting the existence of a priori Truth, the film’s framing of Marta
        endorses the basic assumptions of her liberal benefactors. There is no need to protest or deconstruct racial
        identities when the Truth is simply out there, waiting to be drawn forth. When Marta inherits Thrombey’s
        throne, nothing much has changed in the foundations of the home. Being “woke” proves, in this instance, to be
        just another level of the same dream.
      

    


    
      Upon second reading: captives of consensus


      
        Harlan Thrombey observes that the best judge of character is a dog. Unlike most cleverer-than-thou detectives
        in the Western tradition, a dog hunts down its ball with a singular purpose, trusting that the solution will
        materialize when and where it is meant to materialize. The dog does not second-guess or aim to outsmart. At
        times, Blanc mimics the dog, throwing a ball from the elder Thrombey’s desk so that he can pursue it, and, as
        such, his dogged pursuit of the Truth parallels the canine’s simplicity of purpose. Likewise, Marta serves her
        “master” (Thrombey) without reserve, and she seems truly baffled that anyone would be duplicitous, vomiting at
        so much as the suggestion of untruth. In the opening shot of the film, the Thrombey dogs run at the screen,
        racing toward the audience with heightened drama, thanks to the director’s use of slow motion. Knives
        Out appears to be asking the spectator: if a dog is the ideal judge of character, will Harlan’s hounds
        “out” contemporary audience members as people lacking in “good character”? This initial sequence lays the
        groundwork for the remainder of the film by positing a set of positive values: to be intuitive (rather than
        hyper-rational), to be loyal (rather than shrewd), and to be honest (rather than calculating). Knives
        Out doles out the antidote in two specific forms—a consensus regarding what is legally “right” and a
        consensus regarding what is morally “right,” embodied by its two protagonists, Blanc and Marta. While this
        consensus model may initially strike spectators as an attractive alternative, particularly when compared to the
        never-ending gamesmanship of less-savory characters, it raises important questions about how America might
        eventually overcome white supremacy. George Lipsitz points to “liberal individualism’s inability to describe
        adequately the collective dimensions of our experience … to discern as racist only individual manifestations of
        personal prejudice and hostility. Systemic, collective, and coordinated group behavior consequently drops out
        of sight” (20). By romanticizing an innate sense of Truth that all humans can agree upon without political
        wrangling, Knives Out risks overlooking the necessity of political strife in the achievement of
        civil rights.5
      


      
        But why might political strife be preferable to an a priori sense of what is “right” that remains
        constant in the face of enemies that gaslight their opponents? Ernesto Laclau (1990) contends that,
        because societies are inherently diverse—in terms of politics, religion, economics, and (most significant for
        our purposes) racial identification—it remains impossible to conceptualize a universal consensus. Any effort to
        articulate such a consensus, that is, the smoothing over of difference, inevitably forecloses future debate.
        “Social myths are essentially incomplete: their content is constantly reconstituted and displaced … the absence
        of dislocation (…) eliminates the very question of power and thus the possibility of politics” (63, 69;
        emphasis mine). To say it another way, by presenting the answer to the film’s crisis as a discovery of an
        eternal (liberal) essence beneath an antagonistic yet superficial surface, the film simply repeats the sort of
        sleight-of-hand practiced by the Thrombey clan: “The language of liberal individualism serves as a cover for
        coordinated collective group interests” (Lipsitz 22). Just as the Thrombey’s hide their use of “whiteness” to
        accumulate assets in the name of their own “collective group interest” (a political effort disguised as a
        “natural” inheritance), Marta and Blanc ultimately recover the Truth not through coordinated reform or systemic
        change, but by assuming that liberal individualism can correct all social ills.
      


      
        Knives Out posits a consensus about what is “ethically sound” (such as Blanc’s legal framework or
        Marta’s morality), and it ignores the fact that there will always be disagreement—and mercifully so, because
        disagreement remains the lifeblood of any functional democracy. It may seem desirable to bypass the
        open-endedness of diverse blocs that wrangle for position in favor of an effortless universalism. However, the
        ongoing depoliticization of American life over the last half-century has not generated a significantly more
        just or equitable society. The Trump administration simply heightens a long-standing pattern by preferring
        authoritarian control to democratic wrangling. Think, for example, of the Trump administration’s heavy emphasis
        upon controlling the judiciary or its efforts to delegitimize the political involvement of its opponents.
        Anyone alive to witness the Flint water crisis or ongoing police brutality can confirm the acutely racial
        dimensions of this depoliticization. Laclau argues that this pervasive depoliticization actually amplifies the
        disempowerment of marginalized communities by shutting off vital avenues for activism as well as reform. When
        the vote of a given minority bloc is actively suppressed, for example, it becomes more difficult to believe in
        the political agency of its members.6
      


      
        Since the twilight of the 1960s, a decade noted for its widespread democratic engagement (including the Civil
        Rights movement), the United States has moved steadily away from the expansion of democratic participation
        toward a society driven primarily by the metrics of economic elites.7 This period has seen a
        gradual erosion of the commons—that is, resources that are publicly owned and publicly managed. Many laws have
        been enacted that limit the ability for voters to alter the general framework of society (for example, the
        emergency manager laws in Michigan that prohibit democratic involvement in government affairs when a locality
        becomes “insolvent”). As the influence of the financial industry exponentially grows, the link between
        powerbrokers and constituencies becomes ever more tenuous. While the nation’s classical liberal impetus
        has been heightened (its trumpeting of personal freedom and private property), its democratic impetus
        dramatically weakened as the public demonstrations of the 1960s fade alongside a rollback of landmark
        legislation like the Voting Rights Act. Democracy, of course, fuels the political; it guarantees the capacity
        for citizens to change their social arrangement. Liberalism, on the other hand, especially with its
        individualistic bent, diminishes the role of systemic or collective reform in the name of protecting private
        interests (like the asset accumulation of the Thrombey family). Johnson’s film certainly confronts the economic
        individualism of its antagonists, but it does so—as we shall see—without appeal to the democratic
        apparatus.8 Because its basic liberal assumptions remain unchanged, and because it prefers
        moralism to political engagement, Knives Out proves to be never as counter-cultural as it initially
        seems.
      


      
        Knives Out ostensibly sustains a central tension between America’s depoliticization (the seemingly
        endless appetite for “less government” in the wake of the 1960s) and the subsequent repoliticization witnessed
        in recent years, through phenomena like the ascent of the populist Trump administration as well as the many
        protests that it has inspired. Specifically, Johnson’s film shines a spotlight on a more visibly politicized
        “whiteness” and, in the process, longs to advocate for a more “humane” (read: less political) social order. If
        the Trump phenomenon makes visible a covert link between “whiteness” and asset accumulation, which is to say,
        the long-hidden political character of “whiteness” as a means to consolidate group interests, Knives
        Out dampens this sort of strife. In so doing, the film whitewashes liberal assumptions and so further
        depoliticizes “whiteness.” By focusing upon the innate or intrinsic virtues of Blanc and Martha—which are
        always-already liberal virtues—Johnson’s narrative simply maintains an enduring tendency for the dominant group
        to pass off the ideals that benefit it alone as if these ideals are “natural” and, ultimately, benevolent for
        everyone.
      


      
        At first, audiences may not unequivocally chastise the Thrombey clan for rallying together to protect their
        home. Part of what the elder Thrombey wishes to accomplish by cutting his children loose and forcing them to
        “make it on their own,” however misguided that attempt may be, involves repoliticizing their lives, and
        thus re-engaging them in the very “possibility of politics.” That is, he forces his children to fight for their
        own self-interest and to abandon their vague, unearned sense of superiority. The white supremacist position
        that unfolds, though, is not pleasant to watch. Following the (not-unproblematic) logic of Carl Schmitt, the
        repoliticized clan of Knives Out reinvests in the logic of white supremacy—their claim over the
        privileges that stem from “whiteness.” By rejecting a token liberalism that relies upon economic logic, the
        Thrombeys choreograph a restoration of Schmitt’s friend/enemy distinction—a return that resigns society to
        endless warring factions, the unsavory battle cry of “blood and soil,” and the ruthless defense of so-called
        ancestral homes. Again, the supposedly benevolent patriarchy of Knives Out has little to recommend it.
        Against a stagnant status quo, the Thrombeys must be re-awakened (“to be woke” here has multiple meanings), and
        they must reject their passive mode of inheritance. After all, “democratic politics—and politics in general—can
        never eliminate conflict and dislocation, antagonism and division” (Stavrakakis, 1999, p. 112). The
        sooner the Thrombeys recognize this unsettling fact, the sooner they can start making history for themselves
        again (rather than merely recycling the plotlines of their deceased paterfamilias). Democracy demands
        the periodic reinvention of demands and a ceaseless deconstruction of prior arrangements between groups; this
        constitutional unrest, by its very design, can never fully solve the riddle with which it tasks itself. The
        (impossible) promise of consensus is an authoritarian fantasy that would, if it ever came to pass, effectively
        disarm democracy by erasing its raison d’être. The Trump administration, not unlike the Thrombeys,
        strongly unsettles the liberal establishment because it reveals how political movements can still deconstruct
        society (for better or worse). At the same time, this populist reminder also threatens to install an
        authoritarian strongman and promises that now, at last, the political struggle is over and the “white nation”
        can endure forever (by disinviting future political participation by “non-white” opponents).
      


      
        Knives Out persists in creating the impression of consensus and, by so doing, the film parallels the
        trajectory of the Thrombeys: even as it exposes the political character of “whiteness,” it stifles that
        political impulse in favor of a consensual “alternative” (which is really only more of the same). White
        supremacy exists in multiple registers. In the broadest sense, the film confronts its audience with acute
        partisan discord—a rift, as we discussed in the previous section, between the far right and far left wings of
        the family—and it asks spectators to opt out of the power struggles on display in order to advocate for what
        the film presents as apolitical common sense. Equally unimpressed with the theatricality of partisanship,
        Johnson’s whodunit simply asks us, echoing director Spike Lee, to “do the right thing.” The convoluted plot
        (and its convoluted mise-en-scène) serves as a miscue meant to lure the spectator into a shrewd,
        skeptical mode of viewing. Rather like Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Purloined Letter,” which positions its central
        missive right out in the open and, by so doing, enables it to avoid detection, Knives Out leaves its
        Truth fully exposed from early in the film. Typically, a whodunit is driven exclusively by the need to solve
        the case; here, the case is solved almost immediately. If this genre exists to gaslight would-be
        readers/detectives (Poe’s bread-and-butter), and to confuse reality with a plethora of falsehoods, Johnson’s
        entry promotes an antithesis by encouraging amateur sleuths to believe in the Truth from the outset. The
        trouble, as we shall see, is that this a priori Truth remains based upon liberal assumptions that have
        incessantly been used throughout American history to depoliticize the ideology of the ruling class and, in
        turn, to provide cover for asset accumulation by a bloc united under the banner of “whiteness.”
      


      
        Informed by the classical liberal tradition, detective Benoit Blanc—whose name in French translates to “Blessed
        White”—serves as a sort of blank slate, a tabula rasa. He is an investigator who requires no prior
        knowledge to discover the Truth (i.e., the ideal Western detective). On one level, the character’s name plays
        with the film’s critique of white supremacy, and Blanc remains (until the film’s denouement) a rather
        ineffective detective due to the overriding restraints of the genre in which he operates. Craig, well -known as
        James Bond, appears to be winking at the audience through much of the first half of the film. As such, the
        film’s game of detection cannot readily account for sincerity or truth-telling. In the initial stages of his
        investigation, Blanc interrogates Marta because he has learned that she vomits if she lies, like a sort of
        human lie detector. When she does, quite literally, vomit, Blanc stands back, stunned: “I assumed you were
        speaking figuratively!” Like the rest of the film’s characters, Johnson’s detective reveals himself to be
        trapped in the inner machinery of “whiteness” as he tries to outsmart his suspects and beat them at their game.
        He employs the tools of liberal individualism in a game that is clearly rigged to the advantage of white
        participants (how, after all, could Marta—marked as “non-white” and without assets or social capital—hope to
        compete with these privileged “white” competitors?). Nonetheless, in Kantian fashion, Blanc eventually finds
        his way out of the skeptic’s game thanks to his unrelenting belief in an a priori Truth that purportedly
        precedes all investigative exercises. Due to its correlation of Reason with Truth, Knives Out initially
        appears to bypass the competitive side of liberal individualism in favor of moral consensus. However, such a
        choice means simply ignoring the racial dimension of these assumptions. Blanc may appear to divorce himself
        from his own “whiteness” when he advocates for a Truth unblemished by social or political strife—but the
        politics of “whiteness” cannot be so easily erased (it remains, after all, inscribed in his very name).
      


      
        Blanc neatly combines his faith in Reason with his faith in Truth, arguing that no matter how much the enemy
        tries to gaslight everyone (the critique of Trumpism rests rather easy at the surface at this point), the Truth
        will invariably have Its day. That is, if Trumpism uses rhetorical and political ploys to deceive large
        segments of the populace into unveiling their investment in white supremacy, Knives Out wants to assert
        a sincere, authentic Truth that does not require blatant antagonism. Indeed, Blanc remains so committed
        to this metaphysical entanglement of Reason and Truth that he describes himself as a mere “passive observer …
        of the Truth.” In one of his lengthier monologues on the subject, Blanc contends that his mode of detection
        does not entail “rooting around like a truffle big”; instead, he waits for the Truth as if the Truth exists as
        a “natural law.” He patiently stands around until “the Truth falls at my feet.” He maintains faith in a
        pre-determined Truth that passively follows the “natural” arc of Reason: “This machine unerringly arrives at
        the truth,” he comments. “That’s what it does.” Given the film’s gesture at Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow,
        this speech may be partially in jest—the arc of the Truth in that novel, audiences may recall, mimics the arc
        of a nuclear missile in flight. But in the last assessment, Blanc cannot be read exclusively as a trope,
        or—perhaps more to the point—he manages to escape such a fixed position by trusting in Marta’s “kind heart.”
        Blanc separates himself from other detectives in the formula by keeping the faith in Truth, Reason, and the
        blessed union of these concepts. Yet the film fails to account for the long-standing relationship between
        liberal assumptions and “whiteness.” Throughout American history, liberal assumptions—like the belief in Reason
        as a vehicle for Truth—have been used to obscure or distract from the political suppression of “non-white”
        peoples. Because Reason and Truth purportedly govern the liberal individual, he ignores the many ways in which
        disenfranchised subjects are systemically denied access to these resources. Thomas Jefferson can espouse
        Reason as a “cure-all” because he is a white male that inherited wealth; his “illegitimate” slave children, on
        the other hand, will not find these liberal ideals to be so palliative.
      


      
        Due to its classical liberal convictions, Knives Out looks to be read not as a classic “whodunit” yarn
        but as a tragedy (a recategorization that Blanc announces in his final reveal). The Truth has been there,
        unwavering, from the start. When Marta has to give Harlan his medication to save his life, she must think fast
        and picks up the correct vial. But because the real killer switches the labels, she doubts herself and so she
        spends much of the film certain that she is guilty of manslaughter: “It is an immoveable fact that I killed
        Harlan.” In line with the Trump administration’s association of Mexican immigrants with “rapists and
        criminals,” Marta perpetually doubts herself. The actual responsible party for Harlan’s death, Harlan’s
        grandson Ransom (Chris Evans), gaslights Marta into feeling uncertain about her culpability. The film therefore
        contends that the Truth exists as an “immovable fact” if we only trust in ourselves to recognize It. Marta
        knows, deep down, which medication is which, even with the swapped labels: “You knew because you’d done it one
        hundred times,” Blanc sadly intones. “You’re a good nurse.”
      


      
        A consensus comes clearly into view: professional competence transcends Ransom’s power plays (and, in turn, the
        possibility of politics). Truth and Reason materialize as expertise. Stephanie Zacharek (2019) comments,
        “This is a movie in which expertise and good sense win the day; no one is rewarded for stupidity or cruelty.
        And in that sense, Knives Out isn’t just a beautifully made diversion. It’s also a utopian vision”
        (para. 7). Blanc and Marta are kindred spirits in that they are both exceptional at what they do, exuding
        extremely high levels of competence as “gentleman sleuth” and caregiver, respectively. According to critics
        like Thomas Frank, this reliance on competence contributes to the depoliticization of American culture.
        Technocrats and financiers presumably manage a society better than a society left to govern itself
        democratically. When the film thrusts Marta into high-stress situations, she demonstrates her ability to
        process information and arrive at the “right” outcome, every time. Dependent upon Truth and Reason in the form
        of expertise, Blanc and Marta manage to rise above the petty squabbles of the Thrombey clan and illustrate how
        America might depoliticize itself for the greater good. This logic is never far removed from the logic of
        Michigan’s emergency manager act that I cited earlier, in that it invests in the acumen of (almost exclusively
        white) managers that will presumably set aside their own selfish interests—their own political wrangling—in the
        name of supposedly depoliticized (and deracialized) access to Reason and Truth by the liberal individual.
      


      
        In addition to what purports to be an apolitical celebration of Reason and professional competence, Knives
        Out petitions for a return to moral Truth—a categorical imperative, if we like, that remains immoveable
        despite the encroachment of the duplicitous Thrombeys. The categorical imperative, in its simplest terms, is a
        universal sense of what is “right” based upon how any reasonable person would act in a given situation. A
        particular law is only True if it is always True, in every situation. And this fixed sense of moral
        Truth involves doing what is “right” as an end-in-itself (not simply a means to an end). We see perhaps the
        best example of Marta obeying the categorical imperative when she rescues a dying woman who appears to know
        about Marta’s role in Harlan’s death. Although she could allow her to die and no one would be any the wiser—she
        could easily have used this situation to her own selfish advantage—she elects to save her, putting her own
        status in jeopardy to do the “right thing.” Divorced from the bald self-interest of the Thrombey children,
        Marta reveals an ethical core that cannot be swayed by torturous twists and turns. By elevating moralism above
        politics, however, the film once again appeals to vague Jeffersonian ideals instead of the real political work
        that would be required to improve Marta’s lot (and so the film further obscures a correlation between this
        supposed moralism and “whiteness”). In other words, certain abstract liberal principles are posited as an
        antidote to other poisonous liberal notions that have been repeatedly applied to justify the asset accumulation
        of “white” individuals at the expense of “non-white” individuals.
      


      
        Marta’s innate moral compass orients the entire film. Frequently, Knives Out frames its protagonist
        against religious icons, including the Virgin Mary statue in her mother’s home and (most prominently) the
        Christian crucifix that dangles from her car’s rearview mirror. In the last shot of the film, in which Marta
        stands on the front porch of the Thrombey mansion looking down over the displaced clan, we glimpse a prominent
        “T” behind her in a font that makes the letter closely resemble the cross. In a related sense, in the scene in
        which she rescues the dying woman who apparently knows her secret, Marta is surrounded by aged industrial
        laundry machines. Beyond suggesting a subtle critique of American decline, these worn-out washers—branded as
        “American”—gesture at the notion of moral cleansing and the removal of stains both literal and figurative. At
        the precise moment that Marta reveals the categorical imperative (and by so doing, the film argues, saves her
        soul), the camera lingers on machines that rinse away dirt and grime. (This moment further heightens the
        implications of Harlan’s desire to “clean house.”) But the film’s desire to “drain the swamp” is never
        presented in all of its racialized complexity. The unrelenting probity of the film’s protagonist is meant to be
        instructive for Johnson’s audience: she admits her own guilt and becomes penitent; she forgives Meg for her
        moment of weakness; she takes no glee in defeating the Thrombeys, but instead worries over their future. Her
        soul proves spotless. In short, Knives Out does not present Marta’s “goodness” in relative terms, but
        treats her moral Truth as a loadbearing pillar that neither bends nor breaks. Marta’s “goodness” does not stem
        from political struggle, and so it appears to transcend the systemic oppression that allowed for this imbalance
        to emerge in the first place. All that the film requires of Marta is that she invest in the “natural” state of
        liberalism and wait patiently for justice to emerge.
      


      
        As Harlan and his heirs play their (deadly) games with one another, Blanc and Marta opt to engage in a
        different sort of contest. In one of the film’s initial scenes, Harlan faces Marta in a game of Goh, and we
        learn that Marta always wins. Fuming, Harlan cannot quite figure out why he never defeats her. She responds:
        “I’m not playing to beat you. I’m playing to build a beautiful pattern.” Whereas Harlan and Ransom embody the
        hypercompetitive individualism of the United States, understanding every relationship as a strategic
        opportunity to gain the upper hand, Blanc and Marta follow a distinctive set of rules. “To win” in Knives
        Out means relying upon the bedrock of Reason and Truth instead of the ruthless one-upmanship on display in
        the Thrombey household. Why not replace toxic competitiveness with the wholeness of a “beautiful pattern”? This
        invisible consensus about what is “right” appears, upon first blush, to be far more attractive than the rampant
        underhandedness of the film’s more overt white supremacists. In response to the rhetoric of white supremacy
        being circulated by the Trump administration, it has become relatively common for Trump’s political opponents
        to resort to moralism—to desire consensus about what is “good,” above and beyond political conflict. But
        whitewashing values like Reason has always been a part of the American project. How many racialized
        individuals have been stripped of their material assets and their cultural power by “white” actors parading
        under the name of Reason? Based in no small part upon the idealism of Jefferson, American society has long
        avoided the topic of systemic racism in favor of imagined blank slates and Reason as a sort of panacea.
        Knives Out contributes to this ongoing pattern.
      


      
        It is crucial to remember that white supremacy is built upon many of the same tenets. The core assumptions held
        by Benoit Blanc (“Blessed whiteness”) and Marta are hardly unique, as these assumptions have undergirded the
        liberal project from its inception. White hegemony presents its own logic to be “natural” or “divinely given”
        rather than acknowledging it as a power play to dominate marginalized peoples. By suppressing political strife,
        Knives Out risks foreclosing one of the only remaining tools in the belt of the civil rights
        activist.9 Since her supposedly alternative vision for the “game” can be perceived by some
        spectators as a viable strategy for combating the rising tide of white supremacy, it is significant to note
        how Marta eventually triumphs over the cartoonish clan. Not far removed from the language of Trumpism,
        she can be described as the “good immigrant,” which is to say, an immigrant that upholds the latent assumptions
        of “white” America. But what if the film’s moral and intellectual consensus does not actually provide a
        panacea?
      


      
        Because the film’s consensus model concerning Reason and Truth remains acutely apolitical, Knives Out
        forces audiences to inquire into the political nature of resistance today, especially on matters of racial
        identity. In his study of this issue, Lester K. Spence (2015) explores how the dominant discourse
        surrounding civil rights activism tends to whitewash certain political realities to create what it deems to be
        more emotionally satisfying storylines. Moralism—a core of “goodness” in “non-white actors” that can be
        instantly recognized by the dominant group—promotes effortless consensus. For instance, critics laud how “black
        (male, charismatic) leadership works instantly” (p. 105). Consider Martin Luther King, Jr. or Barack Obama. To
        see these men as inherently “good” is, in part, to overlook the very real, concrete practices that were needed
        to bring them into positions of power in the first place. This “instant” consensus, supposedly born from
        rhetorically-gifted black leaders, reveals itself to be a delusion when one examines carefully cultivated
        efforts behind the scenes. Boycotts and marches must be meticulously organized: “An array of institutions
        (have) to be created in order to manage the various aspects” (Spence, 2015, p. 107). By focusing upon the
        consensus of Reason and Truth, Knives Out privileges introspection as well as (the illusion of)
        sincerity over the difficult labor of political contest. “Public utterance,” Spence argues, “does more
        to laud prophets than it does to drive people to do the hard work needed to take control of the reins of power”
        (p. 111). In sum, the idea that Blanc and Marta can defeat the Thrombeys by simply waiting for Reason to
        unfold, or by tapping into their innate Truth, might lead real-world spectators to even greater passivity—a
        faulty conclusion that meaningful change “just happens.” By promoting expectations that are habitually tied to
        moralism and consensus, Knives Out encourages audiences to “fight” white supremacy with tools that have
        long been used to uphold it.
      


      
        Yet we must take pains to insist that the repoliticized Thrombey clan, with the war that it wages against Blanc
        and Marta, does not offer a palatable alternative to disempowering consensus. Far from it. Few spectators will
        walk away from Knives Out with an enhanced appreciation for how the various family members are now
        “doing it for themselves” rather than absent-mindedly inheriting the banal evil of their forefathers. Is it
        possible, then, to reactivate the political without concurrently arriving back at Carl Schmitt’s
        friend/enemy distinction (and the political philosopher’s resignation to a history driven by endless
        bloodshed)? Said another way, if the illusion of consensus preserves the status quo, but the repoliticization
        of the Thrombeys opens a violent, brutal world based upon the worst impulses of a reactionary identity
        politics, what palatable options remain for us? Entangled in these confusing threads, Knives Out
        effectively captures a cultural moment in which American audiences must grapple with the consensus model
        offered by the Obama or Biden administrations (competence/categorical imperative) and the hyperpolitical model
        offered by the Trump administration (“knives out and beaks bloody”). In the 2020 election between Democrat Joe
        Biden and Republican Donald Trump, the choice was presented to voters as ethical consensus (what Biden deemed
        “the soul of the nation”) versus political hostility (Trump’s willingness to scapegoat immigrants and ostracize
        racial outsiders). Knives Out choreographs this binary quite effectively. But it does not seem to
        recognize how ethical consensus has historically been used to maintain white supremacy, nor does it
        admit the ways in which appeals to a categorical imperative have historically served as a justification for
        depoliticizing racism and broadly promoting an assimilationist mindset (that is, Marta’s acceptance as a “good
        immigrant”).
      


      
        Johnson’s film declares its preference by pointing to a notion of Reason and Truth that does not require
        democratic mediation or input, which is to say, a liberalism that runs on its own head of steam. In the
        climactic confrontation of the film, Ransom realizes that he has been caught so he seizes a knife from one of
        his grandfather’s ornamental setpieces and plunges it into Marta’s heart. The audience lets out a collective
        gasp before we realize, slowly, that the knife is nothing but a prop. “Well … shit,” Ransom sighs. As the
        criminal is hauled off, the arc of justice arrives—as Blanc predicted from the beginning—at its preordained
        destination. Knives Out doubles down upon its solemn belief that the Truth will have Its day: a
        reassurance for moderate liberal viewers that phony progressives and right-wing ideologues will ultimately be
        the instruments of their own undoing. However, this presumably uplifting message ignores the pressing political
        realities that many Americans face on a daily basis. An excessive reliance upon moralistic postures of
        sincerity does not help us to address real-world crises like gerrymandering or voter suppression; in fact, if
        left unchecked, these strong sentiments can obscure the need for political struggle and actually promote the
        status quo (the invisible pillars of liberalism that have long upheld white privilege). As Ian Haney López
        (2006) argues, “Whites must overcome transparency in order fully to appreciate the salience of race” (p. 23).
        The most sustainable solutions will not stem from appeals to “common sense,” or the return of a regime of Truth
        that can dictate what is “right”—and, in so doing, foreclose the open-endedness of democracy itself. A
        postracial America “simply cannot be reached via any retreat into the lofty habits and unamended assumptions of
        liberal thinking” (Gilroy, 2000, p. 30). As appealing as it might be for audiences of Knives Out to
        discover the immoveable bedrock of “goodness” in Marta or Blanc, the film’s “soul of the nation” is a fiction
        that may comfort white Americans when they should, in fact, be outraged. We must not forget that Trumpism was
        defeated in the election of 2020 not by simple moralism or effortless consensus but by the tireless labor of
        real-world political organizers. Even though it cannot be claimed that Knives Out solves the puzzle of
        identity politics for its audience, the film’s internal tensions may prove helpful in preparing us for vital
        contests to come.
      

    


    
      Notes


      
        	
          For more discussion, see J. M. Berger’s Trump is the Glue that Binds the Far Right. The
          Atlantic, October 29, 2018.
        


        	
          For more on these policies and their impact, see Michael Garcia Bochenek’s US: Family Separation
          Hurting Children, Families. HumanRightsWatch.org, July 11,
          2019.
        


        	
          For more on Trump’s relationship to working-class authoritarianism, see Jordan Michael Smith’s Who Are
          Trump’s Supporters? Democracy: A Journal of Ideas, January 15, 2016.
        


        	
          See Christopher Norris’s Uncritical Theory: Postmodernism, Intellectuals, and the Gulf War.
          University of Massachusetts Press, 1992. as well as Jeffrey Nealon’s Post-Postmodernism_ or, the Cultural
          Logic of Just-in-time Capitalism. Stanford University Press, 2012.
        


        	
          Bruno Latour argues that “unity without diplomacy” cannot exist. He concludes, “So we are at war,
          aren’t we?” Because we are political animals, “the worst course would be to act as if there were no war at
          all, only the peaceful extension of Western natural Reason using its police forces to combat, contain, and
          convert” (p. 306).
        


        	
          For more statistics, see Van Newkirk’s Voter Suppression is Warping Democracy. The Atlantic,
          July 17, 2018.
        


        	
          I have written on this subject extensively. See Michael J. Blouin’s Stephen King and American
          Politics (University of Wales, 2021) and “Neoliberalism and Popular Culture” (Journal of Popular
          Culture, 2018), pp. 277–279.
        


        	
          The Thrombey family hides “the privileges of whiteness by attributing the economic advantages enjoyed by
          whites to their family values, faith in fatherhood, and foresight – rather than to the favoritism they
          enjoy through their possessive investment in whiteness” (Lipsitz 18).
        


        	
          Manohla Davis writes, “Johnson’s own sleight of hand is estimable, even if his effort to add politics
          into the crowded mix rings hollow.”
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      Introduction


      
        The months following the murder of George Floyd were filled with large-scale, national responses: Black Lives
        Matter, Police Reform, and Defund the Police movements all gained new momentum. White people were being called
        out like never before for their privileged and “righteous” enactments of entitlement—white women in particular
        gained the moniker “Karen” for their outlandish displays of racism, white privilege, and unwillingness to
        follow protocols, such as wearing face masks in public places, limiting purchases of high demand items in
        stores, and waiting in lines amidst the COVID-19 pandemic. In addition to calling people out for their
        distasteful behavior, the US population was offered numerous opportunities for the public to participate in
        race-centered, virtual learning. For instance, Ivy League universities, including Yale, Columbia, Stanford, and
        Harvard, offered free online classes to the public that focused on racial injustice (Ward, 2020). Some
        public figures addressed institutional racism in formal talks, debates, and town halls, while other public
        figures supported such efforts through monetary donations (Alexander, 2020; Garvey, 2020). Also,
        film outlets offered free viewings of race-centered films that shed light on the racialized Black experience in
        the United States. Streaming platforms, such as AppleTV, FandangoNow, Google Play, Amazon Prime Video, Redbox,
        and YouTube, offered free streaming access to such film titles as Just Mercy, Selma, 13th, Malcom X,
        Moonlight, Fruitvale Station, The Hate U Give, and I Am Not Your Negro (Ali, 2020; Chan,
        2020).
      


      
        No doubt, videos and films have the power to tell stories, represent experiences, reveal injustices, and
        mobilize action and transformation. Whether it be the video of George Floyd’s murder or the carefully curated
        list of films that were offered for free viewing, people tuned in and were deeply impacted by the various
        visual narratives. Among the amazing film titles that were offered for free viewing that focused on race and
        racism, the 2018 film Green Book was notably absent. While Green Book—the subject of this
        chapter—was widely popular at the box office and the film awards circuit, we believe that this movie was
        excluded from the films that were made available for free viewing because it failed to provide a just
        representation of the black experience in the United States. In our arguments, we apply a Critical Media
        Literacy (CML) framework and methodology to examine race representation in Green Book. CML refers to an
        educational framework and pedagogy in which students learn to become “discerning readers, interpreters, and
        producers of media texts and social communication” (p. 13) in an effort to both deconstruct the oppressive
        ideologies communicated through media and to counter such messages through the process of creating alternative
        representations that question hierarchies of power, social norms, and injustices (Kellner and Share,
        2019). As Kellner and Share, 2019 explain, “CML is a pedagogy that guides teachers and students to think
        critically about the world around them; it empowers them to act as responsible citizens, with the skills and
        social consciousness to challenge injustice” (p. 14).
      


      
        In this chapter we analyze Green Book in an effort to make evident how a specific media text can
        ideologically reinforce the racial status quo in our society. As a means to perform this analysis, we examine
        various narrative conventions in the film, including perspective, character development, narrative omissions
        and distortions, and specific racial tropes, including white savior, black exceptionalism, magical negro, and
        humor as a vehicle for Black acceptance. Because Green Book prioritized the white perspective and
        experience, we argue that the film communicates ideologies of white supremacy, whereby the narrative positions
        the white perspective and experience as more worthy, insightful, authentic, and compelling. In our discussions
        about white supremacy throughout this chapter, we are referring to any practice or ideology that perpetuates
        the myth that white people are superior to People of Color. As Solórzano and Peréz Huber (2020) explain,
        “white supremacy is an insidious disease that upholds the conscious and unconscious acceptance of a racial
        hierarchy where People of Color are consistently placed in a subordinate position to whites” (p. 53).
      

    


    
      Green Book


      
        The 2018 film Green Book was a big hit. Winning the hearts of audiences across the globe, Green
        Book earned more than $300 million at the Worldwide Box Office and has earned the highest post-Oscar box
        office revenue of any film in the last decade (McNary, 2019). Green Book also fared amazingly
        well in the film award circuit, garnering 122 nominations and winning 58 film awards (IMDb, n.d.). Most
        notably, Green Book won three Oscars at the 2019 Academy Awards: Best Picture, Best Original Screenplay,
        and Best Actor in a Supporting Role for Mahershala Ali’s performance as Dr. Donald Shirley—a renowned jazz and
        classical pianist in the 1950s and 1960s.
      


      
        Based on a true story, Green Book is set in 1962 when Dr. Donald Shirley, accompanied by his white
        chauffeur and body guard, Tony “Lip” Vallelonga, goes on tour, performing at upscale white venues across the
        Jim Crow, Southern United States. In many ways, Green Book can be interpreted as a counternarrative to
        the stereotypical racial depictions that saturate media. Indeed, Green Book counters the Black/White
        racial binary that depicts Black people in deficit terms and White people as the epitome of all that is good.
        There are numerous white savior films, for example, that serve as great examples of this racial dichotomy in
        which People of Color are portrayed as being inferior and/or victims who are in need of being rescued by the
        more abled, knowledgeable, enlightened, and powerful white people (Cammarota, 2011). Among the many
        contemporary films that embody the white savior genre are: The Blind Side, The Help, The Soloist, Freedom
        Writers, Dangerous Minds, Hardball, The Ron Clark Story, The Principal, Avatar, Radio, Finding Forrester, Gran
        Torino, Glory, Django Unchained, The Last Samurai, Mississippi Burning, Dances with Wolves, McFarland USA,
        Million Dollar Arm, and To Kill a Mockingbird. In contrast to the insidious portrayals of Black men
        in particular as impoverished, undereducated, unemployed and otherwise criminals and thugs, Dr. Shirley’s
        character defies each of these negative depictions. Dr. Shirley is a refined and renowned classical pianist who
        lives above Carnegie Hall. He speaks eight languages and holds doctoral degrees in Music, Psychology, and
        Liturgical Arts. In sharp contrast, Tony contradicts the positive character portrayal of Dr. Shirley. Tony is
        an unsophisticated and crude hustler who lies, cheats, and otherwise manipulates people to make a buck.
        Regardless of these antithetical character projections, Green Book mishandles the treatment of race and
        racism in the film narrative, which, as we reveal in our analysis, reifies ideologies of white supremacy. To be
        clear, the projection of white supremacist ideologies in film is as old as film itself (hooks, 1992).
        White supremacy in film simply points to the fact that white people and their character portrayals are
        positioned more prominently and favorably in film. This is done in a variety of ways in which white people are
        given more screen time, are more likely to be cast in leading roles, and are more likely to have scripts that
        represent their diverse lived experiences. In many ways, whiteness becomes the unspoken norm in film—a
        positionality from which all racial others diverge. In our analysis, we hope to uncover how white supremacist
        ideologies emerge in Green Book as the film narrative prioritizes white perspectives, sensibilities, and
        experiences.
      

    


    
      Critical media literacy


      
        Films and other forms of media can be used as tools for educating masses of people about social injustices and
        can serve as the impetus for societal change. However, it is also the case that media can powerfully, and often
        quietly, reinforce the racial status quo by producing dangerous racial ideologies that give life to and
        normalize the cultural racism that defines our society (Tatum, 2017). Given the ideological power of
        media, and the pedagogical utility of Critical Media Literacy in K-12 classrooms, it is important to consider
        media usage, especially among youth. Recent data show that children are more connected to media than ever
        before. The American Academy of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry (2020) reports that children in the
        United States ages 8–12 experience an average of 4–6 hours of daily screen time and teenagers experience up to
        9 hours of screen time a day, including their use of smartphones, tablets, gaming consoles, TVs, and computers.
        No doubt, children are impacted by the massive amounts of media they consume on a daily basis. In their
        discussion about Critical Media Literacy (CML), Kellner and Share (2019) liken media to pedagogy, stating that
        media technologies are:
      


      
        
          a profound and often misperceived source of cultural pedagogy that educate and socialize us about how to
          behave and what to think, feel, believe, fear, and desire. These complex systems of communication,
          representation, production, distribution, and consumption are forms of pedagogy that teach us about ourselves
          and the world around us.
        


        
          (p. xi)
        

      


      
        Given the power of media in knowledge formation, CML is a framework, methodology, and pedagogical approach to
        deconstructing the ideological messages that are communicated through various forms of media texts. Media texts
        include, but are not limited to: print- and web-based news articles, news broadcasts, textbooks, literature,
        films, print advertising, commercials, video games, social media, visual and performing art, music, music
        videos, pictures, graphic images, and television shows. Instead of being passive consumers of said media texts,
        CML is a pedagogical approach that positions analysts as active agents who examine the politics of
        representation, posing such questions as: Who is portrayed?; How are they portrayed?; What are the potential
        effects of this portrayal?; and, Who and what is being left out of this portrayal? (Choudhury & Share,
        2012; Gainer, 2010; Share, 2015; Todorova, 2015).
      


      
        CML is an extension of Freire’s (2000) concept of critical literacy—an active, analytical approach in
        which literacy involves not only one’s ability to read the word, but also the world—as part of a larger effort
        to realize and transform the asymmetrical power relations that define our social contexts. As such, CML
        challenges traditional forms of literacy that are situated in a positivist psychological model that emphasize a
        standard national language, phonetic decoding, and discrete cognitive skills that attempt to discover a fixed
        external reality (Funk et al., 2016). In contrast to apolitical forms of literacy education, such as
        banking education (Freire, 2000), wherein students are simply perceived of as receptacles of information, CML
        has students scrutinize how racism, homophobia, classism, sexism, xenophobia, and linguicism are communicated
        through everyday media texts. An example of this type of analysis is Kohl’s (2016) critique of the
        typical Rosa Parks story that appears in children’s literature, in which black agency, including that of Rosa
        Parks as well as those involved in the Montgomery Bus Boycott, is undermined on numerous fronts.
      


      
        In his analysis, Kohl encourages students not only to question narratives for the ways in which they reinforce
        inequitable power relations, but also to reconceptualize and rewrite narratives that counter dominant
        ideologies. As such, the goals of conducting a CML analysis is to uncover and make evident the dominant
        ideologies that are communicated through media texts so that they can be scrutinized and transformed. In our
        analysis of Green Book, we specifically examine how the film narrative is problematic in regard to race
        representation. By utilizing Green Book as a research site and the film narrative as research
        data, we conduct a CML analysis that highlights how even though Green Book is a seemingly
        positive and uplifting film, it is ripe with cultural productions of racism. In our attempt to identify the
        various ways Green Book communicates white supremist ideologies, our guiding research question is as
        follows: In what specific ways does the Green Book narrative produce racial ideologies that position
        white people as superior to People of Color (POC)?
      

    


    
      But first, Tony


      
        As mentioned before, the setting in Green Book is the Southern United States in 1962, the year after the
        Freedom Riders first boarded public interstate buses and rode into the South to protest bus segregation laws.
        The buses Freedom Riders rode were bombed, set on fire, and riders were violently attacked by white
        protestors.1 In this setting, racism is rampant and enforced through Jim Crow laws that
        legalize racial segregation and the blatant mistreatment of Black people as well as other People of Color. In
        1963, the year following the events portrayed in Green Book, The March on Washington took place: 250,000
        people gathered in front of the Lincoln Memorial to demand the passage of civil rights legislation. Needless to
        say, the Green Book setting of the Jim Crow Southern United States was a dangerous, life-threatening
        place for Black people. It is within this particular setting that Dr. Don Shirley, a Black musician from New
        York, is about to embark on a music tour. The storyline of Dr. Shirley’s music career, including his fears and
        apprehensions about touring and performing in the South (which were only alleviated through the hiring of a
        bodyguard), is both compelling and deserving. But before audience members get to know anything at all about Dr.
        Shirley, screenwriters and producers insist that we must first begin with the story of Dr. Shirley’s white
        driver and bodyguard, Tony “The Lip” Vallelonga, played by actor Viggo Mortensen. While the film producers have
        not publicly commented on the perspective of the film and the designation of Tony as the lead character, it is
        important to note that the movie is produced by Tony Vallelonga’s son Nick. It stands to reason that Nick
        Vallelonga has an insider perspective about his father’s life, including his job with Dr. Shirley. However, the
        film producers have been critiqued for not including Dr. Shirley’s perspective, for producing falsehoods about
        Dr. Shirley, and for not consulting Dr. Shirley’s family in the making of the film (Bruney, 2019).
      


      
        Consistent with the privileging of white characters in film, and white savior films in particular, Tony is
        given the protagonist role in the storyline. As such, Tony’s character, including his personality traits,
        profession, sociocultural environment, and relationships, are fully realized throughout the film’s 130-minute
        running time. The intimacy in which audience members get to know Tony casts a shadow over much of Dr. Don
        Shirley’s personal life, exalting Tony while incrementally diminishing the story’s focal Black character.
        Little is known or shown about Dr. Don Shirley’s character and background, and he is ever only observed from a
        “White gaze” (Hall, 2014; Pimentel & Santillanes, 2014) throughout the film. White gaze
        refers to the white perspective from which audiences get to know characters of color. As an example, Hall
        (2014) discusses historical narratives, including textbooks, which are traditionally told from the winner’s
        [white] perspective. Hall refers to the white framing of historical documents, including photographs, as the
        “white eye,” and is careful to point out in his arguments that even when white people are not in the physical
        frame of a picture, the white perspective is still seeing and positioning everything within the frame.
      


      
        The white gaze is critical to our analysis of Green Book, because even when white people, including
        Tony, are not within the physical frame of a movie shot, the white perspective is nonetheless informing
        everything within the shot. In film shots that focus on Dr. Shirley by himself, for example, the shot does not
        break from the distant, unfamiliar, and decontextualized framing that occurs when Tony is included in the shot.
        A shot of Dr. Shirley sitting on his outside balcony at a hotel during his tour, for example, is from the line
        of sight of Tony’s hotel room. Consistent with the camera shots that focus on Tony, this shot of Dr. Shirley is
        from a large distance, involves a setting in which Tony could actually observe Dr. Shirley (on his outside
        balcony), as opposed to inside his hotel room where no one could observe him, and only includes props that can
        be interpreted from Tony’s vantage point. This shot of Dr. Shirley shows Dr. Shirley drinking an alcoholic
        beverage as he sits and looks out from the balcony in his bathrobe, yet none of these details about Dr. Shirley
        are developed beyond this distant shot. Essentially, the details audience members learn from the film shots of
        Dr. Shirley are limited to the viewpoint of Tony, even in cases when Tony is not included in the physical
        frame.
      


      
        Huckin’s (1995) conceptualization of textual foregrounding focuses on a writer’s emphasis on certain
        concepts and/or characters by giving them textual prominence. A primary way to give textual prominence through
        foregrounding is the “top-down orientation” (p. 99), in which the text that appears first is given more
        precedence over that which follows. In this case, Huckin identifies lead sentences in news articles as the most
        impactful to readers because they appear first. While Huckin politicizes the positioning of information in a
        written text, and specifically scrutinizes the impact of the first sentence of news articles, it is imperative
        to consider the preponderance of power that manifests in the foregrounding of Tony’s character in Green
        Book. In a typical “top-down orientation,” the first 15 minutes of Green Book are relinquished to
        the development of Tony’s character. In these first 15 minutes, viewers are introduced to Tony’s world with a
        detailed look into his workplace, colleagues, neighborhood, friends, and family in a working-class section of
        the Bronx in the early 1960s. His is a world filled with Italian immigrants and their offspring, people who
        know each other and each other’s business, along with gangsters and socialites whom Tony studies to gain their
        trust and earn their favor. From his glorified tough-guy behavior and moral compass that keeps him just on the
        periphery of a mafia lifestyle, to his unconventional gambling and pawning habits, Tony’s personality is
        established in great detail. And in many scenes throughout the film, the details about Tony get intimate. To
        illustrate—we see Tony in his bedroom, in bed with his wife, kissing his kids goodnight, and scratching his
        belly as he walks around the house in his underwear.
      


      
        Viewers also get a sense of Tony and his community’s feelings toward People of Color and non-Italian ethnic
        groups from scenes of their home life, where racism rings out in conversations that include a wide range of
        racial slurs—“sacks of coal,” “kraut,” “eggplant,” “coons,” “jungle bunnies,” “negro,” “brillo pad,” the
        n-word, and so forth. In one scene, two Black construction workers are replacing Tony’s kitchen floor when
        Dolores, Tony’s wife, offers the two workers some lemonade. When they are finished, the camera serves as an
        eyepiece to reflect Tony’s feelings on the actions that occurred and homes in on the cups as if they were
        dangerous contagions. Tony throws the cups away, using a dish towel to protect his exposed hands, suggesting a
        hard line about coming into contact with Black people. This detail of Tony throwing away the cups can be viewed
        within the larger frame of his entire cadre of Italian American male relatives watching a baseball game at his
        house in order to “protect” his wife from the Black men. Whether it is in jostling moments with family,
        providing “muscle” at The Copacabana Club, or pulling a con over gangster Joe Loscudo to curry his favor and
        gain work contracts, Tony’s environment and the actions he takes demonstrate his cultural repertoire and street
        smarts, establishing him as the central character. The entirety of the Green Book narrative is not only
        told from Tony’s perspective but is also truly a story about him_ a rough around the edges, middle-aged
        Italian American man whose talent for “bullshit” has taken him so far.
      


      
        The portrayal of Tony as an Italian American man living in the Bronx, New York in the 1960s is not without its
        own limitations and implications. Tony undoubtedly represents several stereotypes about working-class Italian
        American males, including his language use, mannerisms, dress, street smarts, and his trickster, mob-like
        mentality. These stereotypical portrayals of Italian American men have been cemented in films such as The
        Godfather, Goodfellas, Casino, and Donnie Brasco, as well as television series including The
        Sopranos, Growing up Gotti, and Mob Wives. Stereotypes are dangerous because they produce flat,
        monolithic, and distorted portrayals of people that misrepresent the great diversity in experiences and
        perspectives within any ethnic identity group. When stereotypes are continually produced in media, they impact
        audience’s perceptions about people as it becomes difficult to look past these dominant conceptions to realize
        the diverse, authentic people who make up a particular ethnic group. Green Book fails to provide a
        representation of Italian Americans beyond the tired stereotypes that saturate media.
      


      
        Without question, Green Book offers contrived character portrayals of Italian Americans by reinforcing
        numerous stereotypes in the portrayal of Tony and other Italian Americans in the script. Our use of a Critical
        Media Literacy framework pushes us to consider the ideological weight of such representations in a racialized
        society. That is, we must understand that media representations have the power to tip the scales of racial
        justice by reinscribing or possibly opposing the white supremist ideologies that define our society. In our
        larger pursuit of social justice in racial representations in media, we find it unfortunate that Italian
        American ethnic stereotypes are portrayed in Green Book, but find these portrayals do little to
        interrupt the prevailing white supremacy that defines the film industry due to the overrepresentation of white
        film screenwriters, producers, and actors that, despite some stereotypic portrayals of white characters,
        otherwise represent great depth and breadth of what it means to be white in the United States. In an effort to
        address our research question—In what specific ways does the Green Book narrative produce racial
        ideologies that position white people as superior to People of Color (POC)?—our primary concern in Green
        Book is a storyline that is ostensibly about the musical career and tour of a Black musician in the
        American South during the Jim Crow era, yet is highjacked to center on a white man. This cinematic move mirrors
        the continuous underrepresentation and misrepresentation of Black people in media at the same time it positions
        the white perspective, as stereotypical as it may be in this case, as more worthy. As Baker-Bell,
        Stanbrough, and Everett (2017) argue, the historical and ongoing limited representations of Black people in
        meaningful roles in media dehumanizes Black people and contributes to a “historical lineage that continues to
        support a white supremist agenda that leads to antiblackness” (p. 136).
      


      
        It is also important to consider the ideological impact of positioning Tony’s character as the leading role in
        the film and his depiction of a White, racist man. If Tony were not a prominent character in the film, his
        character development would be shallow and we would not likely learn much more about Tony than him being
        racist. However, due to Tony’s prominent role in the film, we learn that there is so much more to Tony than
        being a racist. From his extensive screen time, we learn that Tony is an endearing, hard-working, committed,
        family man. As such, audience members see the humanity and complexity in Tony’s character, and, as such, can
        easily overlook his racist behaviors or rationalize them as being a reflection of the time period. Thus, the
        power of numerous plot devices, including perspective, character development, and cinematography, humanizes
        Tony, making it possible for audiences to minimize his racism. Even though he has his flaws, including being a
        racist, audience members establish an emotional connection with Tony, so much so, they can identify with the
        complexity of his character, his plight as a racist, and, in the end, can champion his transformation. To be
        clear, through the use of persuasive narrative conventions, audience members champion an outright, explicitly
        documented, racist.
      

    


    
      Oh Yeah and Dr. Shirley, the foil


      
        Whereas audience members are presented colorful scenes that paint Tony’s family and friends together eating
        meals, watching television, and exchanging jokes and laughs, Dr. Shirley’s character is presented as an object
        of public, mostly White, consumption—he’s always in the public eye. When we are finally introduced to Dr.
        Shirley 15 minutes into the film, it is not on his own terms. Rather, Dr. Shirley’s introduction emerges out of
        Tony’s need. Tony needs a job, so he goes to a job interview with what he assumes is a medical doctor, only to
        find out during the interview that he is being interviewed by jazz musician Dr. Don Shirley. It is also within
        this introduction that Dr. Shirley’s character is established as Tony’s foil. Dr. Shirley is presented in sharp
        contrast to Tony, which serves to highlight Tony’s characteristics even further. During the interview scene,
        only Tony’s interactions with Dr. Shirley are given screen time. While it is clear Dr. Shirley conducted
        multiple interviews for the position, as is evidenced by the presence of several men waiting in the hallway to
        be interviewed, audience members do not gain any insight into what exactly Dr. Shirley is looking for, how the
        other candidates measured up to his expectations, or why Dr. Shirley ultimately decides to hire Tony. After
        Tony’s interview, Dr. Shirley does not appear again until 28 minutes into the film, when Tony picks him up to
        begin his driving duty. Leading up to their departure, the film is careful to detail the strain the road trip
        will pose on Tony and his family. They will be separated for eight weeks, Dolores will be left alone to care
        for their two young sons, and spending Christmas together as a family is in jeopardy. The last tour date is
        December 23; the concerned Dolores delivers an ultimatum to Tony: “You better be home for Christmas or don’t
        come home at all!”
      


      
        At the same time that audience members are made to sympathize with the predicament Tony and his family are
        facing and can certainly sympathize with the sacrifices he and his family will have to make, they are denied
        the same connections to Dr. Shirley’s character. Does Dr. Shirley have any reservations about the trip? Is he
        having to make certain sacrifices as a result of this trip? Is he leaving any family members behind? We simply
        do not know because Dr. Shirley is completely eliminated from these early scenes in the film. As CML has it,
        whether intentional or not, writers produce texts from their own biases. Since the producers of this film did
        not have insider knowledge about Dr. Shirley, the script is limited in its representation of Dr. Shirley.
        According to CML, however, there are social implications that go beyond an individual bias, which reflects the
        writer’s perspective. According to Kellner and Share (2019) biases, or individual perspectives, do not compete
        on a level playing field, and, as such, we must situate biases in the realm of social and environmental justice
        to ask the larger social question, “whom does this text advantage and/or disadvantage?” (p. 8). From this
        question, we are able to understand that texts are ideological—they have the power to reify and/or counter the
        inequitable power relations in a given society. In this sense, the underrepresentation and misrepresentation of
        Dr. Shirley is much more than a reflection on the producer’s limited experiences with Dr. Shirley. The social
        dimensions of Green Book has deep roots as it mirrors and propels forward the already established racial
        order of our society that gives prominence to the Eurocentric perspective at the expense of people of color.
        The prominence and wide dissemination of texts that give priority to white characters, whether that be in
        textbooks, literature, plays, advertisements, television shows, or films, create what are called master
        narratives—narratives that normalize white supremacy as common sense.
      


      
        As the Green Book narrative continues, and Dr. Shirley’s and Tony’s friendship develops, audience
        members only gain three underdeveloped details about Dr. Shirley’s personal life: 1) His mother taught him how
        to play piano “on an old spinet” and they would “travel around the Florida panhandle and … put on little shows
        in parishes and halls;” 2) He has “a brother somewhere” whom he used “to get together once in a while” with;
        and, 3) He was married, but playing music on the road so much took a toll and they’ve since separated. What
        little we do learn about Dr. Shirley is often from the voices and perspectives of white characters in the film.
        During the introduction of his first performance on the tour, in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, the white Master of
        Ceremonies announces to the white audience,
      


      
        
          He gave his first public performance at the age of three. At age 18 at Arthur Fiedler’s invitation, our guest
          made his concert debut with the Boston Pops. He holds doctorates in Psychology, in Music, and in the
          Liturgical Arts. And he has performed at the White House twice in the past 14 months. He is a true virtuoso…
        

      


      
        In continuation of this third-person, white voice, we gain even further insight into Dr. Shirley’s world
        through the letters Tony writes on the road to Dolores. In one particular letter, Tony writes from his meager
        knowledge about Dr. Shirley,
      


      
        
          I saw Dr. Shirley play the piano tonight. He don’t play like a colored guy. He plays like Liberace but
          better. He’s like a genius, I think. When I look at him in the rearview mirror, I can tell he’s always
          thinking about stuff in his head. I guess that’s what geniuses do. But it don’t look fun to be that smart.
        

      


      
        In another letter, Tony offers Dolores, and of course the viewing audience of Green Book, some more
        potential insight into Dr. Shirley’s world: “Sometimes he [Dr. Shirley] gets sad and that’s why he drinks too
        much.” In this example, as well as throughout the film, Dr. Shirley’s emotional world is merely exposed through
        Tony’s perspective and interpretation.
      


      
        The audience’s emotional distance from Dr. Shirley is equally maintained through the film’s physical distancing
        from Dr. Shirley through cinematographic affects, whereby the camera follows Tony up close as he observes the
        physically distanced and isolated Dr. Shirley: through the rear-view mirror, sitting alone on the balcony of
        his motel, and playing at the piano. Similar to Mulvey’s (2010) theories on film’s male gaze, which
        fixes on sexual objects for the pleasure of a heterosexual male audience, Dr. Shirley playing his piano
        similarly fixes him in a white gaze for the pleasure of a white audience (Yancy, 2017). His intimate
        moments of performing are never recorded close-up, never reveal his connection to the music he is playing, and
        do not portray what he sees, feels, and thinks about his work and time on the road. As such, Dr. Shirley is
        merely a blank sheet onto which white people can project their feelings and beliefs. Unabashedly, filmmaker
        Peter Farrelly admits that “the story came from Tony Lip’s side,” and that he does not want people to believe
        that every word is true. But “the big things, like Shirley calling Robert F. Kennedy, are true. The YMCA scene:
        True. All the letters: True. Carnegie Hall: True. The chicken scene: True—or at least it’s Tony Lip’s telling
        of the story” (Menta, 2018). The film, made by a white man and told entirely from a white person’s
        perspective, minimizes the black protagonist’s story. This practice, of white people telling the stories of
        black people in popular media texts, is nothing new; however, its effects have consequences. In perpetuating
        the white gaze in other films about black/white relations,2 black people are unable to
        experience their lives outside of the dominant white gaze that comfortably determines who they are, what they
        should do, and how they should feel about their position in society.
      


      
        Racial ventriloquism (Garcia et al., 2014)—the act of white people authoring narratives about Black
        people—is quite popular and often results in constructing “blackness” in service of white hegemonic interests.
        Although the film held the potential to be a compelling biopic on Dr. Shirley’s experiences as a musician
        dealing with racism in the American South, Tony’s character, his capabilities, and his perspectives overtake
        the Green Book narrative, and specifically the voice, perspective, and experience of the film’s focal
        Black character. Nearly everything we know about Dr. Shirley and the racism that ensues on his tour in the
        South is revealed through Tony’s character development and perspective. Through this white telling, a
        transformation takes place, catalyzed by Dr. Shirley but ultimately taking place in Tony.
      


      
        In the following section, we analyze how Tony’s character evolves from a racist, uncouth tough guy, to white
        savior—that is, one whose innate abilities and street smarts enable him “power to help less-privileged people”
        in ways that suggest they’re “unable to help themselves,” (Straubhaar, 2015)—through his interactions
        with Dr. Shirley.
      

    


    
      Project white transformation: from racist to white savior


      
        Tony carries in him deep-seated racism and prejudice; however, Green Book’s depiction of his path to
        self-discovery and transformation characterizes his development as a white savior more than a true wokeness
        (Romano, 2020). Instead of reckoning and reconciling with societal barriers, structures, and actions
        that foster extreme inequities between Black and white people, and being critically aware of his own place
        within those imbalances, Tony’s white savior complex undermines Dr. Shirley’s own agency while allowing the
        former to maintain his imprudent dignity. The status quo of white masculine norms, and the racial power
        dynamics in a racist society remain unchecked.
      


      
        As is evidenced early on in the film, Tony and his family members are explicitly racist. Various scenes suggest
        that this racism stems not from external structures of power that suppress Black people while elevating white
        people, but instead from the characters’ personal ignorance. This ignorance does not require the heavy lifting
        of truly examining the discrimination, unfair policies, and inequitable opportunities that impact Black
        people’s experiences. Instead, racism, according to the film, can be reconciled by simply encountering Others
        distinct from oneself and finding common ground. Racism, in this light, is easily conquered by having the
        proverbial “Black friend” (Parry, 2018). Audience members first witness this racism in Tony’s home when
        Black handymen are in his kitchen, and it is further established that Tony’s racism will affect his ability to
        work for Dr. Shirley, as made apparent in his wife’s comment, “He’s colored? You wouldn’t last a week with
        him.” Indeed, Tony shows this to be true when, despite the fact that he wants something that Dr. Shirley has to
        offer, he initially walks away from their job interview, insisting he won’t be subservient to him (a Black man)
        or do “butler things” despite having experience in similar lines of work with mafia bosses. After much
        contemplation, Tony is able to appease his ego and take the job, but only with certain stipulations: He refuses
        to wear a chauffeur uniform, put bags in the trunk—insisting Dr. Shirley’s “little Chink” Indian butler do the
        task instead, carry things into hotels, or follow through on various parts of his contract, for which he is
        paid to do.
      


      
        When Tony begins driving for Dr. Shirley, it is clear that he is far from transforming these long-held feelings
        towards Black people. As they set off on their journey, Tony drives the Cadillac off the shoulder of the road
        next to some trees, so he can relieve himself. He gets out, takes a few steps, and realizes he left his wallet
        in the car with a Black man. He goes back, opens the driver’s side door, and grabs it off the dashboard before
        heading back towards the woods. Even though Dr. Shirley clearly does not need Tony’s money, Tony’s actions
        reveal that he cannot believe that a Black man, regardless of need, would not steal from him. Tony’s behaviors
        would typically position him as the film’s antagonist, but because the film script is dedicated to painting an
        endearing portrayal of Tony as funny, dynamic, and brusquely honest, viewers are meant to accept his whole
        person and champion him as he overcomes the more negative aspects of his personality. This has lead film
        critics like Vulture’s Mark Harris (2018) to call the film a both sides move, one that
        sells the story of racism in the US to the faction of white Americans who see themselves as cultural
        “mediators” like Tony. They are the “non-racist people poised halfway between unrepentant, ineducable racists
        on one side and, on the other, black people who … almost always have something to learn themselves.” This we
        can all learn from each other approach—Tony can learn to stop calling Black people “jungle bunnies” and
        Shirley can learn how “to stop saying highfalutin’ things”—has appealed to white movie-goers and Oscar boards
        for over half a century. It worked in acclaimed films like 1967’s Heat of the Night, in 1988’s
        Mississippi’s Burning, in 2016’s Hell or High Water, and in 2018’s Oscar Best Green Book
        (Harris, 2018). It worked because these both sides films lift the burden of blame off white shoulders by
        shifting it back to Black people.
      


      
        Continuing to unpack the foregrounding of Tony’s character in the script, we see that his character, unlike Dr.
        Shirley’s, evolves over the progression of the film. Audience members witness Tony’s unapologetic racism
        transformed by the film’s end when he not only befriends his Black employer, but also plays the role of white
        savior by mediating numerous racist incidents that occur during the tour. Through his transformation, Tony’s
        morality evolves from a man who is interested in nothing more than a paycheck from Dr. Shirley to a man
        motivated to preserve Dr. Shirley’s dignity and protect him from the numerous racist attacks they encounter on
        his tour. Tony’s initial moment of transformation comes unexpectedly and without any sort of reckoning with his
        long-held beliefs about Black people in a scene at the YMCA when Tony bails Dr. Shirley out of a predicament
        involving a public sexual encounter with another man. Tony’s prowess at talking his way out of anything,
        including altercations with the police, showcases not only his street savvies but also his newly found
        awareness of Dr. Shirley’s humanity—by requesting the arresting officers “get a guy a towel, for Christ’s
        sake.” Tony goes on to explain to the police officers, “Okay, look, we’re out of here tomorrow morning. You’ll
        never see us again. There’s gotta be something we can do to work this out,” and finagles them to accept a bribe
        and let them go free.
      


      
        In further consideration of the scene at the YMCA, the film seeks to establish Tony’s nascent savior complex,
        glossing over deeper understandings of Dr. Shirley, his sexuality, and the intersectional oppressions he would
        have experienced in this era. Dr. Shirley’s encounter with the man and the hint of his sexuality are truncated
        to a single scene that lasts only one minute and in which neither Dr. Shirley, nor the man he is with, speak.
        The two men are positioned in the background of the scene, sitting naked on the tile floor where they are
        handcuffed to a faucet. Restrained as they are by the handcuffs, the two men simply look on as they are at the
        mercy of Tony’s ability to convince the police officers to let them go. For a brief moment, this scene provides
        potential insight into Dr. Shirley’s identity and experience, yet falls flat as it neglects to put Dr. Shirley
        in the foreground; instead, viewers are recalibrated to Tony’s development as a white savior. To be specific,
        audience members witness the transformation of a white man who at one point was bulldozed by the idea of Black
        men drinking from his personal drinkware in his home to someone who is enlightened enough to recognize the
        cruel actions of the homophobic and racist police officers. In this scene, Tony displays an unearned,
        comprehensive understanding of the world around him, while Dr. Shirley and his experience of being beaten and
        ridiculed by the police for his sexuality, and presumably race, is overlooked. The film implies that Tony’s
        street smarts have made him tolerant of homosexuality (he has seen it all at the Copa Club, after all), yet he
        remains suspicious of Black people. This inconsistency is overlooked and instead audiences are meant to believe
        Tony’s racism, like his homophobia, is easily conquerable by befriending Others. The film never unearths the
        root cause of racism and homophobia and, while hinting at their implications in the lives of Others who
        experience their horrors, suggests that all can be made well with a little love and understanding over real
        institutional change.
      


      
        Tony’s transformation throughout the film arguably embodies the white savior syndrome (Cammarota, 2011); Tony
        intervenes in several scenes to protect Dr. Shirley from conflict, but Tony is never seen confronting his own
        internal racism or that which is engrained in the social systems that rationalize and legalize the racial order
        of the day. As Cammarota (2011) argues, the problem of the white savior syndrome is its reliance on what Freire
        (2000) refers to as false generosity. That is, the white savior syndrome amounts to a white person who engages
        in a helping/saving action for a single individual or group. Cammarota explains, “The focus on ‘saving’ instead
        of ‘transforming’ fails to address oppressive structures and thus the privileges that maintain white supremacy”
        (p. 244). The outcome of false generosity is that the saving action may make a difference to an individual or
        even a handful of people, but there is no attempt to build solidarity that can lead to large-scale,
        long-lasting changes to institutional oppression. As evidenced in the various examples of Tony’s false
        generosity in Green Book, Tony only cements his status as a white savior and protector through muscle
        and street smarts, guarding Dr. Shirley from racist attackers at a bar, highway cops, and concert hosts who
        disregard his contract details by providing him dirty pianos, serving him fried chicken, and denying him use of
        their bathrooms. Tony clearly does not understand the bigger implications of what Dr. Shirley faces, repeatedly
        expressing to the other members of the Don Shirley Trio, “I don’t understand why he puts up with this shit.”
        Tony’s incredulity at Dr. Shirley’s stoicism in the face of racism, and his emerging violence toward those who
        uphold racist beliefs, leave the latter appearing passive and subservient in the film’s narrative arc of
        resolving tensions around race.
      


      
        Farrelly noted in a Newsweek (2018) interview,
      


      
        
          We were aware of the certain tropes, like the white savior trope—the white guy saves the black guy—as well as
          the black savior trope—the black guy saves the white guy. We were careful not to make this film either of
          those. Yes, Tony Lip saves Dr. Shirley from some earthly perils, but Dr. Shirley saves Tony Lip’s soul by
          making him a better person.
        

      


      
        This hints at a serious problem in the film and, as this quotation suggests, is driven by the filmmaker’s
        desire to maintain Dr. Shirley as a dignified individual who has transcended racism through talent and
        education.
      


      
        Tony finally crests the learning curve of how to be a good white savior during an encounter with a
        supper club manager in Birmingham, Alabama. Tony and the Don Shirley Trio are sitting down to a meal in the
        concert hall’s dining room filled with all White, well-dressed customers who are attendees of Dr. Shirley’s
        performance. Tony notices Dr. Shirley from across the room in a heated discussion with the maître d’. Tony
        approaches and demands to know what the problem is and why his boss is prohibited from entering and eating with
        him and the all-white band at their table. Dr. Shirley replies, “This gentleman’s saying I can’t dine here,”
        because of Jim Crow Laws and the overt racism of the restaurant owners and its patrons. The manager attempts to
        settle the altercation and Tony questions him, “You’re tellin’ me the bozos in his band, and the shlubs that
        came to see him play can eat here, but the star can’t?” The manager suggests Dr. Shirley eat in his dressing
        room (a broom closet) or at a Black establishment down the road called The Orange Bird, because they’ll “be
        happy to feed you.” Tony initially suggests that Dr. Shirley concede to the management’s suggestion by having
        his dinner separately at The Orange Bird instead of the dining area, reasoning, “It’s the last show. Let’s just
        get through this and we can go home and get away from all these assholes.”
      


      
        In what would normally be a big moment in the film for Dr. Shirley and serve as an example of his agency—his
        ability to act in the face of adversity—instead becomes a spotlight on Tony. Dr. Shirley responds to the
        manager, “Not this time. I’m eating in this room or I’m not playing.” In this case, as in others, agency is
        transferred to Tony. The manager unsuccessfully attempts to bribe Tony to persuade Dr. Shirley to play; “I have
        400 guests out there who expect to be entertained tonight … Now let’s cut the bullshit. Tell me what it’s gonna
        take … Say one hundred dollars and you get your boy to play?” Even though viewers know bribes are not outside
        of Tony’s moral compass, and he has used them to get Dr. Shirley out of predicaments himself, he takes offense.
        The manager replies, “All due respect, sir, but you wouldn’t be doing a job like this,” working for a Black
        man, “if you couldn’t be bought.” This has indeed been proven true in earlier scenes, and in Tony’s own
        demonstrable stand against doing “butler things,” yet in this moment, the audience is shown that Tony’s
        character has evolved, as he now understands the Black experience, and in spite of the opportunity to double
        down on his earnings by accepting the bribe, he takes a stand. That stand, more than Dr. Shirley’s, ultimately
        means that Tony—the hero—has transformed. Consistent with Dr. Shirley’s nominal treatment throughout the film,
        the topics of Dr. Shirley’s agency and the deeply entrenched racial ideologies Tony and other white people
        benefit from are secondary to the treatment of Tony’s progression.
      

    


    
      Black exceptionalism and the magical negro trope


      
        Black exceptionalism encompasses the ideology that Black people who are educated, talented, eloquent, or
        self-possessed, like Dr. Shirley, are few and far between. In effect, black exceptionalism holds black
        stereotypes firmly in place while carving out a single exception to the otherwise undesirable qualities of all
        other Black people (Johnson, 2014). Of course, this is not reality, but because biased and unflattering
        depictions of Black people have been perpetuated as fact in US media and throughout its history, these views
        take on an ideological value. In Green Book, viewers witness Tony exhibiting personal feelings that
        paint Black people in an antagonistic light and is frequently surprised by Dr. Shirley seeming so different
        from his presumptions about Black people. Through Tony, the film reinforces the othering of ordinary Black
        people through Dr. Shirley’s Black exceptionalism, specifically of a type that Spike Lee has called the
        “magical negro” trope (Zavallos, 2012), whereby extraordinary, magical Black characters transform
        rough-around-the-edges, uncultured, broken white characters into capable, better people. Hughey (2009)
        describes the projection of Black characters in “magical negro” films as being strong, progressive, and
        magic-wielding characters who ultimately function to redeem broken and down-on-their-luck white characters. The
        Black/white relationship in magical negro films, as Hughey explains,
      


      
        
          reinforces a normative climate of white supremacy within the context of the American myth of redemption and
          salvation whereby whiteness is always worthy of being saved, and strong depictions of blackness are
          acceptable in so long as they serve white identities .
        


        
          (p. 548)
        

      


      
        As such, magical negro films reinforce racial power dynamics in that they “function to marginalize black
        agency, empower normalized and hegemonic forms of whiteness, and glorify powerful black characters in so long
        as they are placed in racially subservient positions” (Hughey, 2009, p. 543).
      


      
        Dr. Shirley’s character projection of Black exceptionalism and the magical negro is a plot device used to
        transform Tony, as he negotiates his prejudices and racism. Hints that the film will utilize the magical negro
        trope are established in the film’s transitional music in the opening scenes at the Copa Club when Bobby Rydell
        croons “that old Black magic has me in its spell” and “witchcraft,” implying Black people are tied to voodoo,
        dark magic, and that their perceived differences from white people make them a source of entertainment. This
        idea appears again during Tony’s first encounter with Dr. Shirley at his initial job interview in the doctor’s
        apartment above Carnegie Hall, where the film not only establishes dramatic cultural and class differences
        between them, but also revels in racist humor and Dr. Shirley’s exceptionalism.
      


      
        In Dr. Shirley’s apartment, the camera takes on Tony’s perspective once again. Viewers are shown the striking
        differences between the two characters. Tony, heavy and wearing a wrinkled suit, speaks with uncouth language
        and a lack of sophistication compared to the well-dressed Dr. Shirley. The camera not only accentuates Tony’s
        embodied working-class roots, but also equally others Dr. Shirley by establishing him as wealthy. Unlike the
        entirety of the rest of the film, the setting at Dr. Shirley’s apartment establishes him as Afrocentric. His
        apartment is furnished with numerous African artifacts, including topless statues, ivory elephant tusks, and a
        throne; moreover, Dr. Shirley wears a silk embroidered dashiki, gold medallions, and what Tony believes is a
        “shark tooth.” In this encounter, viewers are left to marvel at Dr. Shirley’s exceptionalism. This perception
        is later confirmed when Tony quips to his wife about his appearing like “king of the jungle bunnies”—an
        out-of-the-ordinary Black man whose exceptionalism baffles him.
      


      
        Dr. Shirley’s character grows out of this problematic and hyperbolic insistence upon the ways in which he is
        not an ordinary Black person. His exceptionalism is on display in his desire to play classical European
        composers, his mocking of “colored entertainers” who put whisky tumblers on their piano and “then get mad when
        [they’re] not respected,” his displays of elegance in dress, and in his discomfort around other Black people.
        The film also makes a case of how exceptional Dr. Shirley is at not only being better than ordinary Black
        people, but that he can perform white acceptability even better than his white companion. This is introduced
        when Dr. Shirley berates Tony’s vulgarity, speech, and even his name, pressuring him to mainstream Vallelonga
        to “Valley,” out of concern that well-to-do concert attendees will not be able to pronounce his name. He shames
        Tony for gambling with Black chauffeurs and household staff at one of his performances, bringing to Tony’s
        attention that he should not socialize with them when he has the “choice” to be inside and watch the concert,
        while others do not. Dr. Shirley even corrects Tony’s morals on multiple occasions, chastising him for stealing
        a jade stone at a gas station sidewalk sale and later for throwing a KFC cup out of the car window. When Tony
        uses violence to solve problems the two encounter on the road—hitting a stage manager at a concert stop in
        Indiana or threatening hooligans at a Kentucky bar with a gun—Dr. Shirley expresses his aversion. This comes to
        a head when Tony punches a cop who pulls them over at night for violating the Black curfew in a sundown town,
        and then goes on to calling him a “half-nigger” when Tony reveals his Italian last name. In this moment, it is
        unclear to the audience whether Tony is defending Dr. Shirley’s honor or his own, by lashing out at someone who
        called him something he so deeply does not want to be. Dr. Shirley calls out his use of violence as
        self-serving, citing that his aggression and violence are due to his own unresolved issues about racial
        discrimination and masculinity.
      


      
        It is important to note here that while Dr. Shirley is probably right that Tony’s motives for punching a police
        officer have more to do with his own issues with race and social class, Dr. Shirley’s exceptionalism also comes
        with its own set of unresolved issues with intersectional oppressions. In sharp contrast to the Afrocentric
        apartment where audience members first met Dr. Shirley, the film makes it a point to carefully detail Dr.
        Shirley’s lack of awareness of popular Black culture and relationships with Black people. This is initially
        played for laughs and allows Tony the opportunity to demonstrate his white savior complex by contributing to
        Dr. Shirley’s “Black education.” For instance, in moments when Dr. Shirley gives Tony lessons on performing
        whiteness through speech and dress, Tony then gives Dr. Shirley lessons on Black food and music. Tony lectures
        Dr. Shirley: “Your people love the fried chicken, collard greens,” and listening to Black music. “How could you
        not know this music? Chubby Checker, Lil’ Richard, Sam Cooke, Aretha—these are your people!” Classical music
        versus Motown and jazz are referenced repeatedly as vectors for class and racial authenticity. In a scene set
        in a hotel lounge, Dr. Shirley ruefully tells Tony about his record company’s insistence that he play
        classical-music-infused jazz, instead of traditional classical music, as he had been trained to and aspired to
        perform professionally. The importance of noting this here is not only to bring attention, again, to Tony’s
        savior complex in teaching Dr. Shirley how to be better at being Black, but also to reveal the struggle Dr.
        Shirley’s character has with his own very real exceptionalism and how it crosses uneasily with class and racial
        expectations.
      

    


    
      




    




What happened to the Green book in Green Book?


      
        Ironically, the title of the movie, which should provide keen insight into the subject matter of the film, is
        completely misleading. To be clear, there is a notable absence of the Green Book—officially known as The
        Negro Motorist Green Book—in the film narrative. While the Green Book is the supposed guiding post of the
        film narrative, it only surfaces a few times in the film. The Negro Motorist Green Book was an annually
        published travel guide from 1936 to 1966 that identified “safe” hotels, guest houses, gas stations, drug
        stores, bars, barber shops, and restaurants for Black motorists (Andrews, 2019). The film makes no
        mention of its creator, Victor Hugo Green—a Black postal worker— or the book’s larger purpose. Instead, in its
        brief appearances, the book is only ever seen in white hands, particularly Tony’s, whose job relies on using
        the book to safely maneuver in Jim Crow sundown towns where Dr. Shirley is traveling.
      


      
        The significance of the Green Book in Green Book is subsumed by the more prominent narratives that
        empower white agency and white self-discovery. The idea that the Green Book features as a guide for White
        people is made clear in the expository dialogue about the book between Tony and his wife Dolores. Dolores reads
        the full title of the book out loud in a slow, deliberate way, and later asks Tony, incredulously, “They got a
        special book for that?” Tony makes subtle racist jokes about the book and demonstrates his lack of
        understanding of its deeper significance. The movie’s problematic treatment of the Green Book is that it never
        moves beyond this rudimentary talk of the book, and that audience members, like Dolores, never learn more about
        this important historical artifact. To say the least, the film fails to bring to light the significance of the
        Green Book, whose purpose was to prevent ridicule, physical attacks, and, in some cases, lynchings. The lack of
        exposure of the Green Book in the narrative undermines the black agency it took to create, publish, and
        distribute the book, fails to bring to light the massive number of black lives it saved while it was in use,
        and downplays white terrorism. It becomes easier, then, for modern (white) audiences to sweep the white on
        Black oppression and violence of the film’s civil rights’ era under the rug, and leave the theater with a smug
        satisfaction that they are not complicit in modern racist and white supremacist thinking and practices. Is it
        possible that this history of white mainstream ambivalence toward anti-racist practices paved the way for the
        overt and socially acceptable racism that surfaced during the Trump presidency? Maintaining a white lens in
        narratives, historical or current, intrinsically downplays the white terrorism and supremacy inherent in
        American culture. The images of white cops kneeling at BLM marches that surfaced as a response to the shocking
        police brutality and aggression directly aimed at Black march participants is a comparable real-world example
        of “rewriting the narrative.” De-emphasizing white terrorism by shifting the focus onto the “good” white cops
        undermines the unrelenting work of Black activists, organizers, and march participants and the violence many of
        them were subjected to at the hands of police officers.
      


      
        The trivialization of the Green Book in contrast with its prominence in the film’s title is an apt reflection
        of the irony of a film that, in general, claims to be about the experiences of a Black man when really it is
        about that of a white man. The film is literally, like its own treatment of the Green Book within itself, a
        text about Black people that has been turned into a tool for the edification and empowerment of the white
        people who use it. In a similar vein, social media platforms were rife with “performative activism” in the
        summer of 2020 sparked by the deaths of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor. White celebrities, influencers, and
        brands reposted BLM content and shared tweets and memes, much of which had been created and cultivated by Black
        users. At a time when Black creators and voices should have been at the forefront of discussions on these
        social platforms, they were suddenly silenced in a sea of black squares, shared by white users who were trying
        desperately to assert their anti-racism by raising their own voices and sharing their own (white) experiences.
        “Performative activism is really about getting the so-called glory of activism without having to pay any
        price,” explains Melina Abdullah, the co-founder of Black Lives Matter Los Angeles (Beckman, 2020). This
        social media phenomenon and the film Green Book present the same question of whether Black stories can
        be ever authentically told by white writers and highlights the lack of agency and support Black writers have
        historically had in mainstream America.
      

    


    
      A continued plea for #BlackLivesMatter


      
        The #BlackLivesMatter movement, even after gaining new traction as a result of the 2020 murders of George Floyd
        and Breonna Taylor, continues to be confronted with the question: Don’t ALL lives matter? From this question,
        it is assumed that people from differing racial identities have similar racialized experiences and that no one
        life should be valued more than another. While these are ideals we can aspire to, the reality is that we live
        in a world that undervalues the worth of Black people as well as all other People of Color. The writer of the
        film, Nick Vallelonga, has insisted in interviews that he was in touch with Dr. Shirley while he was still
        alive and that he made the writer promise to wait until after his death to write a screenplay and to refrain
        from contacting his family. However, Dr. Shirley’s family members have disputed details of the film, including
        what they observed as false statements regarding his estrangement and embarrassment of the Black community.
        Friends and family members provided testimonies, stating that the real Dr. Shirley “had three living brothers
        with whom he was always in contact” and that he “was active in the civil rights movement, friends with Dr.
        King, present for the march in Selma, and close friends with Black musicians—from Nina Simone to Duke Ellington
        and Sarah Vaughn” (Obie, 2018). Despite their insights into Dr. Shirley’s life, family members expressed
        their frustration to numerous media sources that none of them were consulted or even contacted during the
        writing or production of the film (Obie, 2018). Indeed, Dr. Shirley’s brother characterizes Green Book
        as a “symphony of lies!” (Bruney, 2019).
      


      
        Even in its eligibility for awards, Viggo Mortensen (Tony) was nominated for the “best lead actor” award while
        Mahershala Ali (Shirley) was nominated for the “best supporting actor” award, cementing Shirley’s status as
        secondary to Tony’s in the film’s narrative. And while Ali did take home the 2019 “Best Supporting Actor” Oscar
        for his depiction of Dr. Don Shirley, the image of five middle-aged white men triumphantly taking to the stage
        to claim their Oscar for the best picture was jarring.
      


      
        As a reflection of our larger society, Green Book devalues Black lives, and subtly iterates Black Lives
        Don’t Matter. While Green Book held the potential to: 1) elaborate on the compelling life story and
        career of Dr. Don Shirley; 2) heighten societal awareness surrounding the historical racist treatment of black
        people through the legalization of racism through Jim Crow Laws and Sundown towns; 3) bring light to Black
        people’s agency to confront, navigate, and survive racism; and, 4) teach about The Negro Motorist Green
        Book as an historical artifact that exemplified Black agency, Green Book failed in each of these
        potential opportunities to critically educate masses of people. In so much as Green Book failed to teach
        important racial lessons and played into the same hand of politics that continuously misrepresent and
        underrepresent marginalized people in media, the narrative functions as a pedagogical device. As Kellner and
        Share (2019) argue, media serves as a cultural pedagogy in our society, whether we realize it or not. As such,
        Green Book not only communicates Black Lives Don’t Matter, but also advances the message that White
        Lives Matter More, thereby reinforcing the sociohistorical reality of white supremacy.
      

    


    
      Notes


      
        	
          Many white people, especially in the American South, did not support desegregation efforts. In many
          cases, white people showed up to specific sites to violently oppose any effort to desegregate public
          facilities, including schools, lunch counters, busses, pools, restrooms, waiting rooms, motels, and
          restaurants.
        


        	
          Recent films that employ the white gaze to represent Black/white relations include Crash,
          Twelve Years a Slave, The Blind Side, and Hidden Figures. These films are told about
          Black people’s experiences from a white perspective and, as demonstrated in the mostly-white acclaim they
          received during award season, they are easier for the dominant culture to digest than contemporary black
          films like Fruitvale Station, Beyond the Lights, and the Small Axe series.
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      Introduction


      
        On January 6, 2021, the United States Capitol was stormed during a violent insurrection against the United
        States Congress who were assembled to count electoral votes to formalize Joe Biden’s victory. A mob of
        supporters of President Donald Trump attempted to overturn the ‘Big Lie’ about his legitimate defeat in the
        2020 election. More than 140 people were injured during the attack, 5 people died, and over 411 rioters were
        arrested. Following the riots, 147 GOP lawmakers voted to overturn the presidential election, resulting in the
        rapid passage of voter restriction laws in many Republican states, including Arizona, Georgia, Florida,
        Michigan, and Texas. Horrifying to many of the millions of Americans who watched the assault on the Capitol was
        the blatant display of symbols and markers of white supremacy (Identifying far-right symbols). This overt
        display of white supremacy was intentionally inflamed by the Trump administration, but as this essay argues,
        was the product of a much longer and strategic goal of the Republican party to simultaneously deny the rise of
        far-right extremist groups in the US while systematically promoting and propagating a white nationalist agenda,
        with movies like American Sniper, that equated being a patriotic American with being white, Christian,
        and heteronormative. A recent CNN poll has found that since President Biden has become president, 30% of
        Americans and 70% of Republicans continue to believe that he did not legitimately win enough votes to become
        president (Agiesta, 2021). Furthermore, many of those supporters sanction the use of violence to
        overthrow a government they consider illegitimate and a threat to the ‘American way of life.’
      


      
        Political polarization in the United States has been on the rise since the attacks of 9/11 due to the War on
        Terror, the 2008 recession, and the election of President Obama, the first African-American president. The
        militarization of American popular culture following 9/11, exacerbated by the gun lobby and Christian
        nationalism, led to the circulation of a white nationalist rhetoric that celebrated white American
        exceptionalism and sanctioned the use of violent force to eliminate perceived external and internal threats to
        the homeland. Conservative media outlets profited by marketing white nationalist narratives that lionized
        violent, white Christian heroes who used guns to eradicate Muslim ‘savages.’ These narratives moved from
        right-wing media sources into the mainstream with the bestselling mythologization of America’s most
        ‘successful’ sniper, Chris Kyle, in his memoir American Sniper (2012), and the subsequent film version
        of the book released in 2014. The book and film of his life represent the apotheosis of this white nationalist
        narrative, emboldening a significant percentage of the population into believing that violent force is
        justifiable in order to protect the white, Christian American way of life from leftist, secular, and minority
        threats. As white nationalism proliferated within post-9/11 American popular culture, the Department of
        Homeland Security and other US intelligence agencies began circulating reports expressing concern about the
        possible spread of white nationalism and white supremacy within society, and federal responses to these
        concerns were muted or undercut by protests from Republican congressional members. Of particular concern in
        these federal reports was the clear documentation of the rise of white nationalists and white supremacists
        within the armed services. As the Center for Strategic & International Studies (CSIS) 2021 study, “The
        Military, Police, and the Rise of Terrorism in the United States,” revealed, in 2020 the FBI alerted the
        Department of Defense that it had opened 143 criminal investigations involving current or former service
        members—of which nearly half (68) were related to domestic, right-wing extremism. Most investigations involved
        veterans, some of whom had unfavorable discharge records. The January 6 assault of the US Capitol by
        right-wing, pro-Trump supporters is a frightening and stark manifestation of the failure of the federal
        government to respond to the serious threat of white supremacy and white nationalism to the stability of the US
        democracy; it also signaled the powerful impact of the militarist, white nationalist rhetoric of post-9/11
        America on a significant portion of the US population. Of the 411 people charged with the attack on the
        Capitol, 70 of them are current and former government, military, or law enforcement officials. The
        Washington Post reported that “many of them have said that they believe they were fulfilling their duties
        to the public or the US Constitution with their actions, driven by Trump’s false claims of a stolen election”
        (Barrett, Hauslohner, Hsu, & Still, 2021). The two most prominent far-right organizations being
        investigated for their role in the assault were The Proud Boys and The Oath Keepers, organizations that
        directly target and are comprised of military veterans. The Oath Keepers is a “self-styled militia founded in
        2009, which recruits current and former military and law enforcement members to join and help it prepare for
        its apocalyptic vision of the US government careening toward totalitarianism” (Barrett et al., 2021).
      


      
        The involvement of veterans in the attack on the Capitol is indicative of the marked increase of right-wing
        radicalization within the military services following 9/11 and the War on Terror. Veterans have consistently
        committed more attacks and plots than active-duty and reserve troops—including 10 percent of all domestic
        terrorist attacks and plots since 2015, according to the Center for Strategic & International Studies
        (CSIS) data. And, according to one estimate, veterans and active-duty members of the military currently make up
        roughly 25 percent of active militia members (Jones, Doxsee, Hwang, & Thompson, 2021, p. 5). Though
        the CSIS study did not conduct a comprehensive analysis of why there was a rise in the number and percentage of
        active-duty and reserve personnel involved in domestic terrorist attacks and plots, the authors did present
        several hypotheses that are consistent with other research conducted about the presence of white nationalism
        and white supremacy within the armed forces, and especially amongst veterans. Possible causes include the
        “deployment of soldiers to controversial battlefields such as Iraq and Afghanistan [that] triggered a backlash
        against US society and the government (much like with the Vietnam War).” Additionally, similar to the 70% of
        Republicans who deny that President Biden was lawfully elected president, “military personnel have been
        increasingly influenced by the political polarization prevalent in the United States” (Jones et al., 2021, p.
        6).
      


      
        This essay will examine the construction of the persona of Navy SEAL Chris Kyle (1974–2013), the widely lauded,
        most lethal sniper in US military history, into a white nationalist hero. Kyle was credited with over 160
        verified kills (he personally claimed the actual number was 255), including civilian and military targets.
        Kyle’s memoir, American Sniper, released in 2012, was on The New York Times bestseller list for
        seventy-two weeks. The film, based on his memoir, directed by Clint Eastwood and starring Bradley Cooper and
        Sienna Miller, topped the box office on its 2014 Christmas Day debut and grossed over $350 million in the
        United States, becoming the highest-grossing war film in US history. The film transformed Kyle into a national
        hero while earning him over $6 million in profits. Kyle’s subsequent murder at a gun range by a fellow veteran,
        Eddie Ray Routh, on February 2, 2013, significantly and tellingly, increased the publicity around his life
        story, greatly enhancing book sales and subsequent box office receipts. On February 8, 2013, Representative
        Roger Williams (R-TX), speaking on the Senate floor, recognized Kyle’s life and legacy and his exultation as a
        true American hero.
      


      
        
          Though his innate humility prevented him from talking about the number, Navy records confirm that Chief Kyle
          successfully took out 160 enemy combatants—the highest number in American military history … Chief Kyle’s
          incredible courage as a warrior was matched only by his extraordinary grace as a man. This was a man of faith
          who believed God had a plan for him. This was a man of family who knew being a husband and a father were his
          important tasks. And this was an American who thought that his country was worth fighting for and even dying
          for.
        


        
          (Williams, 2013)
        

      


      
        The qualities that made Kyle a hero for so many Americans, articulated clearly in Representative Williams’
        speech, coalesced around his embodiment of the values of “Gun, God & Country”— words credited to Kyle in
        his book that would soon adorn many Trump 2020 re-election lawn signs.
      


      
        In 2003, President George W. Bush stated at his State of the Union speech before the invasion of Iraq in
        response to the attacks on 9/11, “And we go forward with confidence, because this call of history has come to
        the right country … The liberty we prize is not America’s gift to the world; it is God’s gift to
        humanity.”1 The mythologization of Kyle’s heroic actions in Iraq as “God’s gift to humanity”
        obfuscates the real costs of the war. Recent accounts estimate the financial costs of the war at over $1.1
        trillion. By the time the US announced the formal end to the military mission in Iraq on December 15, 2011,
        over 1 million US troops had served in Iraq (Berger, 2020). 4,424 US armed forces were killed in action.
        The Iraq Body Count (IBC) project estimates that between 185,194 and 208,167 Iraqi civilians died violently
        during the Iraq War. While the 9/11 attacks initially brought the nation together, subsequent actions by the
        Bush administration, including the invasion of Iraq, led to severe partisan divides within the country. A Pew
        Study in 2018 found that about half of Republicans (48%) and just 30% of Democrats say the US mostly succeeded
        in achieving its goals in Iraq. And conservative Republicans are more likely to say the US mostly succeeded in
        Iraq today (50%) than they were in 2014 (36%) (Oliphant, 2018).
      


      
        Following 9/11, conservative media outlets, led by FOX News, racialized and politicized the attacks in order to
        create public support for the Bush administration’s plans to use military force against the nations of Iraq and
        Afghanistan. The complex geopolitics of the Middle East were reduced to a simplistic narrative of good vs. evil
        in which Arab, Muslim ‘savages’ had struck at the heart of the greatest, Christian nation in the world,
        justifying the use of excessive military force, torture, and related war crimes. Anyone who criticized the war,
        and especially anyone who criticized those soldiers willing to take up arms to fight to protect this nation
        against Islamic hordes, was anti-American and anti-patriotic: anti-‘Guns, God & Country.’ Following in the
        logic of this white nationalist narrative, the military members who attacked the Capitol on January 6 were
        proud American patriots rightfully using violent force to protect this nation from the non-patriotic,
        anti-American left. As the assault on the US Capitol revealed, “the gradual creep of extremism proceeds slowly,
        until its own nature is denied; It is no longer extreme, it is normal, it is accepted … It came slowly,
        gradually, filtering through the ordinary lives of ordinary people who felt disillusioned and discarded by
        their nation” (Crockford, 2018, p. 238) A survey by the American Enterprise Institute after the attack
        on the Capitol found 29% of Americans agreed with the statement: “If elected leaders will not protect America,
        people must do it themselves even if it requires taking violent actions.” The survey also found that more than
        one in three Americans agree with the statement: “The traditional American way of life is disappearing so fast
        that we may have to use force to save it” (Mastrangelo, 2021). As the anthropologist Susannah Crockford
        noted in her study of white rural communities in the United States,
      


      
        
          many white Americans feel that they are in danger of losing one of their few claims to status: that they are
          a special, chosen people, part of a nation ‘under God’. The desire to reassert this special status is strong;
          they want to be great again. It is not only economic, not only racial, it is both of those and more; it is a
          religious animus. It is about saving ‘the people’ by excluding those who do not share their ‘values’ and
          ‘history’. These symbols animate the fear of decline and desire for renewal into an eruption of aggressive
          nationalism that violently stakes out what America is and who is a ‘real American’.
        


        
          (Crockford, 2018, p. 239)
        

      

    


    
      White nationalism and US military forces


      
        The stoking of political and racial divisions unleashed by the Bush administration’s War on Terror led to a
        marked increase of hate crimes and interest in white nationalist groups in response to the election of
        President Barack Obama in 2009. The election of America’s first African-American president triggered more than
        200 hate-related incidents, which was a record in modern presidential elections. Moreover, the white
        nationalist movement, bemoaning an election that appeared to confirm many voters’ comfort with a growing
        multiracial demography, utilized Obama’s election and his administration as a potent recruiting tool. Extreme
        right-wing groups like the Tea Party arose by mobilizing a significant portion of the white population who
        feared political marginalization, were experiencing the economic distress in rural areas due to the collapse of
        manufacturing and union work, and a White House occupant who symbolized a multiethnic United States producing a
        “backlash against what some have heralded as the dawn of a postracial America” (Jonsson, 2008).
        Extremists capitalized on the election of the first African-American president in their recruiting efforts and
        used the 2008 recession to engage with those who felt dissatisfied with the status quo. Following the failures
        of the War on Terror, the 2010s also saw the mainstreaming of racist disinformation, such as the baseless and
        disproven ‘birther’ conspiracy propagated by Donald Trump that questioned Obama’s citizenship; by 2011, about
        half of Republican voters believed that Obama was born abroad. As Serwer (2020) argues in The
        Atlantic,
      


      
        
          Birtherism was a statement of values, a way to express allegiance to a particular notion of American
          identity, one that became the central theme of the Trump campaign itself: To Make America Great Again, to
          turn back the clock to an era where white political and cultural hegemony was unthreatened by black people,
          by immigrants, by people of a different faith. By people like Barack Obama.
        

      


      
        As millions of veterans returned from fighting the unending and unwinnable War on Terror, false claims about
        Obama’s Muslim identity inflamed racial animus and attacks against those, like Obama, who were considered
        threats to the American homeland. A 2016 poll taken during the presidential primary found that 65% of voters
        with a favorable opinion of Trump thought President Obama was a Muslim and 59% thought he was not born in the
        United States (Jensen, 2016). As many have documented, white supremacist and white nationalist
        narratives have long been used by US politicians to mobilize voter support, but these racist tropes and
        metaphors “more prominently returned to mainstream discourse during the presidential campaign and
        administration of Donald Trump” (Mulligan, Steele, Clark, Padmanabhan, & Hunkler, 2021, p. 5).
      


      
        In 2009, the Bush administration’s Department of Homeland Security issued a nine-page report “detailing the
        threat of domestic terrorism by the white power movement.” This short document outlined no specific threats,
        but rather a set of historical factors that had predicted white supremacist activity in the past, including
        economic pressure, opposition to immigration and gun-control legislation, and a new factor, the election of a
        black president. The report singled out one factor that has fueled every surge in Ku Klux Klan membership in
        American history, from the 1860s to the present: war. The return of veterans from combat appears to correlate
        more closely with Klan membership than any other historical factor. “Military veterans face significant
        challenges reintegrating into their communities, [which] could lead to the potential emergence of terrorist
        groups or lone wolf extremists carrying out violent attacks,” the report warned. The agency was concerned that
        right-wing extremists will attempt to recruit and radicalize returning veterans in order to boost their violent
        capabilities” (Belew, 2014). The release of the report raised intense blowback from the American Legion,
        FOX News and conservative members of Congress who demanded an apology for defamation of the troops. They
        further denounced the idea that any veteran could commit an act of domestic terrorism, even though the worst
        act of homegrown terrorism in the nation’s history was the Oklahoma City bombing on April 19, 1995. The
        terrorist truck bombing killed 168 people and was perpetrated by Timothy McVeigh and Terry Nichols who had met
        at Fort Benning during basic training for the US Army and had been radicalized by white supremacist and
        anti-government propaganda. Because of the intense conservative opposition that saw any attack on veterans as
        anti-American, the “department shelved the report and removed it from its website. The threat, however, proved
        real” (Belew, 2014).
      


      
        In supporting its concerns about white supremacism in the military forces and veterans, the DHS assessment
        cited an FBI report written under the Bush administration that showed “some returning military veterans from
        the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan ha[d] joined extremist groups.” In that July 2008 report, titled “White
        Supremacist Recruitment of Military Personnel since 9/11,” the FBI’s Counterterrorism Division said that
        “military experience is found throughout the white supremacist extremist movement as the result of recruitment
        campaigns by veterans sympathetic to white supremacist causes.” It added that a “review of FBI white
        supremacist extremist cases from October 2001 to May 2008 identified 203 individuals with confirmed or claimed
        military service active in the extremist movement” (White Supremacist, 2008). The April assessment
        warned that the faltering economy and the election of the country’s first African-American president could fuel
        support for right-wing extremist organizations. It further stated that proposals for new restrictions on
        firearms could lead groups to begin stockpiling weapons and ammunition. A 2009 US Department of Homeland
        Security, Office of Intelligence and Analysis Assessment, “Rightwing Extremism_ Current Economic and Political
        Climate Fueling Resurgence in Radicalization and Recruitment,” specifically warned about white supremacy and
        white nationalism in ‘disgruntled military veterans.’ The report stated that
      


      
        
          rightwing extremists will attempt to recruit and radicalize returning veterans … These skills and knowledge
          have the potential to boost the capabilities of extremists … to carry out violence. The willingness of a
          small percentage of military personnel to join extremist groups during the 1990s because they were
          disgruntled, disillusioned, or suffering from the psychological effects of war is being replicated today.
        


        
          (OIAA, 2009, p. 7)
        

      


      
        This report was again attacked by conservative media, veterans’ organizations, and Republican politicians who
        portrayed it as a liberal assault by the radical Obama administration designed to smear and belittle the
        patriotic American military heroes who had served and sacrificed their lives to protect this country against
        the alien Others who threatened our nation. The comments that inflamed the most outrage referred to war
        veterans; a flurry of angry statements was issued conflating concerns about the growing presence of white
        nationalism in the military forces with a racialized assault on the character of those white soldiers who made
        the ultimate sacrifice in fighting for our Christian nation. Representative John Boehner, the Republican
        minority leader at the time, stated, “To characterize men and women returning home after defending our country
        as potential terrorists is offensive and unacceptable” (Thompson, 2009).
      


      
        The continual denial and erasure by conservative forces of the real presence of white supremacy and white
        nationalism within US military forces continued throughout the Trump administration. In late December 2019, the
        Republican-led US Senate removed the term “White nationalist” from a measure designed to screen potential
        military enlistees as part of the vote on the National Defense Authorization Act. The Democratic-led US House
        of Representatives had inserted the term “White nationalist” prior to the NDAA reaching the US Senate. The move
        came from continued and growing concern among experts about White nationalism in the US Military and a
        perceived lack of institutional attention the issue receive[d] in the Pentagon (Ralson, Motta, &
        Spindel, 2020). The House language was specifically drafted to encourage screening for white nationalist
        beliefs in military enlistees. But after the Republican-controlled Senate passed its own version of the massive
        military spending bill, the final NDAA required the Department of Defense to study ways to screen military
        enlistees for “extremist and gang-related activity” (Mathlas, 2019), conflating white nationalism with
        Latino gangs like M-13, a favorite racist metonymy for the anti-immigrant attacks by Trump and right-wing
        media. As the January 6 insurrection and its aftermath have shown, the Republican party under the leadership of
        Trump has continued to condone and support white nationalist rhetoric as a means to mobilize Trump’s base of
        supporters in order to maintain power. Five months after the insurrection, Republican lawmakers began
        propagating a false portrayal of the January 6 attack on the Capitol. Republican Senators called the rioters a
        “mob of misfits” and “tourists,” and a majority opposed the creation of a commission to investigate the riot,
        claiming it would be a “national campaign of harassment [of] peaceful patriots across the country”
        (Jalonick, 2021). As Ibram X. Kendi notes in terms of the January 6th riots,
      


      
        
          because of the racist ideas that many white Americans still hold, it becomes almost impossible for them to
          see white people as terrorist threats—as the primary terrorist threat—and as the people who are making their
          nation unsafe, the people who are attacking democracy. Racist ideas tell us that white people are nonviolent.
          That white people are champions of freedom. That white people are the ones who save nations.
        


        
          (Cineas, 2021)
        

      


      
        The intentional and widespread denial and erasure of white supremacism and white nationalism within US military
        forces by the Republican party that began after 9/11 has led to the widespread proliferation of white
        nationalism within the military. A poll conducted by the Military Times in 2019 found that nearly one in
        four troops had experienced white nationalism among their fellow service members; 36 percent had seen evidence
        of white supremacist and racist ideologies in the military, which was a significant rise from the year before
        [2018], when only 22 percent had reported the same (Shane III, 2017). The Trump administration’s
        amplification of white supremacist dog whistles was met with denial of the existence of the problem on the part
        of Republicans, coupled with claims of anti-patriotic behavior by Democrats who called for demands to address
        the serious threat of white nationalism within the US military. In 2019, the US military and naval academies
        launched internal investigations after cadets and midshipmen were captured on ESPN’s pre-game show for the
        Army–Navy game making a hand gesture that some interpreted as white nationalist. This followed soon after with
        the demands by the Republican-controlled Senate that the phrase “white nationalist” be cut from the National
        Defense Authorization Act (Cohen & Crawford, 2019). Following the documentation of the rise of white
        nationalism in all branches of the military, including the military academies, Trump’s Secretary of Defense
        Mark Esper immediately stated to the press that he did not believe white nationalism was a problem in the
        military (Cohen & Crawford, 2019). Soon after the attacks on the Capitol, Kash Patel,2
        who was installed as chief of staff to acting Defense Secretary Chris Miller during the last days of the Trump
        presidency, appeared on FOX News arguing that the extremist position was a myth. “They [Democrats] have
        self-admitted that the problem doesn’t exist, to their knowledge, and that’s because it doesn’t,” Patel told
        FOX News’s Maria Bartiromo. “White supremacy is not rampant throughout the Department of Defense. That is
        offensive to our men and women in uniform.” Patel claimed that the Biden Pentagon was “trading in politics”
        instead of “logic and fact” (McIntrye, 2021). In fact, as attacks by far-right perpetrators quadrupled
        between 2016 and 2017, the Trump administration cut funding for the Department of Homeland Security’s Office of
        Targeted Violence and Terrorism Prevention, which is dedicated to investigating extremism and domestic
        terrorism, by $21 million to $3 million and demanded instead surveillance and investigations into the Black
        Lives Matter protests following the killing of George Floyd.
      

    


    
      American Sniper: creating a killer white supremacist legend


      
        The emergence of Chris Kyle’s autobiography as the bestselling book of the year in 2012 can be linked to the
        extreme polarization caused by the War on Terror and the sustained attacks by conservative media and
        politicians against any of those who criticized the military forces who fought in the war. Public opinion about
        the use of military force in Iraq was divided along partisan lines since the start of the Iraq War. The
        spectacular rise of Kyle’s autobiography as a bestseller occurred at a time when 50% of Americans said the
        decision to use force was wrong, and 38% said it was right. At the start of the war, there was a partisan gap
        in support for the use of military forces in Iraq. In March 2003, 89% of Republicans and 53% of Democrats
        endorsed the decision to use military force. These numbers have remained fairly consistent, with a 2018 Pew
        poll showing a majority of Republicans and Republican-leaning independents (61%) say the decision to use force
        was right, compared with 27% of Democrats and Democratic leaners (Oliphant, 2018). Kyle’s autobiography also
        appeared a year after the Obama administration oversaw the killing of the actual perpetrator of the 9/11
        attacks, Osama bin Laden, in Pakistan on May 2, 2011. Right-wing media celebrated bin Laden’s killing by a
        special operations team of Navy SEALs while simultaneously disparaging Obama’s leadership. At last, Bush’s
        justification for the War on Terror had been realized: a group of exceptional, white American military heroes
        were capable of eradicating the ‘savage’ Muslims who tried to destroy our country. These men were America’s
        true heroes who were willing to put their lives on the line, while Obama sat in a remote office pretending to
        oversee their mission. Following bin Laden’s killing, bookstores were
      


      
        
          flooded with first-person accounts that ha[d] emerged from the war … Readers [were] snapping up the books,
          eager to get a glimpse behind the fog of war and ready to embrace stories that accentuate[d] heroism instead
          of the often dreary developments reported in daily news accounts.
        


        
          (Bosman, 2012)
        

      


      
        Much of the publicity for these military books was done through promotional tours by the authors that:
      


      
        
          pulled in enormous crowds, luring people who don’t normally buy books, like men from rural areas who had
          heard about the books through conservative media, talk radio and Web sites like military.com. Kyle said his first book signing was attended by 1,200 people. He
          reported that “the most common thing right now is people saying: ‘I haven’t read a book since I had to. And
          yours is the first that I’ve read.’”
        


        
          (Bosman, 2012)
        

      


      
        A buyer for a local bookstore in Arizona explained that “[t]hese books were attractive to readers who wanted to
        read about the wars with a positive spin … You have admiration for these elite soldiers, and they’re doing
        heroic things, and you don’t have to wade into the politics of anything,” she said. “People feel they’re
        reading about the war, but it’s not as hard to swallow. How many books can you read about how we shouldn’t be
        there, or how we got there, or the history of the Taliban?” (Bosman, 2012)
      


      
        The transformation of Kyle’s military experience during the War on Terror into a multi-million-dollar media
        franchise did not occur by chance; instead, it was orchestrated on all levels by a conservative media industry
        that actively sought out material that could be profitably crafted into a white nationalist hero narrative
        centered on guns and killing that would speak to right-wing audiences. The partisanship surrounding support for
        the Iraqi War led to an explosion of pro-military sites that celebrated the killing of America’s ‘enemies.’
        Particularly impactful was the ‘military-digital-games complex’ (Mirrlees and Ibaid, 2012, p. 38), where
        the US military used government funding for digital war game research and development projects, to contract
        digital corporations to make war games, and to use or procure the digital war games sold on the market by US
        firms to distribute among veterans and active-duty troops (Call of Duty was released in 2003 during the
        invasion of Iraq). As scholars have noted, “these digital war games by and large cast Muslims as violent,
        ruthless, aggressive, and heartless savages who seek to cause human suffering with no remorse” (Mirrlees and
        Ibaid, 2012, p. 43). During the Iraq War, the US military encouraged its off-duty members to play digital video
        games in preparation for return to active duty.
      


      
        
          These digital war games are a significant popular cultural site where the stereotypes that constitute the
          mythical Muslim are produced and circulated, and where real civilians and soldiers are invited to virtually
          play out mostly white male military fantasies of killing of Muslims.
        


        
          (Mirrlees and Ibaid, 2012, p. 45)
        

      


      
        Along with the proliferation of video war games, magazines like Soldier of Fortune and the media outlets
        of the gun lobbying group, the National Rifle Association (NRA), along with Alex Jone’s InfoWars,
        BreitbartNews, 4Chan, Reddit, and FOX News, celebrated and mythologized patriotic military operatives killing
        to protect the United States against alien hordes. Following the killing of Osama bin Laden by Navy SEALS,
        websites such as SOFREP (Special Operations Forces Report), built by a former Navy SEAL (and friend of Chris
        Kyle), Brandon Webb, and former Ranger/Green Beret Jack Murphy, targeted conservative audiences. As veteran
        advocate Alice Atalanta noted, SOFREP’s civilian followers are “buying the media picture of the Special Ops
        mystique that they are being sold. They’re hungry to feed a fantasy, and Webb and his compatriots are happy to
        dish it out” (Atalanta, 2018).
      


      
        American Sniper, the book based on Kyle’s experiences as a Navy SEAL sniper during the Iraq War, was
        co-written by Scott McEwen and Jim DeFelice, authors who specialize in writing both fictional and true-life
        hypermasculine, military narratives that celebrate white American male war heroes who use extreme violence to
        eradicate and triumph over racialized, savage adversaries. The co-writers based the book on a series of
        interviews conducted with Kyle, his wife, Taya, and other Navy SEALs that were drafted into a narrative that,
        as many critics later noted, contained exaggerations, misinformation, and outright lies (see Lamothe,
        2016) to create a white nationalist hero out of the bare bones of Kyle’s life. Growing up in a small,
        predominantly white, rural town in Texas, dominated by cattle ranches, Kyle was raised in a traditional,
        hypermasculine culture that celebrated hunting, partying, drinking, and fighting. Kyle had no interest in
        school, and sporadically attended a Christian church when he was young and where his father was a deacon. His
        father bought Kyle his first gun when he was eight to use to hunt. Raising cattle with his brother, he boasted
        of beating the cattle with his fist until they were bloody because cows were ‘dumb.’ Following a rodeo accident
        when he severely injured his hand, he decided to enlist in the military in 1999. According to the book, Kyle
        quickly learned to love the homosocial bonding he found in the Navy SEALs: excessive drinking, partying,
        playing video games, and choking each other out as part of their initiation process. Navy SEALs are one of the
        whitest of the special operations within the US military. It is estimated that while African-Americans made up
        17% of the armed forces in 2013, just 2% of the enlisted men in the Navy SEALs were African-American
        (Vanden, 2015). Kyle was able to parlay his childhood love of killing animals into a ‘divine gift’ that
        allowed him to kill more ‘savage’ Muslims, including women and children, during the Iraq War than any other
        American sniper in history. Comparing himself to the vigilante Marvel superhero the Punisher, Kyle claimed he
        carried a Bible he had stolen from his childhood church into each tour of duty and had a Crusaders Cross
        tattooed on his arm, a symbol of modern hate groups that was prevalent at the Charlottesville white supremacist
        rally in 2017. Hate groups link modern Islamophobia to the Crusades in order to frame the “Crusades as a
        Christian defensive war against an aggressive, expansionistic Islam” (Little, 2018). The book version of
        American Sniper tempers the nihilistic, homosocial bonding of Kyle’s military life with his
        heteronormative, traditional relationship with his stay-at-home wife. This portion of the book was written with
        Taya and presents a more balanced and compassionate view of the impact of Kyle’s military deployments on their
        interpersonal relationship. The humanization of Kyle that is created through the use of a feminine voice
        increases the human value of Kyle’s own family. His reduction of the Iraq War as a battle between good and evil
        justifies his remorseless killing of hundreds of Iraqis, including women and children. Written as a white
        nationalist myth of American, hypermasculine, wartime exceptionalism, discussion of the problematic geopolitics
        of the War on Terror is elided. Similar to First Blood (1982), where Sylvester Stallone plays the
        fictional character, Rambo, who gets to win the Vietnam War for America, in American Sniper the ‘real’
        Chris Kyle helps the US win the War on Terror.
      


      
        American Sniper was co-written by Scott McEwen, a trial attorney in San Diego who, according to his
        website, was compelled to “accurately record the battlefield experiences of Chris Kyle, the most lethal sniper
        in United States military history” because of Scott’s interest in “military history, intense patriotism, and
        experience with long-range hunting rifles” (scottmcewen.com). McEwen met Kyle through Navy SEAL friends when he
        was still on active duty, and they became close friends. McEwan conducted a series of long interviews with Kyle
        and his teammates to gain an “understanding of how amazing his story was and exactly what he had been through
        in his deployments in Iraq.” The book was subsequently vetted by the Department of Defense, who requested that
        certain parts of the manuscript be redacted while other material, including the number of Kyle’s confirmed
        kills, “were agreed upon as something that could be released to the public” (Flax, 2016). Capitalizing
        on the fame and publicity generated by American Sniper, McEwen quickly followed up with a Sniper Elite
        series of fictional novels featuring Navy SEAL snipers who heroically use deadly force to exterminate those who
        threaten the United States. McEwen’s favored narrative structure features rogue Navy SEAL heroes who, due to
        the incompetence of the US government bureaucracy, must take justice into their hands to fight back against and
        annihilate the terrorist cells attempting to cross America’s borders to destroy the nation. McEwen is a
        frequent guest on right-wing media, including FOX News. He has also appeared at conservative events such as the
        Freedom Expo, an annual event sponsored by the Heirs of the Republic, a non-profit group whose motto is
        “Securing the Blessings of Liberty to Ourselves and Our Posterity.”
      


      
        The other co-author of American Sniper was Jim DeFelice, who had previously co-written a series of
        fictional novels with the former Navy SEAL and Vietnam veteran, Richard “Rogue Warrior” Marcinko, beginning
        with Vengeance (2005). Marcinko, who describes himself as a ‘brilliant virtuoso of violence,’ was
        convicted of conspiracy, conflict of interest and lying to the government in 1989 and was sentenced to 21
        months in federal prison. Besides the publication of his series of bestselling Rogue Warrior military novels,
        Marcinko had a conservative talk radio show and was a consultant for FOX’s television series 24.
        Marcinko’s books, as Publishers Weekly explained, are for “those who enjoy tough tales about men whose
        purpose is to annihilate, destroy, obliterate, kill, maim and terminate” (Marcinko, 1996). “I’m good at
        war,” Marcinko once told People magazine. “Even in Vietnam, the system kept me from hunting and killing
        as many of the enemy as I would have liked” (Stilwell, 2019). According to his website, DeFelice is
        “known for his vivid, raw, and powerful portrayals of modern American military heroes.” DeFelice also wrote
        Kyle’s widow, Taya’s, autobiography American Wife after Kyle’s killing, which is currently slated to
        become an ABC television series.
      


      
        American Sniper was one of a series of killer memoirs that appeared during the Obama administration
        following the killing of Osama bin Laden. The first that topped the bestseller’s list was Marcus Luttrell’s
        Lone Survivor: The Eyewitness Account of Operation Redwing and the Lost Heroes of SEAL Team 10 (2007).
        The film version of the book, Lone Survivor, starring Mark Wahlberg, was released in 2013. Like Kyle’s
        American Sniper, Luttrell’s co-written autobiography also faced accusations regarding the fabrication of
        events, inaccuracies, and exaggeration of Luttrell’s military actions (see Cummings and Cummings, 2014).
        Luttrell also quickly became a celebrity in conservative media outlets and a speaker at right-wing, pro-gun
        events. Luttrell leveraged his fame to become the co-host of After Action on Blaze Media, a conservative
        media company founded by the right-wing media figure Glenn Beck. Luttrell and Kyle were friends and helped
        publicize each other’s books during their frequent guest appearances on conservative media outlets. Luttrell
        was invited to speak in support of the nomination of Trump at the 2016 Republican National Convention. As
        Time explained, “The presence of a decorated and nationally recognized war hero will be used by
        Republicans to present Trump, their nominee, as the best person prepared to handle threats from abroad”
        (Drabold, 2016). Currently, Luttrell and Taya Kyle, a FOX commentator and NRA spokesperson, are featured
        members of The Patriot Tour: a group of retired veterans who present arena shows where they share their
        personal story through music. According to The Patriot Tour website, “These men and women’s lives have been
        profoundly changed by their service and sacrifice - they are true American Patriots.”
      


      
        One of the main publicity events that propelled American Sniper to the top of The New York Times’
        bestseller list was a supposed fist fight and subsequent legal battle between Kyle and the former governor of
        Minnesota, WWF wrestler, and Vietnam veteran, Jesse Ventura. Ventura, who had served during the Vietnam War in
        a military unit that would become the SEALs, encountered Kyle at a SEAL event in San Diego. Ventura was a vocal
        critic of the War on Terror and had received considerable negative press from right-wing media because of his
        attacks on the Bush administration. Kyle claimed in the book version of American Sniper that he got into
        a fist fight with Ventura in 2006 because Ventura “started running his mouth about the war and everything and
        anything he could connect to it.” Kyle then claimed that Ventura said the SEALs “deserve to lose a few.” In
        response to the claim, Ventura sued Kyle for defamation in 2012, and chose to continue the lawsuit after Kyle’s
        death. The conservative attack against Ventura’s lawsuit was widespread, leading him to become a pariah in the
        mainstream media and with major veteran groups, including the SEALs. Ventura told The Associated Press
        that because of Kyle’s sensational claims, he “lost his health insurance with the Screen Actor Guild union …
        because he wasn’t doing enough work in the industry … I can’t get a job in the US. No one will touch me”
        (Former Minnesota Governor, 2017). When a jury ruled in support of Ventura’s defamation case, awarding
        him $1.8 million, the attacks against him became more vehement with no acknowledgement of Kyle’s false and
        damaging claims.
      


      
        As part of the deposition for the lawsuit, the editors at HarperCollins – the Rupert Murdoch, News Corp-owned –
        publisher of American Sniper, acknowledged that they used the fabricated and sensational fight with
        Ventura to sell American Sniper. Early public appearances by Kyle as part of the publicity for the book
        focused on Ventura and his supposed fight with Kyle: a clear moral battle between a true war hero and a weak,
        pathetic Ventura, who did not support the troops. On January 4, 2012, soon after the release of the book, Kyle
        appeared on the shock jock radio show, “Opie and the Anthony Show,” wearing a Punisher hat. The interview
        immediately focused on Kyle’s fight with Ventura, with Kyle claiming that
      


      
        
          he told us we were killing innocent people over there, men, women, children, that we were all murderers … we
          deserve to lose a few guys … I punched him in the face … he fell out of his wheelchair.
        

      


      
        Kyle’s appearance on the immensely powerful and influential O’Reilly Factor on FOX News on January 5,
        2012 led to an amplification of Kyle’s attacks on Ventura. A major portion of the interview also focused on
        Kyle’s fight with Ventura, where he again claimed that Ventura was “bad mouthing the war, bad mouthing Bush,
        bad mouthing Ventura.” The rest of the interview focused on the number of people killed by Kyle, his
        description of Iraqis as “savages,” and O’Reilly’s interest in Kyle’s pleasure in killing. “You liked killing
        these guys,” he states. “Did you ever figure it out?” Kyle ends the interview explaining that
      


      
        
          war is hell … Hollywood fantasizes about it and makes it look good … You have to get in the mentality and you
          have to not think of them as human beings. You have to portray them as … savages.
        


        
          (O’Reilly, 2012)
        

      


      
        Even with the immense popularity of white killer memoirs and with record book sales, it took four years to get
        the film version of American Sniper on screen. The script for the film, written by Jason Hall, “became
        something of a cinematic Rorschach test. To some, it’s a patriotic trumpet call. To others, a disturbing
        anti-war statement” (Block, 2015). Hall, who played the recurring character of Devon MacLeish in
        Buffy the Vampire Slayer from 1997 to 1999, turned to screenwriting as addiction issues negatively
        impacted his acting career. His first produced script was for Spread (2009), an Ashton Kutcher sex
        comedy with a 21% positive reviews on Rotten Tomatoes; critics noted that “Spread overall is an
        ineffectual celebration of vacuous Los Angeles high life rather than a deconstruction of it.” His next produced
        script before he began working on American Sniper was as a co-writer for Paranoia (2013), a
        corporate thriller, considered by Variety as “one of the biggest box office bombs of 2013” with a
        current Rotten Tomatoes rating of 7% of critics giving it a positive review. Hall went to Texas in 2010 to meet
        Kyle at the suggestion of the producer of Spread, Peter Morgan, who thought there might be a film in
        Kyle’s story. Morgan had heard about Kyle from childhood friend, and billionaire hedge fund manager, Daniel
        Loeb. Loeb had, in turn, heard about Chris Kyle from Kyle Bass, a millionaire Dallas hedge fund investor and
        owner of the Barefoot Ranch. Bass heard about Kyle while trying to shed some pounds in a weight-loss program in
        California; his trainer was a former Navy Seal (Block, 2015). Bass, a graduate of Texas Christian University,
        made his fortune by betting against the US subprime mortgage crisis by credit default swaps on subprime
        securities. Bass, along with his friend and partner Tommy Hicks Jr., were “the biggest creditors to the
        bankrupt law security training business run by Chris Kyle” (Pearson, 2019) that Bass funded after Kyle
        retired from the Navy in 2009. Bass, Tommy Hicks Jr., and Donald Trump Jr. are close friends. As reported by
        ProPublica, Hick’s had been Trump Jr.’s ‘hunting buddy’ for over two decades. Bass is currently under
        investigation by the SEC for market manipulation.
      


      
        In 2010, Hall arrived at Bass’s Barefoot Ranch “where the former killing machine Kyle ran seminars on guns and
        hunting.” According to Hall, “It was a weekend course, you got brush-up training in firearms, you went hunting,
        and you drank a lot of beer … It was Kyle, 50 cops, and me” (Fleming Jr., 2013). Hall, a former high
        school wrestler, was able to prove himself to Kyle by fighting one of the cops. “Me and this cop got into it,
        and I threw him in a headlock and took him to the ground. Chris warmed to me after I threw his friend in the
        headlock.” After this initial meeting, Hall began working on the script for American Sniper while
        spending time with Kyle and his family, including a hunting trip where he connected with Taya and Kyle’s son
        who was also hunting (Fleming Jr., 2013).
      


      
        Though Kyle’s book spent 20 weeks on The New York Times bestseller list in 2012, nobody in Hollywood
        wanted the rights. “After so many failed films about the wars in Iraq (Green Zone, Redacted,
        In the Valley of Elah), Hollywood seemed completely cold to Kyle’s story.” Hall decided to contact
        Bradley Cooper, who he had met through friends, and pitched him the story. Cooper, who had shot to fame after
        starring in the bromedy The Hangover (2009), had just started a production company. Hall pitched the
        story as a Western, about a character that goes from “being a hero to being filled with vengeance and slipping
        over the dark side” (Block, 2015). Cooper took the movie to Warner Brothers, who optioned the screenplay and
        the rights for the book. Following Kyle’s funeral, Steven Spielberg, who had just completed Lincoln,
        expressed interest in directing the film with DreamWorks co-producing. Spielberg wanted to focus more on the
        “enemy sniper” in the script—an insurgent sharpshooter who tries to track down and kill Kyle. Spielberg’s film
        would have focused on what it means to be a deadly sniper and what part of yourself must be sacrificed. “He was
        a mirror of Chris on the other side,” Hall explain[ed] of Spielberg’s vision. “It was a psychological duel as
        much as a physical duel” (Block, 2015).
      


      
        
          The parallel play between Chris Kyle and Mustafa would have likely grasped on to a ‘we are ultimately the
          same’ type of ethos while serving to depict the grand mechanism of war as a looming, ever-present character
          in its own right, putting both men through the tumultuous ringer.
        

      


      
        Spielberg decided to leave the project after Warner Brothers insisted on a limited $60 million budget. Within a
        week, Warner Brothers president Greg Silverman asked domestic distribution chief Dan Fellman to call Clint
        Eastwood. Eastwood signed on and demanded a 2014 Christmas Day release, which required the production of a
        severely reduced script. Production began in April 2014 in Morocco, where the local government provided
        military equipment and soldiers for extras. The majority of the film was shot in California and production was
        completed in a brisk 44 days (Block, 2015).
      


      
        Eastwood is a darling of the conservative media world, and especially the NRA, because of his Dirty
        Harry film series, which turned his rogue cop character, Harry, into a vigilante hero for cleaning up the
        streets with his 44 Magnum. In the post-9/11 era, Eastwood became a vocal critic of the Obama administration,
        famous for his appearance at the 2012 Republican National Convention. Viewed by over 30 million viewers,
        Eastwood debated an empty seat that supposedly represented President Obama. Eastwood began his speech with “I
        know what you’re thinking,” referencing the number of 44 Magnum rounds his Dirty Harry character fired in the
        original Dirty Harry film (1971). He ended the speech with a reference to “Go ahead, make my day,”
        spoken by Dirty Harry in Sudden Impact (1983). In the rambling 12-minute speech, Eastwood argued that
        “something that I think is very important. It is that, you, we, we own this country … Yes, we own it. And it’s
        not you owning it and not politicians owning it. Politicians are employees of ours.” In a follow-up interview
        about the speech, Eastwood further elaborated that he had received an “avalanche of support on Twitter and in
        the blogosphere” and that “President Obama is the greatest hoax ever perpetrated on the American people”
        (Miller, 2012, p. 1). In a 2016 Esquire interview, Eastwood expressed his views about Donald
        Trump’s election, explaining that “maybe he’s onto something, because secretly everybody’s getting tired of
        political correctness, kissing up. That’s the kiss-ass generation we’re in right now. We’re really a pussy
        generation. Everybody’s walking on eggshells. We see people accusing people of being racist and all kinds of
        stuff. When I grew up, those things weren’t called racist … Just fucking get over it. It’s a sad time in
        history” (Hainey, 2016). As Hall acknowledged, “People see the movie poster, and it’s got a guy and the
        American flag, and they know Clint Eastwood = the Dirty Harry guy and the Republican convention guy”
        (Dockterman, 2015). Eastwood demanded a much more linear and conservative script from Hall, simplifying
        the moral ambiguity and the parallelism of the American and Iraqi sniper originally envisioned by Spielberg
        into a black-and-white, good vs. evil narrative with Kyle as the white Christian hero carrying his Bible into
        battle and using his superior gun power to eradicate evil, savage Muslims.
      


      
        Funding for the film was secured by RatPac Entertainment, a production company created by Steven Mnuchin, the
        film producer and billionaire hedge fund manager. Mnuchin, known as the ‘foreclosure king,’ like Kyle Bass, had
        earned millions profiting from the subprime mortgage collapse that disproportionately impacted poor and
        minority communities. Mnuchin was appointed Secretary of the Treasury for the Trump administration from 2017 to
        2021. Mnuchin began co-financing Fox films in 2006 through his company Dune Entertainment. In 2013, RatPac
        Entertainment merged with Dune Entertainment and signed a multi-year 75-picture co-financing arrangement with
        Warner Brothers. The Australian billionaire casino heir, James Packer, was another partner of RatPac
        Entertainment. During the production of American Sniper, Packer became a very close personal friend of
        Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu.3 Packer is currently embroiled in the corruption
        trial against Netanyahu, and, according to an Israeli report, “James Packer’s entanglement with Israel’s
        elites, [during this period] including a close working relationship with Benjamin Netanyahu and the now Mossad
        chief, was considered a ‘national risk’” (Holmes & Butler, 2021). The final partner of RatPac
        Entertainment involved in the American Sniper production was the film producer and director Brett
        Ratner, known for his Rush Hour series of films. In 2017, Warner Brothers cut ties with RatPac
        Entertainment after seven actresses, including Olivia Munn and Natasha Henstridge, accused Ratner of sexual
        assault and harassment.
      


      
        The marketing and exhibition of American Sniper was directed towards a conservative audience in order to
        maximize profits. As the Hollywood Reporter explained, “Even the most cynical pundits credit Warners
        with orchestrating a shrewd marketing campaign that played on patriotism and heroism without alienating
        moviegoers less prone to flag-waving” (McClintock, 2015). Warners aggressively courted members of the
        military and veteran groups, hiring Glover Park Group, a Washington-based consulting firm. Just before
        Thanksgiving, Warners and Glover Park began screening American Sniper for leading veteran groups. The
        support was immediate, sparking glowing press within the military community. The film was screened at 20
        military bases, and Bradley Cooper and co-star Sienna Miller sat for a Q&A at the Fort Hamilton Army Base
        Theater in Brooklyn and Walter Reed National Military Medical Center in Bethesda, Md. (McClintock, 2015). “What
        was particularly brilliant is that they aired this (literally) heart-thumping trailer” during football games,
        capturing the key demographic that had made another real-life Navy SEAL movie, Lone Survivor starring
        Mark Wahlberg, a hit at the top of 2014 (Dockterman, March 2015a). The trailer is shot from Kyle’s
        first-person point of view as he targets with his sniper rifle an adolescent Iraqi boy who is handed a bomb by
        his mother, thus immediately putting the audience into the position of the American hero deciding to kill a
        young boy in order to win the War on Terror. The trailer and the heavy marketing of the film in predominately
        red state areas helped Chris Kyle’s story reach “outside the tight circle of largely liberal-leaning folks
        writing about and voting for Oscar films” (Dockterman, 2015b). American Sniper’s audience trended
        toward the heartland. Eight of the top 10 markets were in the South or Midwest, in cities like San Antonio,
        Oklahoma City, and Nashville. FOX News hosted an hour-long special with Sean Hannity, “Friends and Family
        Members of ‘American Sniper’ Chris Kyle,” broadcast on January 16, 2015. Featured guests included Kyle’s
        father, Wayne Kyle, Taya Kyle, Marcus Luttrell, Army Ranger Sean Parnell, Kyle’s friend and the co-author with
        John Bruning of the killer memoir Outlaw Platoon (2012), subtitled “Heroes, Renegades, Infidels, and the
        Brotherhood of War in Afghanistan,” and Navy SEAL Jason Redman, co-author with John Bruning of The Trident:
        The Forging and Reforging of a Navy SEAL Officer (2013) and Overcome: Crush Adversity with the
        Leadership Techniques of America’s Toughest Warriors (2019). In the special, Hannity asks the three special
        operation veterans of the War on Terror if Hollywood was
      


      
        
          waking up to the fact that the American people—there’s a market and an appetite for real-life heroism because
          that’s what this is. I know … it’s Batman, Superman, Spider-Man, but Americans also want to hear the true
          stories of real Americans that are protecting their freedoms.
        

      


      
        Redman responded in the interview
      


      
        
          that’s an essential element of what built this country into what it is. And unfortunately I think there’s
          some on the left that want to paint our warriors as warmongers, as, you know they have these ideas that our
          commandos and some of our military members sit in a dark room at night sharpening a knife, praying for war …
          I mean these guys are heroes because they’re willing to step up and stand for something they believe in …
          That’s true heroism, going out there and having the courage to face something.
        

      


      
        The marketing strategy for American Sniper was extremely successful in helping break box office records
        for January admissions and also helped the film win six Oscar nominations. Critical reception of the film was
        politically polarized, even though it tended to fall into a larger trend of more positive portrayals of war and
        more specifically of highly nationalistic and essentialist views of the conflict in the Middle East (Monnet,
        2018, p. 1378). Most critics focused on its realism and aesthetic power, eschewing questions of politics
        and ideology (Monnet, 2018, p. 1384). The campaign, according to Time magazine, “appealed to
        conservatives excited to see notorious Hollywood right-winger Clint Eastwood’s take on the Iraq War … It also
        spoke to Christians who could ascribe to Chris Kyle’s priorities, as spelled out in his autobiography: ‘God.
        Country. Family’” (Dockterman, 2015b). It was reported, however, that multiple members of the Academy of Motion
        Arts and Pictures, which votes on the Academy Awards, passed around an article by Dennis Jett in the New
        Republic that attacked the film for making a hero out of Kyle. Members were concerned about criticism that
        Eastwood and Bradley Cooper were celebrating a man who wrote that killing hundreds of Iraqis was fun. Jett, in
        his article, writes that
      


      
        
          [t]he real American Sniper was a hate-filled killer. Why are simplistic patriots treating him like a hero?
          One answer to that question: Because many Americans are unable to accept that nothing was won in Iraq, and
          that the sacrifices that Kyle and others made were not worth it.
        


        
          (Pond, 2015)
        

      


      
        Attacks from the supposed left-wing media, including criticisms of the film by Seth Rogan and Michael Moore,
        only served to increase ticket sales and right-wing media support of the film, leading in turn to further
        vitriolic attacks by right-wing media and Republicans who charged those who were critical of the film as
        anti-patriotic and not true Americans willing to sacrifice for their country. As reported on The Wrap,
        for audiences the complaints hardly mattered: “As tweets like this one from military wife Holly Fisher attest:
        #AmericanSniper on 3 screens in my hometown tonight; all sold out. Ignorant reviews from whiny, ungrateful
        Hollywood libs are meaningless” (Pond, 2015).
      


      
        The actual impact of the film on American society was immediate, deplorable, and destructive, leading to
        threats of violence against Muslim-Americans. The American-Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee (ADC) asked
        American Sniper director Clint Eastwood and the blockbuster’s star, Bradley Cooper, to condemn anti-Arab
        and anti-Muslim threats in the wake of the film’s success. “We don’t think people should be threatening other
        Americans with putting a bullet through their heads,” ADC President Samer Khalaf told the Post. “I think
        that’s something we can all agree on.” American Sniper contributed to a spike in anti-Arab threats,
        especially on social media. According to the ADC, the group tracked hundreds of threats on Twitter and via
        email that specifically mentioned the movie. The tweets were loaded with racial epithets and direct expressions
        of a desire to kill Muslims and Arabs after watching the film. There were also statements expressing joy at
        watching the on-screen deaths of Iraqis, including women and children. Several conservative news outlets and
        columnists believed that those criticizing the film’s channeling of Kyle’s pleasure killing Iraqis are out of
        touch with the American public. At Breitbart, John Nolte wrote that the ADC’s claims were a “hoax,” promoted by
        the media simply because they didn’t like “American Sniper” or its fans. “I’m not a theologian,” FOX News’s
        Todd Starnes said in response to the film’s depiction of violence, “but I suspect Jesus would tell that
        God-fearing, red-blooded American Sniper, ‘Well done thou good and faithful servant for dispatching another
        Godless jihadist to the lake of fire’” (Ohlheiser, 2015). Twitter was full of endless calls for killing
        Muslims in response to the film. “Great fucking movie and now I really want to kill some fucking ragheads,”
        read one tweet. Another one tweet read: “Nice to see a movie where the Arabs are portrayed for who they really
        are- vermin scum intent on destroying us.” The word vermin was common in threads about the film (Woolf,
        2015). Even though the film would become the highest-grossing war film of all time and Eastwood’s
        highest-grossing film to date, American Sniper only received one Academy Award: for Best Sound Mixing.
      

    


    
      Guns, God, Country


      
        Lawrence and Jewett (2002) argue an American ‘monomyth’ pervades our popular culture. This monomyth has
        three components: 1) a community threatened by evil; 2) institutions that cannot handle the threat; and 3) a
        selfless hero who saves the day then fades into obscurity. These narratives are a mainstay of Hollywood
        entertainment, and for millions “Kyle is a real-life exemplar of how patriotic heroes use the tools of violence
        to defeat evil and to protect our country” (Mencken & Froese, 2019, p. 7). The militarization of all
        aspects of life in post-9/11 America led to the magnification of the white nationalist elements always present
        within the American monomyth and has helped normalize extremist conservative positions, especially concerning
        white Christian national identity and gun rights. In the book and film versions of American Sniper, the
        following components of the American monomyth – Guns, God & Country – are adapted to aggrandize an
        extremely polarized population, functioning to amplify through a network of predominantly conservative media
        outlets a white nationalist narrative that helped normalize violence by transforming a hypermasculine Texan
        into a national hero because of his ability to kill with pleasure hundreds of ‘evil’ nonwhite men, women, and
        children, in order to protect our white Christian nation. Kyle’s own racist ideology was never discussed or
        debated in any of the extensive coverage within the media or by the right-wing organizations that supported
        him. As Scheurich and Young (1997) prophetically wrote, “One of the worst racisms … for any generation
        or group is the one that we do not see, that is invisible to our lens- the one we participate in without
        consciously knowing or intending it” (p. 12). Kyle, who modeled himself after the Marvel vigilante superhero
        The Punisher, bragged about his vigilante actions against racialized Others, who he termed ‘savages,’ as a
        soldier, and following his retirement from the military, he claimed in two widely circulated stories that he
        helped the US government kill dozens of African-American ‘looters’ in New Orleans following Hurricane Katrina,
        and that he had killed two people during an attempted car-jacking of his ‘famous Black F350 with large rims and
        impressive grille’ in the predominantly Latinx area of South Dallas. According to Kyle, he killed the men
        because they pulled a gun on him and that he learned later that “trucks like his are very popular among car
        thieves because they’re frequently taken over the Mexican border.” Kyle claimed the entire incident was caught
        on the gas station’s surveillance cameras, but because of his status he was protected from prosecution. He did
        claim, though, that the tape of the killing was circulated widely among police officers from all over the
        country, who emailed him often “thanking him for cleaning up the streets” (Schmidle,
        2013).4 According to Michael Mooney, who spent months interviewing Kyle before the
        publication of his book, The Life and Legend of Chris Kyle (2015), he always
      


      
        
          wanted to tell the [carjacking] story in the context of a larger story about Chris Kyle, about his service,
          about the amazing things he’s done for other veterans – to become the great husband and father and Christian
          he’d always wanted to be … In every sense of the word, Chris Kyle was a true American badass” and a
          ‘real-life action hero’.
        


        
          (Mooney, 2013)
        

      

    


    
      Conclusion


      
        According to the most recent study on the state of democracies around the world, Freedom House determined that
        the United States’ aggregate Freedom in the World score had declined by 11 points since the publication of
        American Sniper, placing it among the 25 countries that have suffered the largest declines in this
        period. As the report notes,
      


      
        
          [t]he final weeks of the Trump presidency featured unprecedented attacks on one of the world’s most visible
          and influential democracies. After four years of condoning and indeed pardoning official malfeasance, ducking
          accountability for his own transgressions, and encouraging racist and right-wing extremists, the outgoing
          president openly strove to illegally overturn his loss at the polls, culminating in his incitement of an
          armed mob to disrupt Congress’s certification of the results.
        


        
          (Freedom House, 2021, p. 8)
        

      


      
        The attack on the Capitol by right-wing extremists was not an aberration. Right-wing media outlets, along with
        the gun lobby, and Republican legislators and strategists, have in the post-9/11 period profited significantly
        by intentionally and systematically normalizing a white nationalist narrative that celebrates white male
        heroes, such as Chris Kyle, who are willing to use extreme violence as a means to protect a Christian American
        homeland from threats of invasion by Muslims, immigrants, and other minority groups. This narrative has
        permeated US military forces, including veteran groups, who were heavily represented within the group of
        illegal insurrectionists who invaded the Capitol. Of particular concern for the stability of American democracy
        is the widespread prevalence of veterans from the War on Terror within all segments of US law enforcement who
        are charged with protecting many of the most racialized and polarized areas of American society. Veterans
        currently make up a third of the ICE workforce enforcing immigration laws. Nineteen percent of police officers
        are veterans. Twenty-five percent of the Department of Homeland Security is made up of veterans. And the
        federal government is by far the largest employer of military veterans in the United States, with 32% of the
        2.1 million federal workforce having some prior military experience. The erosion of democratic norms within the
        United States began during the post-9/11 period and accelerated during the Trump administration. For the US to
        rebuild credibility around the world it must improve its own democracy. Freedom House recommends that
      


      
        
          it must strengthen institutions enough to survive another assault, protect the electoral system from foreign
          and domestic interference, address the structural roots of extremism and polarization, and uphold the rights
          and freedoms of all people, not just a privileged few.
        


        
          (Freedom House, 2021, p. 10)
        

      


      
        Unfortunately, conservative media outlets and Republican politicians have worked consistently since 9/11 to
        undermine the stability of the US democracy by obfuscating the rise of extremist right-wing groups while
        producing and profiting from white nationalist texts, like American Sniper, to sustain a narrative that
        supports the myth of America as a white Christian nation that must resort to violence to protect the homeland
        from foreign Others. Films like American Sniper played a demonstrable and intentional role in fomenting
        the white nationalist ideology that has undercut US democratic institutions, leading to the attack on the
        Capitol on January 6, 2021. Currently, four in ten Americans who most trust far-right news sources (42%) and
        around one in four who most trust FOX News (27%) agree that “[b]ecause things have gotten so far off track,
        true American patriots may have to resort to violence in order to save our country” (Understanding QAnon’s,
        2021).
      

    


    
      Notes


      
        	
          G.W. Bush, “State of the Union,” speech given in Washington, DC, on January 29, 2003.
        


        	
          As noted in the Washington Post, during the Trump administration Patel “rose from an obscure
          Hill staffer to become one of the most powerful players in the national security apparatus. The sage of his
          battles with the intelligence bureaucracy shows how the [Trump] administration empowered its lieutenants to
          challenge what it saw as the deep state … he is now facing Justice Department investigation for possible
          improper disclosure of classified information” (Ignatius, 2021).
        


        	
          Following the 9/11 attacks, Netanyahu advocated for “American policymakers” to accept the “legitimacy
          of a preemptive strategy to deter acts of terrorism against the United States.” The fallacious claims made by
          the Bush Administration about Saddam Hussein’s possession of weapons of mass destruction was used to advocate
          for a preemptive strike against Iraq transforming prior understanding of international law by claiming that
          “threats to the US need not be as demonstrably imminent to enable it to attack another state in self-defense”
          (Kattan, 2018). This argument for “preemptive strikes against possible threats was integrated into the
          National Security strategy when the US had committed itself to regime change in Iraq.”
        


        	
          Kyle was known for pulling pranks on friends. After returning from the war, several times Kyle’s high
          school friend, Bryan Rury, would sneak up Kyle’s driveway in the middle of the night and “slap pro-Obama
          bumper stickers on his truck. (Kyle was a fervent Republican.) In retaliation, Kyle pasted one on Rury’s
          truck that declared “I Love Black Cock” (Schmidle, 2013).
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      Introduction


      
        The specter of the refugee haunts the world. Its legacies—of killing fields and concentration camps, of torture
        and trauma, of displacement and dispossession—shape much of the modern world. Its histories structure our
        borders and give rise to nations and national yearnings. Its narratives guide many of the ways we talk about
        obligation, guilt, responsibility, and blame between victims and perpetrators. The specter of the refugee
        shapes not only the lives of those forced to flee violence, disaster, and disease but also the perceptions of
        the displaced within the wider world, constructing some as deserving of sanctuary and support and others as
        unknowable, untrustworthy, and thus unwelcome. And for those like the white nationalist political movements
        increasingly resurgent across Europe and North America and within the U.S. seeking a new future in racially and
        ethnically homogenous states, the specter of the refugee conjures a particular set of threats to culture,
        purity, and economy in their imagined community.
      


      
        In 2021 the world finds itself in the midst of a profound crisis of and for displaced people. Even with a
        global pandemic putting a halt to many forms of travel and migration, millions of people continue to be forced
        from their homes, livelihoods, and homelands for a variety of reasons, including wars, environmental
        degradation, and economic deprivation. The problem has grown exponentially over the last decade; in 2010,
        approximately 35 million people were estimated to be displaced by conflicts and persecution, and persecution
        alone, either within their own country or across an international border. By 2020 that figure stood at over 80
        million (UNHCR, 2020). Yet the response to the existence of so many in need of humanitarian assistance
        has become increasingly fraught. The willingness of the international community and especially of wealthier
        countries in the Global North to provide sanctuary, asylum, protection, or resettlement has lessened and/or
        narrowed at precisely the same time that the need has grown.
      


      
        There are many reasons for this dynamic—growing xenophobia worldwide, the popularity of illiberal and even
        openly fascist politicians, demagogues and political movements who trade on nativist fantasies to strengthen
        their own power, and widespread ignorance of both the reasons for forced migration and the realities of such
        journeys and experiences. In this chapter, I look at the ongoing challenges that displaced people face in the
        current context, specifically in terms of how they are represented, imagined, and interpellated by white
        identity politics in the U.S. and beyond—especially as they are represented in popular culture and news media.
        I begin by providing background information about the contemporary situation of refugees and how public
        perceptions of them have shifted in recent years. I describe some of the ways that anxieties regarding refugees
        display both continuity and evolution. I then turn to a specific set of media frames to demonstrate the ways in
        which the figure of the refugee has become an important touchstone and symbol for an ascendent,
        transcontinental, white nationalism that seeks to demonize those fleeing persecution and oppression and to bar
        them from majority white countries on the basis of their ethnicity, religion, culture, and, perhaps above all
        else, their race. Using recent examples from the backlash against Syrian refugees, concerns regarding
        population change, and ecological fears regarding the displaced, I examine the figure of the refugee as 1)
        security threat, 2) demographic threat, and 3) environmental threat.
      

    


    
      Refugees, asylum seekers, and representation


      
        The refugee has always been a vexed figure. On the one hand, there is a long history of the concept of
        sanctuary across cultures, of the need to provide assistance, shelter, and succor to those in distress. Indeed,
        one can find explicit directives to give shelter in many societies and faiths. In the case of the US, some of
        its very foundational myths are grounded in tales of flights from oppression and experiments in freedom,
        narratives that conveniently sidestep long histories of the displacement and genocide of indigenous peoples and
        the enslavement of Africans. The idea of the U.S. as a safe harbor from persecution remains persistent,
        especially for certain venerated, romanticized, and bowdlerized immigrant stories. In announcing a resumption
        of refugee resettlement in the US to pre-Trump administration numbers, President Biden stated that the US
        program “embodies America’s commitment to protect the most vulnerable, and to stand as a beacon of liberty and
        refuge to the world” (White House, 2021). But the figure of the refugee has also long been a source of
        suspicion and fear.
      


      
        When, during the 2016 US Presidential election campaign Donald Trump promised to halt the resettlement of
        refugees because they might be terrorists and because “we” did not know who they were or what their motivations
        might be (Kamisar, 2016), he tapped into a long-established reservoir of mistrust and apprehension
        regarding forced migrants in the country. When under his administration the U.S. refugee program was variously
        halted, defunded, and crippled, the justifications for the cuts and constraints were rationalized
        as often on openly ideological grounds as they were logistical ones. Some saw the anti-refugee stance of Trump
        and administration officials like Stephen Miller as an anomaly and antithetical to the US’ historical position
        vis-à-vis the idea of sanctuary. Yet one could argue that the command to “give me your huddled masses yearning
        to breathe free” has always been as contentious as it has been aspirational—the attempts of Trump
        administration officials like Ken Cuccinelli’s attempts to reinterpret and revise Emma Lazarus’ words thus have
        a long history (Inger & Martin, 2019).1 We can see this in the mistreatment of
        multiple immigrant communities that fled continental wars, famines and economic deprivation in Europe
        throughout the 18th to early 20th centuries, including German, Irish, Italian, and especially Jewish newcomers.
        We can see it in the exclusions and discrimination levied against Asian immigrants in the late 19th and early
        20th centuries. And we see it particularly starkly in the rejection of Jewish refugees fleeing Nazi Germany
        prior to and during World War II (Friedman, 2017). The U.S., it should also be noted, was a relatively
        late adherent to the principles of the 1951 UN Refugee Convention (the international legal agreement protecting
        the rights of refugees), only ratifying the subsequent 1967 Protocol.2
      


      
        Such stances have not been limited to the U.S. state or its political leadership. Majorities of the U.S. public
        have long voiced misgivings and hesitations about accepting refugees, whether Jewish refugees in the 1930s and
        1940s, Southeast Asian refugees in the 1970s, Central American refugees in the 1980s, Bosnians in the 1990s, or
        Africans in the 2000s (Haines, 2012). This is not to say that there is no support for providing
        sanctuary in the US—indeed, there have always been vocal parts of the US polity that have advocated on
        humanitarian and moral grounds to welcome refugees. But that support has always been qualified on the basis of
        who the refugees themselves might be. Dissidents fleeing the Iron Curtain, the victims of Soviet crackdowns in
        Hungary in 1956 or Czechoslovakia in 1968 were for the most part welcomed in the US as in other parts of the
        West. Those escaping the chaos caused by US wars in Southeast Asia or US-backed military regimes in Central
        America were viewed with suspicion, reluctance, or outright rejection in the 1970s and 1980s, as were later
        refugees from Africa, the Middle East, and Asia in the 1990s until the present day (Portes & Rumbaut,
        2014). The reason for these different reactions varied—sometimes geopolitics determined one group’s
        desirability, while at other times race, religion, political ideology, or even unfamiliarity and ignorance led
        to the disapproval of another group.
      


      
        The legitimacy and/or ‘unworthiness’ of particular refugees has also been a consistent theme in news coverage
        of them. As mass media itself developed in the 19th century, what to do with those displaced by conflict,
        environment or development and change was a regular preoccupation. Those who did not agree with the
        Mexican–American War in 1848 often did so because they feared the incorporation of non-white or indigenized
        populations into the US (Pinheiro, 2014). Those fleeing British imperialism in Ireland, nationalist
        consolidation in Germany, or Tsarist deprivation in Russia often found themselves accused of disloyalty upon
        arrival in the US, their motivations and ultimate goals often questioned in the popular press.
      


      
        There is a through-line between such perceptions of older populations of refugees and those who seek protection
        today: those who are deemed worthy of support have often been incorporated into a project of whiteness—of
        constructing a racially homogenous Anglo-Saxon/Judeo-Christian/European society—today even as they were
        initially rejected but eventually embraced by the evolving ideology throughout the 20th century. Irish
        Catholics, Eastern and Southern Europeans, and Russian and Polish Jews once rejected as Fenians, Slavs, and
        Bolsheviks were slowly but surely transformed into a white middle class (Roediger, 2005) in the U.S.
        Refugees from the latter half of the 20th century onwards often have less direct pathways to whitening. Even
        those who can aspire to ‘model minority’ status—as some Asian refugees have—can find their membership in the US
        nation quickly questioned in the face of a pandemic or trade war, or a general rise in xenophobia. For
        others—refugees from the Middle East or Afghanistan or others from Africa and Central America, for example—the
        taint of supposed criminality, illegality, religious fundamentalism, terrorism, or ‘backward practices’ are
        often used to deny them legitimacy. Even for those who might occupy more ambiguous identities—those from Latinx
        communities who identify as white, for example—one’s national heritage, ethnicity, accent, or last name can
        still be held against them.
      


      
        It is not surprising to see such characterizations perpetuated within the general public or political discourse
        in the US—the culture industries, and especially film and television, are replete with narrow, caricatured, and
        often-grotesque stereotypes of refugees, especially Arab or Black refugees. Even sympathetic portrayals are
        often suffused with what Goheen Glanville (2018) calls the exoticism perpetuated by two-dimensional
        images of refugee suffering. In news coverage and media reports, refugees often appear primarily as victims
        without agency or as powerless pawns within broader global processes. They are thus reduced to the metaphor of
        ‘the flood’ of immigrants threatening to overwhelm sanctuary destinations (Parker, 2015; Wright,
        2014). There are, of course, many more negative representations of refugees that dominate the media
        landscape, ones that show refugees as an economic burden, as potential terrorists or criminals, as
        unassimilable due to language, culture, religion or race, or as cowards disloyal to their own country. Such
        portrayals play a powerful role in ultimately influencing political debates regarding who is legitimate and who
        is undeserving (Holzberg, Kolbe, & Zaborowski, 2018; Lawlor & Tolley, 2017; Rettberg
        & Gajjala, 2016). The representation of both the conflicts that produce refugees and the refugees
        themselves within the news media perpetuates and reinforces these stereotypes and contributes to the notions of
        illegitimacy that sustain white nationalist myths of purity.
      


      
        Globally, then, refugees have been depicted through what some media scholars have termed “a poverty of
        representation” (Hutnyk, 2004); as helpless, poor, agency-less, incapable, traumatized, and
        traumatizing. Wright (2014) argues that their sheer (and growing) numbers have often rendered them faceless and
        overwhelming as well as either seemingly unknowable in the whole, or sympathetic only if their stories are told
        intimately and in great detail. Thus, the media portrayals of refugees often veer between impersonal statistics
        and personal narratives. The former can lead to a reification of the well-established xenophobic trope of a
        ‘flood’ of migrants, while the latter can be both highly selective and amplify the notion that only some
        refugees are legitimate and thus worthy of protection. The material and political consequences of such
        representations are not speculative. Lippi, McKay, and McKenzie (2020) note that the ways in which
        refugees and asylum seekers were portrayed in the media played a significant role in rising support for
        right-wing and center-right parties during the 2013 Australian national election, as they hewed increasingly to
        a ‘tough on migrants’ stance. Similarly, Pruitt (2019) points to the impact of the 2015–2016 migrant
        ‘crisis’ in Europe and how it was covered in the UK media during debates over Brexit, borders and sovereignty
        in the years that followed. The images of refugees in flight overwhelming local resources, communities and
        generosity became a common trope in the media coverage of the influx of refugees into Europe during this time
        (d’Haenens, Joris, & Heinderyckx, 2019). The negative coverage of the recurrent migrant caravans
        moving from Central America through Mexico that were repeatedly demonized by President Trump has also had
        significant effects on attitudes toward immigrants in the US during this same period (Kenix & Lopez,
        2021; Madrigal & Soroka, 2021). And it is not only those refugees already on the move who might
        be viewed through the lens of burden, but also those who might be potentially displaced, as Høeg and Tulloch
        (2019) suggest in their discussion of the topic of ‘climate refugees’ in broadcast media. As Baldwin
        (2013) has suggested, the figure of the environmental refugee is not only controversial because of the
        legal arguments the as-yet unofficial designation catalyzes, but also because of the threats to global order
        its very existence poses.3
      


      
        For such reasons, the question of how to represent refugees has become a topic of some debate amongst
        scholars, activists, policymakers, and artists (Drüeke, Klaus, & Moser, 2021). What kinds of images,
        narratives, and voices might perpetuate or even worsen stereotypes? In an age of viral videos, social media,
        and social networks, how do fragmentary and decontextualized images, quotes, and snippets of stories get used
        and deployed to advance particular agendas? Mortensen and Trenz (2016) give the example of Alan Kurdi,
        the Syrian toddler whose body washed up on a beach in Greece—the haunting image of the young boy provoked an
        outpouring of sympathy and global grief. Yet the image itself was used simultaneously to ‘prove’ that migrant
        parents were irresponsible for placing their children in harm’s way in the first place (a twisted logic that
        somehow avoids discussion of the danger that displaced them). Mortensen (2016) further argues that the
        open-ended and mutable nature of meme culture means that even iconic images can be manipulated for multiple
        purposes.
      


      
        Within the US context, the framing of refugees, migrants, and asylum seekers within media and the culture
        industries has similarly had significant effects on public attitudes and even policymaking. In Shaheen’s
        (2014) Reel Bad Arabs, the author argues that only Native Americans have received as consistently
        negative portrayals within Hollywood as Muslims (and especially Arabs) from the Middle East. Little wonder,
        then, that public opinion polling data in the US has consistently shown far less acceptance of immigrants in
        general—never mind refugees—from Muslim countries—than from any other background (Pew, 2015). The US
        media has also long questioned the motivations and truthfulness of those seeking sanctuary, especially along
        the southern border as well as of many within resettlement communities as well (Parrott, Hoewe, Fan, &
        Huffman, 2019). Even in positive coverage of refugees—during local celebrations such as World Refugee Day,
        for example—these newcomers are often implicitly (and sometimes explicitly) compared to ‘illegal immigrants’
        and held up as an example of the legitimate and worthy migrant (Hickerson & Dunsmore, 2016; Lawlor
        & Tolley, 2017). The refugee success story is thus predicated on what Bhatia and Jenks (2018)
        discuss as a display of loyalty to American ideals and middle-class values or on an infantilizing and
        patronizing view of the displaced—as in the case of the ‘lost boys’ needing to be rescued by the US (Robins,
        2003).4
      

    


    
      Frame #1: Refugees as security threat


      
        One of the most common ways in which refugees have been portrayed within the mass media has been as a security
        threat. As mentioned previously, suspicion of refugees has a long history—those who left (or were forced to
        leave) their homelands—were often eyed askance in their new homes. Such suspicions were usually heightened by
        their backgrounds—being Jewish or poor or Muslim or Communist or whatever other identity might be deemed
        ‘unassimilable’ or undesirable for the majority population often made any kind of welcome uncertain. We see a
        similar pattern repeated when we look at the case of Syrian refugees and their representation in both the US
        and Europe.
      


      
        Syrians fled their country in enormous numbers as a result of several factors—droughts and environmental change
        in the first part of the 21st century increased migration from rural to urban areas; the US invasion of Iraq in
        2003 led to regional destabilization; and the Arab Spring movements across North Africa and the Middle East
        contributed to a local uprising against the authoritarian Assad regime. All of these events spiraled into an
        eventual civil war between multiple groups, one that drew in international actors like Russia, Turkey, Iran,
        and the US (Bakke & Kuypers, 2016; Bayet, 2017). The swift rise to power of terrorist groups
        like ISIS, which at one point controlled vast swathes of territory in the country and committed atrocities
        against ethnic minorities in particular, exacerbated the exodus from Syria. Of a pre-war population of nearly
        22 million people, today six million Syrians are refugees living outside of the country while nearly the same
        number are internally displaced within Syria and millions more require humanitarian assistance to survive
        (UNHCR, 2020). The vast majority of Syrian refugees outside of the country are currently located in refugee
        camps in Turkey, Lebanon, and Jordan, though much greater media attention has been paid to the relatively
        smaller numbers in European countries (and even fewer numbers in North America).
      


      
        Initially, the response globally—and the portrayals in the news media—were generally sympathetic. The iconic
        image of Alan Kurdi’s body on the beach and tales of other migrants lost on rickety boats in the Mediterranean
        or forced to wait in overcrowded camps raised sympathies in the general public, especially during the summer of
        2015 (the height of the influx into Europe in particular). During this early period of global awareness of the
        Syrian conflict, media coverage focused primarily on humanitarian concerns—the dire conditions facing families
        and children as a result of civil war, persecution, and both militant and state-sponsored terror, the dangers
        posed by the few escape routes refugees had access to, and the misery many faced in the camps. Yet at the same
        time that some in the Global North were looking for ways to support Syrian refugees—this period also saw a
        growth in the community sponsorship for them in Canada and the opening of new resettlement sites in the US, for
        example—many in the mainstream media were sounding alarms about the ‘unknowns’ they might bring. Such concerns
        traded on familiar xenophobic suspicions of refugees—what were their motivations for leaving? How did we really
        know who they were? What kinds of dangers did they bring in with them? While some European politicians like
        Germany’s Angela Merkel did open the door to a significant number of resettlements—the country resettled nearly
        a million migrants in 2015, in part to satisfy EU deals with Turkey to prevent more from entering the bloc—they
        still warned against the ‘overwhelming’ of their nation by refugees. Others raised broader concerns about what
        the influx of so many Muslim refugees might mean politically, culturally, and socially for their countries—in
        some cases amplifying and making nakedly clear the rampant Islamophobia that has gripped many European nations
        over recent decades as postcolonial immigration has changed their demographics (Ogan, Willnat, Pennington,
        & Bashir, 2014). The meteoric rise in the popularity of right-wing, nativist, anti-immigrant political
        parties like AfD in Germany, True Finns in Finland, National Front in France and UKIP in Britain coincide with
        this particular moment. In the US, a similar—though somewhat more muted—set of anxieties regarding Muslim
        refugees was also apparent. It played out primarily within right-wing media and amongst xenophobic
        organizations like Refugee Resettlement Watch, a formerly fringe anti-refugee group that was soon to come to
        prominence as its long-standing advocacy against resettlement was championed by politicians like Trump.
      


      
        The ‘proof’ of the threat of Syrian refugees was apparently provided by the November 2015 terrorist attacks in
        Paris. The killings of 130 people were perpetrated by attackers who explicitly linked their violence to the
        conflict in Syria, claiming loyalty to ISIS, dedicating their attack to the freedom of Syria, and perpetuating
        the belief that they had slipped into Europe amongst the masses of refugees and migrants crossing via informal
        routes. The terrorists went so far as to carry forged documents of Syrian nationals, to further solidify their
        claims and to bolster their own arguments (an ironic echo of those of right-wing extremists) that Europe could
        never be a home for Muslims. A series of further Islamist attacks that occurred in the following
        years—especially high-profile ones in Istanbul, Brussels, London, and Manchester—gave further fuel to the
        anxieties regarding Muslim populations (and refugees in particular) throughout Europe (Nail, 2016;
        Pope, 2017; Savun & Gineste, 2019). The relentless news coverage of attacks and victims and a
        focus on the radicalization of Muslim youth (but much less, if any focus on a similar radicalization of white
        youth in many countries) contributed to a growing sense of crisis across the region.
      


      
        The demonization of Muslim (and especially Syrian) refugees through popular culture and mass media also
        extended to the US. The initial response of the Obama administration had been to expand its resettlement of
        Syrian refugees—an additional 10,000 in 2015 and a planned 30,000 in 2016. But the refugee program—which had
        been run successfully with high levels of bipartisan support—became a focal point for Trump’s xenophobic
        presidential campaign (along with undocumented Mexican migrants and, eventually, immigrants writ large). As the
        US began to experience its own terrorist attacks in Florida, New York, and California, Trump and other
        politicians repeatedly questioned the loyalty and motives of Muslims and pointed to the refugee program in
        particular as a weakness in the national security apparatus (Rettberg & Gajjala, 2016; Scribner,
        2017). The day after the November 2015 Paris attacks Trump said of Syrian refugees:
      


      
        
          We have no idea who these people are, we are the worst when it comes to paperwork. This could be one of the
          great Trojan horses. We cannot let them into this country, period. Our country has tremendous problems. We
          can’t have another problem.
        


        
          (Kopan, 2015)
        

      


      
        Some Republican governors specifically refused to allow Syrian refugees to settle in their states while others
        withdrew from the US refugee program altogether (Kennedy, 2016). Following his election, one of Trump’s
        first acts was to institute the so-called ‘Muslim ban’ on entry into the US for citizens of several majority
        Muslim countries as well as a suspension of the refugee program. Syrian refugees were one of the major targets
        of such efforts, which were challenged repeatedly in the courts but eventually were allowed to stand. Refugee
        resettlement as a whole in the US went from 85,000 admissions in 2015 to just under 12,000 in 2020, while
        Muslim refugees went from over half of the US total to less than 10% during this period (WRAPS, 2020).
        It did little good to point out that Syrian refugees were themselves fleeing the same terrorist groups and
        conflicts that the US was pitted against. And when critics of the Trump administration noted the extreme rarity
        of terrorist action by resettled refugees (less than five cases out of more than three million
        individuals resettled in the US since 1980), Trump and his proxies resorted to baseless and often-specious
        accusations against Syrian refugees. His son, Donald Jr., for example, retweeted the following to suggest that
        all Syrians were guilty by association:
      


      
        
          “If I had a bowl of skittles and I told you just three would kill you, would you take a handful? That’s our
          Syrian refugee problem.” 5
        

      


      
        An outlier to the bans against and negative portrayals of Syrian refugees can be seen in Canada, which has in
        recent years replaced the US as a world leader in resettlements. During the same time that the Trump
        administration was shutting its doors against Syrians, both the Canadian government and much of its general
        public was embracing them. This is not because there is less xenophobia, Islamophobia, or racism in Canada than
        in the US—the 2017 massacre of Muslim worshippers in a Quebec City mosque is a stark reminder of that fact—but
        rather in part a reaction to years of cutbacks to Canada’s own refugee programs under conservative governments
        between 2006 and 2015. Not only was a significant portion of the Canadian electorate eager to prove that they
        did not subscribe to the xenophobic rhetoric of right-wing politicians in North America and Europe, but also
        the Liberal Party that went on to win the 2015 federal election explicitly committed to resettling Syrian
        refugees as part of its political platform (Bose, 2020). Of the nearly 55,000 Syrian refugees settled in
        Canada (mostly in 2015–2016), more than half were privately sponsored by community organizations and groups of
        individuals. Syrians settled throughout the country and five years later while there have been notable
        challenges along the way, their integration is generally heralded as a success story (Veronis, Hamilton,
        & Walton-Roberts, 2020). This is not to say that Syrian refugees have been completely rehabilitated in
        terms of their portrayals or acceptance—the idea of the refugee as security threat remains a central debate
        even within Canadian politics, as witnessed in several recent regional elections and in controversial attempts
        by some provincial legislatures to ban hijabs and other religious clothing in public space. The strength of
        this particular media frame remains enduring.
      

    


    
      Frame #2: Refugees as demographic threat


      
        Such bans on religious symbols and clothing are, of course, not only about presumed security threats. They are
        about cultural shifts as much as any danger posed by terrorists, about the changes to ideologies, beliefs,
        religions, and politics that the transformation of the national body might portend. The obsession in France,
        Germany, Austria, and the Nordic nations with Muslims in their midst has everything to do with questions of
        national identity. In the EU, the notion of a borderless region where capital, labor, goods, and people could
        move freely was an enticing idea—until it became clear that this meant the movement of ‘other’ kinds of
        Others—Eastern or Central Europeans, for example, or South Asian, North African, Southeast Asian or Middle
        Eastern Others, not simply the Dutch in England or the Swiss in Belgium. The consternation that Brexit and
        border securitization provoke has at its core the fear that the supposed loss of control denotes not just the
        inability to control violent outsiders, but the nature of the nation itself.
      


      
        Little wonder then that the idea of ‘white genocide’ and ‘demographic replacement theory’ have become such
        touchstones within white nationalist discourse and far-right political movements. This belief is little more
        than a conspiracy theory, one that posits that ‘globalist elites’ (often imagined as liberals and/or wealthy
        Jewish cabals) encourage open borders and generous, lax immigration regimes so as to import people who will
        vote for left-wing political parties/causes and thereby cause the downfall of a mythic (white) Western
        civilization. Such a belief is little more than an updated version of a ‘race-traitor’ formulation, with
        immigrants and refugees seen as the foot soldiers and pawns of this new world order. It would be laughable if
        it were not so deadly. A number of white nationalist terrorists who have found common cause in their shared
        hatred of immigrants have explicitly targeted refugees as emblematic of this supposed crisis. Mass shooters in
        New Zealand and Norway have massacred Muslim immigrants and leftist youth activists they felt were too
        supportive of newcomers. A mayor in Germany was assassinated by a right-wing extremist for his outspoken
        support for migrants. In the US recent attacks by white nationalists have similarly amplified the ‘demographic
        replacement’ anxiety. The murderer of Mexican migrants in El Paso wrote in his manifesto justifying his
        sickening act:
      


      
        
          Our European comrades don’t have the gun rights needed to repel the millions of invaders that plaque [sic]
          their country. They have no choice but to sit by and watch their countries burn.
        

      


      
        The gunman who targeted a Jewish synagogue in Pittsburgh and killed a number of worshippers repeated similar
        claims, posting before launching his attack:
      


      
        
          HIAS likes to bring invaders in that kill our people. I can’t sit by and watch my people get slaughtered.
          Screw your optics, I’m going in.6
        

      


      
        The attacker in this case laid the blame for ‘demographic replacement’ at the feet of HIAS—the Hebrew Immigrant
        Aid Society—one of the oldest refugee resettlement agencies in the US. In his view HIAS was responsible for
        bringing Syrian and other Muslim refugees into the US and thereby placing ‘his people’ at risk of being
        overwhelmed. Again, these sentiments are not new, even if the targets may change. Along with their other
        neo-Nazi slogans, the white nationalists who gathered in Charlottesville prior to the violence there in 2017
        chanted “you will not replace us” in a nod to the same belief. Right-wing talk radio and opinion segments on
        primetime television are also replete with the same nonsense. In 2021, Fox TV host Tucker Carlson continued his
        intentionally provocative rhetoric as he bemoaned what he called “the great replacement” taking place in the
        US. He explicitly linked this to the political divide in the country and suggested that the Democrats are
        pro-immigrant and pro-refugee because of base political motivations:
      


      
        
          Demographic change is the key to the Democratic Party’s political ambitions. To win and maintain power,
          Democrats plan to change the population of the country. Our leaders have no right to encourage foreigners to
          move to this country in order to change election results.
        

      


      
        None of these conspiracy theories are even remotely rooted in anything other than profound anxieties about a
        changing country—changing by birthrates, interracial marriages and attitudes as much as by
        immigration.7 Nevertheless, refugees remain a potent symbol for the far right and for white
        nationalists in the US and elsewhere about what kind of ‘undesirable’ change might be wrought upon a nation
        through an altruistic attitude. The demonizing rhetoric is not just talk, of course; it has led to profound
        policy changes regarding how many refugees might enter the US. But it has also spurred further attacks and
        plots against refugees by nativists and nationalists, as in the ones described previously and in a high-profile
        case of several men convicted of planning to attack a housing complex in Kansas City home to Somali refugees—a
        plan the defendants claimed was inspired and encouraged by the words of Trump himself (Fortin, 2019).
      

    


    
      Frame #3: Refugees as environmental threat


      
        The final media frame I will mention here is that of the ecological danger supposedly posed by refugees. The
        particular set of anxieties conjured here are related to the idea of being overwhelmed by a literal ‘flood’ of
        refugees, of countries of the Global North being swamped by vast numbers of those displaced from poorer places.
        Displacement due to conflict or economic deprivation are variously viewed by global publics, though refugees
        are not uncommonly held responsible for their own plight. But in the case of environmental
        displacement—especially as the very real consequences of climate change become increasingly apparent
        world-wide—the environmental refugee has themselves become a cause for consternation.
      


      
        I have described the ‘demographic replacement’ conspiracy theory in primarily political terms—yet it is not
        only existing immigration policies that white nationalists and right-wing extremists rail against, but also
        what they see as the threat of mass forced migration due to ecological collapse elsewhere. Thus, it is not only
        the long-standing neo-Malthusian concern regarding overpopulation straining the Earth’s resources that animates
        nativist beliefs, but also a specific fear of black and brown refugee bodies arriving en masse in the Global
        North (North America and Europe or the West). Such anxieties are encapsulated by the xenophobic, white
        supremacist tract Camp of the Saints (Laffont, 1975)—a novel about the Global (white) North being
        overwhelmed by refugees fleeing environmental collapse in South Asia, a book that has proved to be wildly
        popular with right-wing populist figures like former Trump advisor Steve Bannon and French politician Marine le
        Pen. The novel has gained a similar prominence within white nationalist circles as The Turner Diaries
        (Pierce, 1978), which describes a violent revolution that overthrows the US government and leads
        to a race war that eliminates liberals, non-whites and civil authorities from the country. Both have become
        foundational texts for many white nationalists as both cautionary and inspirational tales, with Laffont’s book
        regularly referenced by extremists and—in the Trump administration—many within the president’s inner circle.
        Prominent Trump advisor and anti-immigration hawk Stephen Miller, for example, has repeatedly mentioned the
        book. Here he uses it to justify the travel ban against Muslims, the cuts to the refugee program and the
        separation of migrant families at the southern border while simultaneously critiquing the Pope’s pro-refugee
        advocacy in an email to a friendly journalist:
      


      
        
          You see the Pope saying west must, effectively, get rid of borders. Someone should point out the parallels to
          Camp of the Saints.
        


        
          (Garcia-Navarro, 2019)
        

      


      
        The marriage between ecological and nativist concerns has a long history—‘sons of the soil’ movements have long
        railed against the supposed poor environmental behavior of immigrants (Mix, 2009). In the US, the line
        from the racist beliefs and policies from Madison Grant, Theodore Roosevelt, and John Muir draw through the
        ‘population bombs’ of Paul Ehrlich to modern-day self-described eco-fascists who committed mass shootings in
        New Zealand, Texas and California (Ross & Bevensee, 2020). Influential think-tanks like the
        Federation for American Immigration Reform and Center for Immigration Studies were explicitly established to
        argue against increased immigration and did so by linking (poorly and through the use of debunked or
        misinterpreted data) unauthorized migration with a rise in various forms of ecological degradation (Bullard,
        2004; Hultgren, 2015; Kern & Kovesi, 2018).
      


      
        In the current moment of environmental crisis, however, a new opportunity for playing on the anxieties of many
        in the Global North has presented itself. Images of raging fires, rising waters, howling winds, and debris and
        destruction surround us. The questions that accompany and follow such scenes are both stated aloud and kept
        silent (but not far from our minds). Where will those affected go? Will they come to my
        country/city/neighborhood/home? Why are they living in a vulnerable place to begin with? What is my
        responsibility to them? And there is often a revanchist view of the (potentially) displaced? Why did they make
        the choice to live somewhere that would get hit by a hurricane or rendered unlivable by a mudslide? Why are
        they living in the jungle and endangering that tiger?
      

    


    
      Conclusion


      
        What do these three particular ways of viewing refugees through global and US media—especially news coverage
        and political discourse—say about the current state of resettlement politics and attitudes toward the US in the
        post-Trump moment? Much as we have seen that the political defeat of Donald Trump in the 2020 US Presidential
        election did not mean a sea change in xenophobia and white nationalism, it suggests that the kinds of cultural
        conflicts regarding refugees extend far beyond any one politician or political moment. The idea of refugees as
        a security threat, as a demographic threat, and as an environmental threat has a long history. In the US, the
        mobilization, weaponization, and intensification of such rhetoric picks up especial momentum and force in the
        1960s and 1970s, precisely at the moments that the US immigration system is being overhauled and changed, at
        the same time that civil rights, immigrant rights, and environmental justice movements are emerging as potent
        forces within the country. The backlash against refugees then is part of a backlash against the recognition
        that the US is changing—demographically, politically, and socially.
      


      
        What we have seen even in the first few months of the Biden administration is that the politicization of
        resettlement and the US Refugee Admissions Program (USRAP) is unlikely to go away. While Joe Biden campaigned
        on a promise to restore the USRAP to Obama-era numbers—admitting closer to the 85,000 refugees who arrived in
        2015 than the fewer than 15,000 who were resettled in 2020—and indeed increase them to as many as 125,000 a
        year, once in office he realized how difficult it would be to restore the program. Part of this was logistical,
        given the deep cuts to the structure of the USRAP made by the Trump administration. But part of the challenge
        is deeper—the doubts sown within the media regarding the refugee program had been amplified throughout the
        Trump presidency and been coupled with policy actions to undermine the legitimacy, authenticity, and
        deservedness for support of people fleeing for their lives. It remains to be seen if such trends may be
        reversed in the future. In the short term at least, enough advocacy for refugees remains that the Biden
        administration has recommitted to its original target of rebuilding the refugee program (Reston, 2021).
      

    


    
      Notes


      
        	
          Former Attorney General of Virginia Cuccinelli joined the Trump administration’s Department of Homeland
          Security following a long political career as a self-avowed immigration hardliner. As Acting Director of
          Citizenship and Immigration Services, he put into place a number of restrictions on immigrants generally, and
          on refugees and asylum seekers in particular. Notable amongst these was the introduction of what was known as
          the ‘public charge’ rule, which sought to bar pathways to citizenship for immigrants who were deemed to have
          drawn too heavily on social services. As part of his justification for such actions, Cuccinelli proposed
          changing the words of the poem inscribed at the foot of the Statue of Liberty to “give me your tired and your
          poor who can stand on their own two feet and who will not become a public charge.”
        


        	
          While the US has been the destination for the largest number of refugees over the past several
          decades, its formal adoption of a refugee policy has been slow. It has consistently expressed concerns
          regarding the liability that the US itself might face under various international human rights laws and
          conventions, hesitations that slowed its adoption of refugee protections and is demonstrated by its distrust
          of bodies like the International Criminal Court.
        


        	
          Since at least the late 1990s, there has been considerable debate about whether those displaced by
          global environmental change – including natural disasters, biodiversity loss, and climate change – ought to
          be extended the protections of international law. As yet, however, ‘environmental refugees’ are not a
          recognized category as the sheer number of those potentially affected by such factors and the difficulty in
          identifying those responsible has made it a challenging dynamic to address. The topic is, however, part of an
          ongoing debate within international organizations, human rights groups and scholars (Berchin, Valduga,
          Garcia, & Baltazar Salgueirinho Osório de Andrade, 2017; Dowie, 2011; Lunstrum, Bose, &
          Zalik, 2016).
        


        	
          A number of former child soldiers – youth who had been forcibly recruited into militias and armies in
          various conflicts in Africa – came to be referred to as “Lost Boys” by humanitarian workers. This was
          particularly true in the case of several thousand refugees from Sudan, some of whom were resettled in the US.
        


        	
          Website: https://www.bbc.com/news/election-us-2016-37416457
        


        	
          Website: https://www.cbsnews.com/news/robert-bowers-pittsburgh-shooting-
          suspect-anti-semitic-posts-social-media-gab/
        


        	
          For more on the pervasive and pernicious nature of ‘demographic replacement theory’ and ‘white genocide’
          see Wilson, 2020; Gökarıksel, Neubert, & Smith, 2019; Graham, 2016.
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      Introduction


      
        In the spring and summer of 2020, sports and stadia shut down in the wake of a global pandemic outbreak of
        COVID-19 and then, again, in response to protests led by Black players supporting the resurgence of Black Lives
        Matter (BLM) after the police killings of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and countless others. In the wake of
        these intertwining events, it’s hard not to read the use of stadia as temporary hospitals to contain the
        overflow of affected patients (Gregory, 2020), of which Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC)
        make up a disproportionate margin (Wood, 2020), as containers of disposability, laying bare societal
        inequities, where public expenditures on those very stadium projects undoubtedly led to trade-offs in
        investments in public health. Instead, we were encouraged to be thankful to the goodwill of the private stadium
        owners for opening up their spaces for the public good. At the same time, however, those inequities were made
        visible by protestors who made stadia sites of resistance. Protests outside US Bank Stadium in Minneapolis,
        where George Floyd was killed, for example, highlighted the stadium’s role in constituting the city’s racial
        disparities. This is not the first time in the BLM movement where sports stadia served as a key symbolic site
        of protest—in 2016, in the wake of the killing of Michael Brown and the emergence of BLM, stadia were sites of
        clashes between protestors and increasingly overt white nationalists (Row, 2016). The resurgence of BLM
        has also led to the rise of anti-racist activism by athletes inside the stadium. The Take a Knee movement,
        where players take a knee during the national anthem in protest to police brutality against Black communities,
        for example, witnessed renewed urgency amidst the summer’s protests. In August 2020, professional basketball
        players went on strike after the police shooting of Jacob Blake in Wisconsin and refused to play their opening
        games. Various other leagues in baseball, hockey, tennis, and soccer stood in solidarity with the protests and
        deferred game play to highlight racial injustice.
      


      
        By taking place on the field of play and interfering directly with the game (including in terms of whether or
        not the game is played at all), the player protests and strikes violate a fundamental norm in sporting
        discourses that if athletes, especially Black athletes, are to be political—which itself is under
        contention—they should espouse their politics off the field. This belief is undergirded by the ideology that
        mythologizes sport as an apolitical space, as it chastises players for politicizing what is perceived as an
        otherwise “pure,” meritocratic game space in which identity does not matter. That ideology is itself bound up
        with sport’s inculcation in racism, as it prevents systemic critique of how sporting spaces, institutions, and
        practices are themselves implicated in racism.
      


      
        This chapter takes this ideology on the purity of sport and the field of play as the ground for analyzing the
        role of contemporary sports stadia in the production of and resistance to white supremacy. Rather than focusing
        on media representation of sports, I focus on the material structures of sport stadia as media.
        Specifically, I theorize stadia as urban media infrastructures in which media technologies and practices are
        deeply integrated into the stadium itself, as they are built as sites of media broadcasting spectacle,
        surveillance, and crowd control. Considering the stadium as a media space, I attend to the design logics and
        practices through which contemporary football and baseball stadia, the two most popular sports in the US and
        most closely associated with American national identity, are produced as white spaces that perpetuate white
        supremacy.1 Understanding white supremacy as the material practices through which white
        dominance and hegemony is secured through the exclusion and premature death of BIPOC peoples (Bonds &
        Inwood, 2016), I suggest stadia are both the products of and work to institute what Lipsitz (2011)
        refers to as a white spatial imaginary; or, in other words, that stadia are spaces in which whiteness, white
        control, and dominance over Others is learned, naturalized, practiced, and resisted.
      

    


    
      “Keep it off the field”: race, politics, & the media/sports complex


      
        Sports are idealized as “apolitical”—a place where everyone can come together, regardless of identity,
        background, and political affiliation, to escape. In this escape world, there is no room for politics—only the
        purity of the game. Yet, the idea that sports are apolitical is a myth that is itself political, as it is bound
        up with the desire to see sport as a unifying force (Zirin, 2008). The myth, although always a latent
        part of sports culture, is especially resurgent in times of societal upheaval, where political elites espouse
        sports as a means to quell unrest, often counterposing idealized, conservative values against those agitating
        for social change. In these efforts, sports very much become bound up with a political agenda, albeit one that
        is often conservative and reactionary (Butterworth, 2014).
      


      
        In our current moment of unrest, including renewed racial, class, and gender antagonisms in the wake of BLM and
        the Trump presidency, it is unsurprising sports have become, once again, a core site of political struggle over
        race. These struggles are most visible in the controversy over NFL players’ Take a Knee movement. The movement
        started during a 2016 preseason game when San Francisco 49ers quarterback Colin Kaepernick sat and, in
        subsequent games, kneeled during the national anthem as a sign of protest to police brutality against the Black
        community. He was later joined by fellow NFL players across the league.2 In 2018, the NFL
        banned kneeling, fining players. Kaepernick has been “a target for collective far-right outrage, a focal point
        around which commenters could explore and define their common values, grievances, and identities” (Duvall,
        2020, p. 3). At the center of this outrage is the argument that, as a well-paid celebrity, Kaepernick and
        his colleagues have no right to their outrage. While the ban has since been lifted, and even NFL Commissioner
        Roger Goodell claims to regret the policy (Selbe, 2020), there continues to be a virulent white
        supremacist backlash to Take a Knee, and Kaepernick remains unsigned (Bernstein et al., 2020; Boykoff
        and Carrington, 2019; Daum, 2019; Duvall, 2020; Graber et al., 2019; Johnson, 2020).
        Critics of the movement, including Trump, chastise the players for politicizing sport, denigrating the flag,
        and for being unpatriotic. This “sleight-of-hand” (Graber et al., 2019, p. 13), shifting the debate from
        policing and anti-Blackness to patriotism, demonstrates how the backlash to Take a Knee sees the movement as “a
        challenge to the sovereignty of the State (and the current state of White supremacy)” (Bernstein et al., 2020,
        p. 181). Critics claimed Kaepernick and his colleagues had a right to protest—so long as they did it off the
        field. This refrain to “keep it off the field” is ubiquitous when it comes to activism in sports. It is a
        component of the mythology that upholds the idealization of sport as apolitical, while utilizing sport as a
        “unifying” practice that denies structural racism within sport itself. Even as players, as well as institutions
        and elites, across a wide range of sports increasingly embrace BLM and calls for racial justice, there is
        widespread debate on whether those politics should take place on the field.
      


      
        This on-/off-the-field dynamic in sporting discourses around race and activism is central to the concerns of
        this chapter. While the production of white supremacy within sports media representations has been addressed
        within a range of media studies scholarship (e.g. Carrington, 2011; Falcous et al., 2019; Kusz,
        2019, 2020; Leonard & King, 2012; Oates, 2007), the specific role of the sports
        stadium has largely been overlooked. The on-/off-the-field binary demonstrates the significance of the space
        of play to sport’s racial antagonisms. By marking the site of play as the primary place in which the purity
        of the game (and its apoliticization) is constituted, sporting institutions elide critique of how those
        institutions are themselves bound up with racism and white supremacy. It is therefore not incidental that the
        Take a Knee movement takes place on the field in the stadium.3 Racial activism within the
        stadium, and the backlash to it through the demand to “keep it off the field,” demonstrates the significance of
        the stadium in constituting ideals of American citizenship bound up with policing Blackness and producing, and
        maintaining, white supremacy. I aim to elucidate how the stadium, as both a material and symbolic space—that is
        especially significant in twenty-first-century media, urban, and cultural life—is built to mediate tensions
        between, on the one hand, the collective potentiality constituted by athletes and fans to activate sport as a
        vector for racial and social justice, and, on the other, the underlying white supremacist impetus to contain,
        subdue, and discipline that potentiality.
      

    


    
      Stadia as Urban media infrastructures & white spaces


      
        Stadia are important sites of constituting citizenship, and scholars across media, communication, geography,
        architecture, and urban studies have considered how the stadium works to produce hierarchical power relations
        and cultural identities (Bale, 1993; Frank & Steets, 2010; Gaffney, 2010; Guschwan,
        2014; Hillman, 2016; Lipsitz, 2011; Lisle, 2017; Sze, 2009; Trumpbour, 2007;
        Yang & Cole, 2020). In working to understand how the stadium matters for struggles over race, I
        figure the stadium as an urban media infrastructure. Infrastructures are material things through which
        resources are distributed; they are “pathways through which goods, ideas, energy, water, and people move”
        (Schiller, 2020, p. 206). My focus here is on the way media works as an urban infrastructure—that is,
        how media distribute resources, create connections and disconnections, and more generally shape city life.
        Schiller (2020) suggests, “the study of urban infrastructure—a category that includes communications
        media—allows us to think about how particular urban sites, materials, and peoples are connected and
        disconnected” (p. 207). The study of media as infrastructure is part of a move toward a “non-media-centric
        media studies” (Morley, 2009), which aims to widen the scope of what is considered media by placing it
        within the contexts in which it is produced and used, as a practice. Non-media-centric media studies theorizes
        the interconnections between media’s symbolic and material dimensions. Approaching media in this way
        discourages us from thinking of media purely as texts or as something that can be bound off and studied
        separately from the broader practices, infrastructures, and systems of which it is a part.
      


      
        What does it mean to consider sports stadia as media and, in particular, as urban media infrastructures?
        First, the stadium is mediatized—today’s stadia are integrated and enmeshed with media practices,
        institutions, and technology. They include multiple forms of media within the stadium itself, including
        screens, integrated mobile apps, seat-back chair TVs, and more. In addition, today’s stadia are integrated with
        digital technology that enables surveillance, tracking, and data mining of all movements and interactions in
        the stadium and on the field. Second, stadia are mediatizing—that is, they are a space for making things
        into media content. The stadium is in many ways a media production studio, and it is designed to maximize the
        media production of the game for TV and online viewers. Fans attending games in the stadium are part of the
        production—their attendance of the games is a component of the media content that is produced. Finally, stadia
        are mediating—they are symbols that “stand between,” as signifiers amidst urban landscapes that
        themselves construct meaning through, for example, their architecture. Stadia are some of the most recognizable
        and most viewed sites of contemporary urban infrastructure (Gaffney, 2010). As mediatized, mediatizing, and
        mediating urban infrastructure, stadia “are ‘nodal points in communication networks’” (Gaffney, 2010, p. 20).
        Whether or not one is interested in what goes on in the stadium—indeed, if they never attend a single
        game—stadia, as forms of urban infrastructure, “distribute resources” and are a “central ‘terrain of power and
        contestation’” that is “deeply social and political” (Schiller, 2020, p. 206).
      


      
        Here, I am interested in how stadia distribute resources and intervene into unequal power relations in ways
        that constitute white supremacy. I understand white supremacy as the material practices that secure white
        domination while producing exclusion and premature death of People of Color (Bonds & Inwood, 2016, p. 2).
        Whiteness is productive—it does things, makes things, and intervenes into the material in ways that secure
        white racial dominance and produce white privilege and racism. It is this material intervention that I am most
        interested here in terms of how the stadium, as an urban media infrastructure, is involved in the “structural,
        material, and corporeal production of white racial hegemony” (Bonds & Inwood, 2016, p. 6) I focus on how
        whiteness influences stadium design, architecture, and mediatization to organize bodies, structure practices of
        looking, and assign and constitute meaning in ways that produce the stadium as a white space. White spaces are
        produced by what Lipsitz refers to as a white spatial imaginary, or practices in which “whiteness is learned
        and legitimated, perceived as natural, necessary, and inevitable” (Lipsitz, 2011, p. 6). White spaces are
        central to the constitution and reinforcement of white supremacy as they
      


      
        
          facilitate patterned behaviors that normalize White resource hoarding, racially oppressive hierarchies, and
          the routine subjugation of people of color … White spaces … not only normalize the existing racial and social
          order but ensures Whites’ fantasy(ies) of complete dominion over place and space, as well as control over
          Brown and Black bodies.
        


        
          (Embrick & Moore, 2020, p. 1937)
        

      


      
        I highlight the written and unwritten rules of how stadia are intended to be occupied and used to reveal their
        underlying racial logics that are rooted in this sense of white dominion over place and control over BIPOC
        bodies.
      


      
        Stadia are, on the one hand, white spaces that are products of white supremacy and a white spatial imaginary.
        They are the products of tax incentives and zoning policies that build on longer histories of housing
        discrimination and redlining that helped to produce the modern, segregated city that concentrated public wealth
        in the hands of white elites. Stadia continue those histories in updated form as structures of “urban renewal”
        that facilitate gentrification and displacement of BIPOC and working-class peoples. The white spatial imaginary
        thus influences the building, design, and use of the stadium and helps to explain how media infrastructures
        like the stadium are one of the material things that are produced by white supremacy—that is, they are the
        socio-spatial material products of white dominance.
      


      
        On the other hand, stadia are also productive of the white spatial imaginary, and, in turn, white supremacy,
        inasmuch as they are influenced by it. Lipsitz (2011) notes that the white spatial imaginary
      


      
        
          structures feelings as well as social institutions … idealizes ‘pure’ and homogenous spaces, controlled
          environments, and predictable patterns of design and behavior. It seeks to hide social problems rather than
          solve them … [and] promotes the quest for individual escape rather than encouraging democratic deliberations
          about the social problems and contradictory social relations that affect us all.
        


        
          (p. 29)
        

      


      
        Modern stadia embody and perform this structure of feeling. They are built around ideals of purity and
        homogeneity, represent some of the most controlled environments in the city, and are designed using data
        analytics that seek to both predict and shape the behaviors of those within and outside of the stadium space.
        Although stadia provide public gathering spaces, they are designed to curate individualized experiences. Thus,
        while they have become sites in which activism around racial justice has emerged, they work to contain the
        collective potentiality of that activism through the production of the stadium within a white spatial imaginary
        that privileges individual consumption of spectacle while explicitly prohibiting democratic deliberation by
        concealing, displacing, or redirecting social problems that might otherwise disrupt that spectacle.
      

    


    
      Historicizing US stadia as white spaces


      
        Each generation of stadium building has responded to, and intervened into, historically specific racial
        antagonisms.4 The “first-generation” of modern stadia in the US (~1870–1950) were for
        baseball and American football. They were typically large bowls with few amenities, built to accommodate as
        many fans as possible, placing a premium on providing affordable, working-class entertainment. Stadia were part
        of the modern invention of leisure, which aimed to capitalize on new forms of disposable income available to
        the working class. The stadium also served broader governing aims by containing what was perceived as an
        unruly, and potentially socially activated, working class. They were utilized as spaces for instructing
        citizens on how to appropriately practice liberal ideals of citizenship. Yet stadia also allowed behaviors
        otherwise deemed unacceptable in public, particularly in the other spaces of citizenship training, like
        museums, built during this era. The stadium therefore had to balance the potentially rowdy fan and the
        well-mannered civility of modern citizenship, encouraging the fan to direct their rowdiness to the stadium
        (rather than outside of it) and within appropriate confines of white, working-class masculinity. Of course,
        women have always attended games, but the stadium was not built for them, and there has always been some degree
        of moral panic over their attendance (Lisle, 2017). The kind of citizenship training that stadia were imagined
        to embody was geared primarily toward heterosexual white men.
      


      
        Modern stadium building in the US took shape during a time of tremendous change, including the influx of new
        immigrants and renewed emphasis on building national identity. Sports, along with media (especially radio and
        news), played a significant role in these efforts, as they were put to work to shape a sense of shared
        identity. Sporting rivalries were imagined to replace ethnic antagonisms, and sports were promoted as a vehicle
        to nation building (Zirin, 2008). Stadia were perceived as sites of constituting citizens and creating a sense
        of shared national identity, but some racial and ethnic Others were perceived as more assimilable than others.
        Stadia, and the sports contained within them, were marked by segregationist policies that treated Black
        citizens as unassimilable and explicitly excluded them from, and treated them as a threat to, the national
        imaginary. Thus, these early stadia helped to constitute forms of citizenship that were bound up with
        hierarchies of race, class, and gender. These hierarchies remain as traces in subsequent stadium designs and
        policies.
      


      
        The second generation of stadium building in the US (~1950–1980) took hold in response to the exigencies of
        suburbanization and broadcasting, and each of these forces influenced stadium design and building in ways
        deeply bound up with race. Stadia were built to compete with and accommodate broadcasting, and efforts were
        made to make the stadium more “telegenic, with increased control of the internal environment satisfying a
        perceived need for predictable playing conditions” that could be marketed as a space for family fun (John et
        al., 2013, p. 107). To accommodate suburban fans—whose “white flight” from the city was made possible
        through racist housing policies, such as redlining and zoning—new stadia were built in urban areas, surrounded
        by sprawling parking lots, that facilitated easy on/off access from the new interstate highways for suburban
        fans.5 These stadia often led to the razing of whole neighborhoods, often those of poor and
        Black communities, in the name of “slum clearance,” such as the Atlanta-Fulton County Stadium which led to the
        displacement of thousands of residents. Building stadia adjacent to the highway ensured not only that suburban
        fans could access the game easily, but also that they could feel “safe” in doing so. This discourse of safety
        was undergirded by racial resentments that problematized the city center as a space containing Black
        criminality and valorized the suburbs as a space of whiteness to flee to (Hillman, 2016). Ensuring fans could
        remain separate from the city while still attending a game was thus a primary motivator for the design and
        construction of these second-generation stadia. While earlier stadia were associated with a contained (rowdy,
        but not too rowdy) working-class masculinity, second-generation stadia were more explicitly aimed at containing
        rowdy behavior to make the stadium a space for women and families. Assigned, individual seating and increased
        security, including CCTV, were key stadium design features initiated along these ends. Stadia of this era both
        embodied and helped to instill post-war ideals of the white, nuclear, middle-class family. The stadium, whose
        geographical location was motivated by white flight, thus helped facilitate and constitute the city as a
        racially segregated and divided space, as stadia became imbricated in the restructuring of post-war urban
        America.
      


      
        Like the second-generation, third-generation stadium building (~1990s-today) was also precipitated by
        geographical shifts and media. Satellite television and the Internet meant teams became invested not only in
        regional and national fandoms, but also global ones. Further, to compete with the proliferation of
        entertainment and its interactive capabilities on the web, stadia have themselves been redesigned to converge
        with and enhance the digital experience and vice versa. Likewise, post-industrial reinvestment and return of
        white bodies and capital to the urban center influenced a renewed era of stadium building within the downtown
        urban core. In contrast to second-generation buildings, these new stadia are built to explicitly draw people
        into the city, often including nostalgic designs that harken back to first-generation stadia (especially in
        baseball). Although second-generation stadia were also constitutive of urban renewal projects through their
        enactment of “slum clearance” policies, third-generation stadia, such as Baltimore’s Camden Yards, are more
        explicitly put into practice as sites of urban renewal. However, the rhetorical framing of the stadium’s
        relationship to urban renewal today eschews overtly racist problematizations of Black neighborhoods in favor of
        a discourse that seeks to use stadia as sites of neighborhood “empowerment,” while frequently resulting in
        gentrification. Particularly after 9/11, third-generation stadia (especially those of baseball and football),
        have also become more directly linked to the instantiation of national citizenship, through, for example, the
        playing of the national anthem before games as well as through spectacular displays of military strength
        (Butterworth, 2014). The stadium has thus become more visibly and directly involved in both demonstrating and
        helping to instill senses of nationalism and citizenship practices. In the Trump era, the stadium’s inculcation
        of nationalism has been more directly tied to white supremacy as sport has become a key cultural battleground
        through which Trump and others sought to “Make America Great Again” through “the restoration of an
        unapologetic, omnipotent white masculinity” (Kusz, 2019, p. 119).
      


      
        I have provided this brief history of stadium building in the US to emphasize how stadia have always been bound
        up with the production of power and, in particular, the production of white space in ways that work to secure
        white supremacy. Although each generation responded to historically specific conditions, the stadium remains a
        continuous force in producing racialized forms of citizenship. In the next section, I draw on contemporary
        stadium design guides pitched to architects, owners, and designers, along with research on individual football
        and baseball stadia to analyze how the stadium is produced as a white space. It’s important to note that this
        analysis is focused on how stadium owners, builders, and marketers envision the stadium. In that sense, these
        are idealized visions for what they want the stadium to be and how they envision bodies moving through the
        stadium. My focus on the ideal aims to demonstrate how the stadium is constituted through a white spatial
        imaginary—that is, how these owners, builders, and marketers build an idealized space through a perspective of
        whiteness and in service of white bodies. This does not mean, though, that the stadium is necessarily used that
        way, and individuals and collectives in the stadium do indeed resist the stadium’s infrastructural demands.
        Take a Knee and players’ uptake of BLM is one of those instances of resistance, and, as I suggest in the
        section that follows, through that resistance, they reveal the stadium as a white space and expose its
        involvement in upholding white supremacy.
      

    


    
      Securing the “purity” of the stadium


      
        A significant way the stadium is constituted as a white space is through techniques of surveillance and crowd
        control. Today’s stadia are some of the most securitized buildings on the planet (Gaffney, 2010, p. 29). They
        are equipped with sophisticated technologies of surveillance, security guards, state and local police,
        stewards, ushers, as well as building materials and architectural designs that both symbolically communicate
        and materially produce securitization. Spectators too are enjoined to play a role in securing the stadium,
        through self-regulation of their own and others’ behaviors. Whether it is preventing and containing threats
        from outside or within the stadium, the securitization embedded in stadium design principles and practices
        constructs the stadium as a space for “pure” sport through the identification and removal of threats. These
        securitization practices, made possible through mediatizing the stadium and manifested in mediatized forms of
        crowd control, produce the stadium as a white space by mediating interactions between and amongst stadium
        bodies and orchestrating the behaviors of stadium-goers in ways that align with ideals of white, liberal
        citizenship while subjecting those who threaten that ideal to more punitive forms of discipline and control.
        Surveillance and the forms of power they institute are inextricably tied to racial capitalism, settler
        colonialism, and anti-Blackness (Shabazz, 2015). Modern surveillance emerged out of colonization, the
        Trans-Atlantic slave trade, the plantation, and slave patrols that produced modern policing and prisons. The
        racialized roots of surveillance have meant that BIPOC bodies have been subjected to more punitive and carceral
        practices, as their bodies are always already deemed potential threats. It is the structural exclusion and
        denial of subjecthood of these bodies on which the “civilized” liberal subject is built. By its very nature,
        “surveillance is thus, at its origins, designed to produce identity along racial lines, while at the same time
        disavowing identity in order to maintain the racialized subject as object” (Zimmer, 2011, p. 432).
        Surveillance that is backed up by the threat of policing is thus a key component of white space and white
        supremacy.
      


      
        The need to securitize the stadium through crowd control measures is bound up with the central power struggle
        embodied by stadia—the collective potentiality of the crowd. On the one hand, the stadium, particularly through
        its production of sport as media event and spectacle, is designed to activate intense emotions from fans. On
        the other hand, those same emotions are constructed by stadium designers as a threat that risks spiraling out
        of control. It is precisely this component of the stadium that makes the act of players Taking a Knee so
        powerful, but also so threatening, for sporting institutions. Populous, a leading stadium design firm,
        describes this tension in their guidebook:
      


      
        
          destructive impulse which may arise in crowds of otherwise civilised sporting fans is, alas, nothing new …
          nowadays we have a more systematic understanding which can be applied to both the design of stadia and their
          management.
        


        
          (John et al., 2013, p. 37–38)
        

      


      
        The stadium is designed to instill specific emotional rules and to orchestrate those emotions such that they
        unfold in predictable (and profitable) ways. Thus, stadia are designed to ensure “they only enable a collective
        ‘release of emotion’ within certain boundaries of intensity” (Frank & Steets, 2010, p. 282). Those
        boundaries reinforce norms of “civility” through their juxtaposition to constructs of “destructive” behavior.
        It is these rules—some spoken, some unspoken—and the orchestration of them through stadia design and
        mediatization that constitute the white spatial imaginary.
      


      
        Although safety has always been a component of modern stadium discourse, an emphasis on securitization became
        especially pronounced during the second generation. As stadia were transformed into televised, family-friendly
        sites, owners worked to ensure fans saw the stadium as a safe place. This led to a crackdown on rowdy fan
        behavior (Zinganel, 2010, p. 86). While the “rowdy” fan was coded with signifiers of the working class
        that associate these fans with intoxication and fighting, these discourses of safety were also bound up with
        post-war anxieties over the city as a space of dangerous Blackness. The reassurance to fans that the stadium
        could be a place for safe and family-friendly fun was thus a form of reassuring white, suburban fans that the
        stadium would be a place that protected them from the dangers of urban Blackness. These racialized dimensions
        continue to be propagated today through media discourses that associate the stadium with “crime ridden” areas
        surrounding the stadium (e.g. “Many NFL Stadia,” 2001). Stadia are built in overwhelmingly Black and
        poor neighborhoods, in part because it is cheaper to build there but also because doing so can be done in the
        name of “urban renewal” and thus garner greater tax incentives and state contributions to owners because of the
        presumption that the stadium is “doing good” for the city more broadly.6 The material and
        discursive emphasis on keeping the stadium safe from potential threats outside of the stadium is thus deeply
        racialized and exposes how the stadium is constituted as a white space.
      


      
        In the Institution of Civil Engineers’ guidebook, stadia are discursively constructed as spaces at risk from
        “multiple threats” inside and outside the stadium, naming “direct action protest” in the same vein as
        biological terrorism (Sieradzski and Kelly, 2015, p. 73). Populous’ design guide uses the discourse of
        “riot,” a classed and racially coded term, to warn designers of the potential for the “crowd to become a mob,
        and that mob to become a riot” (John et al., 2013, p. 109). Toward these ends, Populous encourages designers to
        build facilities for “mass arrest” (John et al., 2013, p. 109). When BLM protests erupted in Los Angeles in the
        summer of 2020 after the killing of George Floyd, police used those mass arrest facilities at UCLA’s Jackie
        Robinson Stadium to detain and arrest protestors (Spocchia, 2020). The irony of using that particular
        stadium, named after the first Black baseball player to break the color line in the MLB, for the mass arrest of
        people calling for racial justice was not lost on protestors. But the materiality of the stadium, which is
        built with the express purpose of enabling this kind of suppression of mass resistance, reveals the ways that
        the symbolic naming of the stadium works to incorporate a sense of racial diversity and inclusion through
        evacuating and policing real political struggle.
      


      
        A core way in which the stadium is secured is through the production of stadium boundaries. By creating
        fortress-like structures that clearly demarcate a distinction between inside and outside, stadia architecture
        communicates that what happens inside the stadium is something special and escapist, priming spectators to
        identify with discourses that pose sport as free of politics. Populous notes, “stadium performances … are
        essentially escapist. Their enjoyment can be heightened by visually disconnecting the audience from the outside
        world” (John et al., 2013, p. 31). Stadium boundary making between inside and outside is intended to create a
        sense of “other-worldliness” that produces strong emotional responses and a sense of belonging (Schafer
        & Roose, 2010, p. 236). Those boundaries, further solidified through mediatization and digitization,
        constitute the stadium as a site of spectacle and escape through securitizing the stadium and ensuring that
        anyone/thing that does not belong can be identified, tracked, and removed. Increasingly, the production of
        boundaries, both between inside/outside and within the stadium itself, are thought of in terms of zones.
        Populous advises stadium designers to construct at least five zones—the playing field, spectator
        seating/standing areas, concourses (restaurants, bars, social areas), circulation area between structure and
        perimeter, and the open space outside the perimeter. Within each zone, further zonation is also encouraged,
        such as in the creation of VIP access areas for luxury guests within the spectator area. Zonation within and
        outside the stadium governs the movement of bodies, and architecture and surveillance are intended to both
        symbolically communicate and materially enable those movements. The zones divide and create hierarchies between
        those bodies by governing varying levels of access.
      


      
        Stadium designers’ emphasis on zonation and demarcation between zones (and the intensive policing of those
        zones) makes visible how the stadium is predicated upon a logic of exclusion. The zones themselves are
        inextricably bound up with intersections between race and class, as they work to divide the bodies of the
        largely working-class people of color who make up the stadium’s service workers from the largely white
        spectators. So too, both of these groups are further divided from the athletes, who, in football, are
        overwhelmingly Black7 (Jerkins, 2016), as well as from each other (largely separated
        by class). Social status therefore governs one’s place in the stadium. In so doing, the stadium “of today
        mirrors the social order of society as a whole, right up to its mechanisms of exclusion” (Frank & Steets,
        2010, p. 291). Yet stadium design rationales circumvent this critique through seemingly objective divisions of
        space and bodies by zonation that make them appear apolitical and free from racial or class distinction.
      


      
        This boundary construction is more than a mirror of societal exclusion—it works to produce those social
        relations, as exclusions are constituted through a white spatial imaginary that makes the stadium into a “pure
        and homogenous space” by removing, marginalizing, and managing the populations that threaten this purity
        (Lipsitz, 2011). Driven by a sensibility of “harmony,” stadia surveillance and crowd control practices actively
        work to conceal the outside and the messiness of existing social relations. Indeed, the desire for the stadium
        to be a space of escape is explicitly predicated upon this foundation. This is why dominant media discourse
        surrounding racial protests in stadia doubles down on the belief that the stadium is a “sacred space” in which
        the purity of the game must be preserved (e.g. Williams, 2016). These discourses fail to account for how
        that purity is always already predicated on whiteness through its exclusion of acknowledging how race
        implicates sport and sporting practices. The stadium is therefore directly involved in concealing and
        containing racial struggle by working to manage the movement of bodies into specific zones, or to exclude them
        altogether. In so doing, the design of the stadium itself is constitutive of the racialized ideology that
        figures sports as apolitical. The stadium is positioned as a “harmonious” and “pure” space for sporting to take
        place, but that purity is predicated on the management and exclusion of bodies deemed threats to that purity.
      


      
        Numerous examples of racial justice protestors being arrested and ejected from stadia demonstrate how sports
        stadia purity is predicated on removing racial antagonism. Activists are routinely arrested when they use the
        stadium as a site to stage a social justice protest, even though those protests rarely interfere with the game
        or present threats of violence. For example, protestors in Minneapolis unfurled a banner protesting the Dakota
        Access Pipeline, standing in solidarity with Native American protestors, and were quickly arrested (Murphy,
        2017). Even when protests take place outside of the stadium, they are deemed a potential threat to fan
        enjoyment and the purity of the game. For example, when protestors staged a mock funeral to protest police
        brutality against the Black community outside the Cowboys stadium, nine people, almost all BIPOC identified,
        were arrested, even though they were reportedly following police orders to disperse (Branham, 2018). In
        St. Louis, after Michael Brown was killed and protests erupted in Ferguson, protestors outside of the Rams
        stadium were confronted by fans and a clash ensued, but it was two Black protestors who were arrested for
        inciting violence, even though observers suggested white fans coming out of the stadium started the conflict
        (Liss, 2014). In all of these examples, protests are constructed as dangerous in terms of how they
        threaten the right of fans to enjoy the game; protecting the “purity” of the game is secured through
        maintaining the stadium’s “purity.” However, if you google “NFL fan protest,” you will be inundated with
        thousands of images of white fans holding up signs protesting against protests in the stadium, reading,
        for example, “Protest on your own time,” “Proud American, I stand,” “Play football, not politics,” “Protest on
        your own dime, not my time,” and “The Silent Majority Stands
        with Trump.” The presumption of the stadium as a white space and organized along a white spatial logic is what
        allows these protests to be read as apolitical and not as protests at all (and therefore
        nonthreatening), but as rights and entitlements of fans/spectators. This is a fundamentally white supremacist
        logic, as it figures the stadium as a space in which whites are entitled to enjoyment, escape, and the “purity”
        of the game without having to be bothered by racial strife or antagonism. Stadium boundaries play a key role
        here encouraging stadium-goers to identify and see themselves as distinct from these protestors who are
        constructed as outsiders threatening the purity of the stadium.
      


      
        Stadium boundaries work as enclosures that make this kind of policing possible. They transform the stadium into
        an efficient space for surveillance that is implicitly racialized, encouraging spectators to identify with the
        surveillant gaze of the state. Enclosure enables surveillance by compartmentalizing “space into socially
        homogenous areas” and “reinforc[ing] boundaries between such groups and people come to literally know their
        place … encouraging docility and a status quo view of the world” (Bale, 1993, p. 126). Surveillance plays an
        important role in working to produce a “safe” stadium by discouraging certain behaviors while encouraging
        others.
      


      
        Mediatization of the stadium through television, CCTV, and digitization makes the stadium an efficient space
        for surveillance. Each spectator knows they are potentially being watched at any moment. The hope is this
        knowledge will encourage spectators to self-regulate their behavior and emotions in ways that align with the
        socially produced expectations determined by the securitized gaze of the surveillance state (Schafer &
        Roose, 2010, p. 239). Digitization of stadia further enables “collections of analytically arranged and
        segmented territories that distribute, locate, and separate bodies in a system wherein every individual is
        observable in their ascribed, purchased, or allotted place” (Gaffney, 2010, p. 29). Zoning the stadium into
        specific areas ensures individuals know their place. Architectural design helps to encourage individuals to
        stay in their place and discourages them from wandering beyond their specified area, while key card or digital
        access checkpoints and surveillance reinforces these boundaries and ensures those who cross them are
        appropriately punished. Individual seating makes spectators locatable and visible to the security apparatus
        (King, 2010, p. 22–23), while lighting enables everyone in the stadium to see and be seen (John et al.,
        2013, p. 233). And while good sightlines to the field enable spectators to become one with the players and
        consume sport spectacle, they also “help to deliver high levels of natural surveillance” (Sieradzski and Kelly,
        2015, p. 78).
      


      
        While spectators are encouraged to self-regulate through their internalization of the surveillant gaze, so too
        are they invited to identify with that gaze and to become surveillants themselves. The jumbotron, for example,
        invites spectators to see themselves as they are watched and take pleasure in watching others through close-ups
        of spectating fans or the “kiss cam,” which produce surveillance as “fun.” “Fan Codes of Conduct” more
        explicitly call on fans to identify with the stadium’s security apparatus, as they are enjoined to report
        “disruptive” behavior. In the Seahawks Fan Conduct Code, for example, spectators are expected to report “unruly
        behavior” with the missive:
      


      
        
          We are committed to improving your game day experience and providing a safe, family environment. To report
          any inappropriate activity that is disrupting your enjoyment of the game or for housekeeping needs,
          text-message … or call … a Guest Services or security member will respond to your location.
        


        
          (Seattle Seahawks, 2019)
        

      


      
        Of note is the continued linkage of “safety” with an idealization of the “family,” and how “unruly” behavior is
        subjectively defined by those behaviors that “disrupt your enjoyment.” Ultimately, fan codes of conduct enforce
        the expectation that spectators perform their duties as well-regulated, liberal citizens who identify with the
        securitized gaze of the state and police themselves and others.
      


      
        Notably, it is not only spectators who are subject to these surveillant practices—each of these apparatuses is
        also designed to facilitate the spectator’s (both in the stadium and at home) surveillance of athletes, as
        well. Indeed, professional athletes constitute some of society’s most carefully surveilled, monitored, and
        tracked bodies (Gaffney, 2010). Spectators are situated as surveillants of the players on the field, whose
        bodily displays are figured for the voyeuristic pleasure and consumption of fans. Stadium designs that maximize
        individual sightlines to the field but also separate the viewer from play create a simultaneous sense of
        identification and distance, encouraging the spectator to see themselves in a position of power through their
        spectatorial gaze onto the field. Stadium screens help to orient the spectator’s view of players, often through
        providing close-ups of individual players and plays, encouraging the spectator to view and surveil them through
        the lens and perspective of the TV camera. In football, where over 70% of the players on the field are Black
        while over 80% of the fans in the stadium are likely to be white (and less than 10% of fans are Black)
        (Gabler, 2014; Jerkins, 2016), these looking and surveillant relations have an uncomfortable
        relationship to colonial practices in which “Black males were forced to perform for white audiences”
        (Griffin & Calafell, 2011, p. 118). The way the stadium encourages spectators to identify with a
        voyeuristic and surveillant gaze produces a continuation of that colonial gaze, as it enjoins the spectator to
        see the Black sporting body as an object on display for their enjoyment. Baseball stadium spectators are
        equally, if not more so, as likely to be white as NFL fans, but players are about 60% white (Thompson,
        2014). This is due to a long history of racial segregation in baseball that is distinct from football, as
        well as structures and institutions within the sport that have systematically worked to exclude and alienate
        Black players (Tower, 2018).8 Thus, although the baseball stadium does not serve as a
        site for what is largely a spectacle of Black bodies performing for the white viewer, the structures of looking
        that the baseball stadium produces still encourages fans to identify with a white gaze. Because baseball is one
        of the few remaining sports in which whites dominate, the stadium becomes a place in which the predominantly
        white players are lionized as proof of white dominance. Black players, on the other hand, are subjected to a
        very different kind of gaze. Whereas the white gaze is structured as a kind of eroticized commodification of
        Black bodies in football, it is situated more so as a kind of disgust of the Black body in baseball, where fans
        treat their bodies as a “dirtying” of the field itself. Black players have repeatedly reported being the
        targets of white fans who shout racist slurs, display nooses to insinuate lynching, throw peanuts at them, and
        otherwise make the players targets of harassment (Bonesteel, 2020; Flake, 2020). It is thus
        within the stadium that Black male sporting bodies, whether figured as commodified objects of desire or
        disgust, are served up to the white gaze in ways that reinforce white superiority and dominance.
      


      
        The shift of surveillance to a medial space marked by data analytics, coded entry, and access points has
        enabled surveillance to appear de-racialized and objective, as it replaces the racist Jim Crow laws that
        structured stadium access overtly by race to a seemingly post-racial one. Zonation of the stadium produces an
        atomization of access, as one guidebook suggests, to create a “smooth and safe functioning of events” where
        “different categories of people require different structural conditions” (Wimmer et al., 2016, p. 79).
        Although the class dimensions of those hierarchies are evident in stadium designers’ descriptions of these
        categories of people and what they need, there are intersecting racial dimensions as well. First, classed
        spaces are, arguably, always raced spaces in the white spatial imaginary. Black and Brown bodies are routinely
        policed within spaces deemed to be reserved for the upper class, as they are assumed to not belong there and
        therefore pose a threat. The modern conception that Black bodies do not belong in wealthy spaces has a material
        dimension, as the production of post-war wealth in the US was built on a racial divide that facilitated capital
        investment into spaces designed for white bodies while systematically disinvesting from Black spaces (Lipsitz,
        2011). Second, while data analytics is steeped in a rhetoric of objectivity, as it is presumed to be “free”
        from subjective individuals’ prejudice, the algorithms on which data analytics are built reproduce the
        subjective biases of the people who make them and the systems into which they are put to work (Noble,
        2018). Data analytics therefore enable an appearance of post-racialism while sorting bodies in ways that
        reinforce preexisting hierarchies, as the codes themselves are predicated on social and systemic
        identification. It is worth noting here that, while they did mention class and gender, none of the stadium
        guidebooks consulted for this research, nor any individual team or stadium’s materials, mentioned race as a
        factor in stadium design. This is indicative of color-blind racism (Bonilla-Silva, 2006)—the enactment
        of racism through the repudiation of race and denial that racial difference exists or matters—as the guidelines
        instead defer race to other signifiers upon which racial differentiation can be built.
      


      
        Significantly, stadia are not, in fact, “safe spaces,” and fan violence remains a significant problem. There is
        relatively little information about the racial makeup of those arrested at games, but given the overwhelming
        whiteness of spectators, it is likely that the majority of arrests are white men. Although a Washington
        Post study showed that fan violence was a major issue at stadiums, with an average of six arrests per game,
        media rarely covers this violence (Babb & Rich, 2016). When they do, it is covered as the acts of a
        few bad apples, usually as a result of the overconsumption of alcohol. They do not cover this violence as
        indicative of toxic white masculinity and the kinds of affects and emotional intensity that the stadium, in
        fact, encourages. While surveillance, fan codes of conduct, policing, and crowd control in the stadium does
        work to identify and punish violent (white) fans, it is as if these kinds of behaviors are expected and
        anticipated as the inevitable outcomes of sporting rivalries. Although these acts are policed, the stadium
        design logic is not built around discouraging these particular acts of violence. Thus, while surveillance and
        the disciplinary apparatus is not always, or only, targeted at BIPOC bodies, the racialized genealogy of
        surveillance is important for understanding how these practices are tied to producing material and symbolic
        worlds within a white imaginary. It is on this basis, then, that the stadium’s securitization is always already
        bound up with enjoining spectators to identify with, and become subject to, a white spatial imaginary. These
        practices work to “implicitly … normalize the organization of social spaces around White values and beliefs,
        White logics and ideologies, and White activities and practices while at the same time asserting … that these
        spaces are nonracialized” (Embrick & Moore, 2020, p. 1941).
      


      
        Stadia are ultimately imbued with an implicit anti-Blackness, but that anti-Blackness only becomes visible when
        BIPOC bodies are in those spaces in ways that do not conform to the norms of whiteness that implicitly
        constitute these spaces. Protests against racial injustice makes the fact that the stadium is a white space
        visible. The backlash from white fans, team owners, sponsors, and journalists to these protests, which
        chastises players for not keeping their protests off the field, thus works as a kind of gatekeeping function to
        keep the stadium a white space by demanding that Black players in that space adhere to white norms and values
        of behavior, including the norm that they do not speak out against white supremacy and racial injustice. This
        is why those protests represent such a threat—they risk revealing how sport, and the stadium, is involved in
        upholding white supremacy.
      

    


    
      Making whiteness visible: resistance in the stadium


      
        Given the production of the stadium as a white space through practices of surveillance that encourage fans to
        identify with the racialized security apparatus of the state, it is perhaps unsurprising that the instances in
        which collective expressions and uprisings have occurred within the stadium tend toward the reproduction of
        white supremacy rather than racial justice. For example, in response to Take a Knee, we have yet to witness
        widespread collective kneeling on the part of spectators in football and baseball stands or a collective of
        fans chanting “Black Lives Matter” (although the latter has happened at WNBA games). While we see much
        collective resistance occur outside the stadium and on social media, fans inside the stadium have been more
        likely to chant “USA,” engage in collective booing, and engage in overtly racist acts through using racial
        slurs or symbols of lynching (Johnson, 2020). Even as the tide seemed to shift in terms of the NFL’s stance on
        Take a Knee after the summer 2020 protests, fans collectively booed during a moment of silence held for racial
        justice at a Kansas City Chiefs game (Associated Press, 2020). Although, on the one hand, these
        collective responses are perhaps indicative of the largely white fan base for both football and baseball, they
        are also indicative of how stadia have always been bound up with the containment of collective potentiality
        that threatens the dominant social order by constituting practices of ideal, white, liberal citizenship. When
        spectators, as well as athletes, step outside of the boundaries of those ideals, such as when activists
        unfurled a banner at Fenway Park in Boston declaring that “Racism is as American as Baseball” and were ejected
        from the stadium (Mather, 2017), they are treated as threats to be disciplined, contained, and removed.
        They are threats to the spatial purity of the stadium, having crossed the site’s boundary and dirtied the
        stadium with the outside world’s realities of racial strife. White supremacy and a white spatial imaginary
        enables the chanting of “USA” to appear as an apolitical critique of the Black Lives Matter movement’s
        infiltration of sport’s purity. Thus, the stadium’s design encourages collective expression, so long as it
        maintains the myth of sport’s apoliticization and does not threaten existing power relations.
      


      
        In the midst of the pandemic, popular discourse around Take a Knee and BLM in sports is shifting. The WNBA and
        NBA led the way in these shifts, when they went on strike in support of BLM. While Take a Knee had not yet
        pervaded the more predominantly white sport of baseball, Black Lives Matter reportedly took “center stage” on
        the MLB’s 2020 season opening day, as coaches and players collectively took a knee to demonstrate their
        resistance to police brutality. Athletes are also becoming more vocal about the kinds of racism they experience
        in the stadium. As BLM took hold, more players came out reporting these experiences, demanding teams do more to
        stop racism. In a somewhat unprecedented move, the Red Sox acknowledged that racism at their stadium was “a
        real problem” (Bonesteel, 2020), and they painted a 254-foot “Black Lives Matter” billboard on the highway
        facing side of Fenway (Asmelash, 2020). Even Roger Goodell, the commissioner of the NFL, has reversed
        course on Take a Knee, acknowledging that he was wrong to have banned kneeling and should have listened to
        Kaepernick (Bowen, 2020). In some ways, then, the brief shutdown of sports in the wake of the pandemic
        and the subsequent closure of sports stadia to fans has opened up sports to a more open and honest conversation
        about race and racism.
      


      
        Yet, even as support for BLM has grown amongst players, elites, sporting institutions, and amongst some fans
        (though white fans remain much more likely to be opposed to the movement [Maese & Guskin, 2020])
        after the killing of George Floyd and the WNBA/NBA strike, that support has taken place amidst largely empty
        stands devoid of fans. For now, the NFL and MLB are adopting messages of racial justice and bringing them into
        the stadium themselves, but in carefully contained ways and without making any substantive changes in their
        structures and policies. During the 2021 Superbowl, for example, the NFL posted a sign reading “End Racism” and
        “It Takes All of Us” in the endzone and premiered a racial justice themed commercial, titled “Inspire Change.”
        The signs and the commercial acknowledge, in general terms, racial injustice with a similarly vague commitment
        to give $250 million to “fight systemic racism.” However, “Inspire Change” promotes football, and sport more
        generally, as a meritocratic space in which anyone regardless of race, religion, and so forth compete “side by
        side,” thus fulfilling the promise of “one nation” (NFL, 2021). While the signage and commercial brought
        racial justice discourses into the stadium space, they did so by disavowing the sport’s inculcation in that
        injustice and reifying the mythos of sport’s apolitical ability to bring us together beyond politics.
      


      
        It is hard to know what to make of sport institutions’ support of BLM in this context. It’s tempting to read
        teams’ and leagues’ responses as efforts at brand management—in other words, as efforts to save face from
        criticism, wherein those in power proclaim their allegiance to racial justice and the BLM movement to manage
        risk. Rather than instituting meaningful and systemic policy change, these efforts are designed to ensure their
        brands remain profitable and, ultimately unthreatened, by protest. In some ways, it seems indicative of police
        who kneeled with the protestors during the day and then tear gassed and shot rubber bullets at them at night
        (Walker, 2020). And since the uptake of these discourses by sporting elites, protests by players in the
        stadium have indeed “waned to a trickle” (Streeter, 2021). So, what will happen when fans return to the
        stadium? Will players along with fans be encouraged to, without being seen and constructed as a potential
        threat, take a knee? Or will the infiltration of BLM and racial justice discourses into the stadium result in
        calls for even greater policing, surveillance, and control within the stadium, whether in the name of
        preventing a “riot,” violence between politically opposed fans, or because of the implicit association of
        Blackness and calls for racial justice with violence? In reflecting on how this chapter might contribute to
        understanding what kinds of meaningful changes can be made in football and baseball toward ending systemic
        racism, I would argue that attention to the racialized dimensions of the contemporary urban stadium needs to be
        on the agenda.
      

    


    
      Conclusion


      
        In this chapter, I’ve taken a non-media-centric media studies approach to figure the sports stadium as an urban
        media infrastructure and argued that it is constructed as a white space that perpetuates white supremacy. In
        this time of resurgent white nationalism, the stadium’s complicity with, and indeed constitution of, a white
        spatial imaginary should make it unsurprising that the sports stadium is the chosen space for the Trump rally.
        As Kusz (2019) notes, stadia serve as ideal sites for Trump rallies because the
      


      
        
          architecture and ideologies of these rallies share much in common with the way many white male groups
          associated with the alt-right also create homosocial spaces where they can establish a social world where
          white male prerogative and fantasies of white male omnipotence reign supreme.
        


        
          (p. 120)
        

      


      
        This chapter has hopefully made some of the ways in which stadium design, architecture, and practice, and the
        imbrication of media into the stadium and its socio-spatial practices and logics, are geared toward cultivating
        those affects by producing a white space. Specifically, focusing on football and baseball stadia in the US,
        I’ve argued the stadium is constructed through a white spatial imaginary in the way in which it propagates a
        spectacular space that encourages fans to identify with racialized surveillance, a white gaze, and crowd
        control practices. Thus, although the stadium has again emerged as a site of contesting US racial logics and
        ideologies through protests such as the Take a Knee, the ways in which the stadium is structured to contain
        those practices cannot be overlooked. Indeed, these resistant practices serve to make visible the racial logics
        on which the stadium is built. In highlighting how the contemporary stadium is explicitly built on the aim of
        containing these kinds of performative acts of resistance from spilling over to the crowd, I hope this chapter
        might therefore also contribute to an understanding of how those practices of space that constitute a white
        spatial imaginary might also be exploited, resisted, and dismantled. In so doing, the collective potentiality
        embodied in the stadium might instead be put to work to produce Other spatial imaginaries.
      

    


    
      Notes


      
        	
          I focus on football and baseball stadia because they remain the two most popular sports nationally,
          and they each play a significant role in the US cultural imaginary. While baseball helped constitute national
          identity in a critical period in which the nation’s demographics were changing because of the influx of
          immigrants during industrialization, football is now America’s most popular sport and the sport most
          associated with ideals of contemporary American citizenship (Andrews et al., 2012). The National
          Football League’s (NFL) ties to the military, forged after the 9/11 attacks on the World Trade Center in New
          York City, have further solidified its role in nation building (Butterworth, 2014). Although football
          outstrips baseball in terms of sheer numbers of fans, baseball remains important to US identity, evoking
          nostalgia for a less complicated, more unified America. I do not include a focus on the NBA and basketball
          arenas in this chapter, even as basketball has been an important space for the emergence of racial protests,
          including on the court. However, basketball has a differential relationship to the US cultural imaginary
          because of the sport’s discursive and ideological association with urban Blackness and its more diverse
          fandom. The NBA has long been invested in the promotion of the league through marketing the Blackness
          associated with the sport as hip, urban, and cool (Andrews et al., 2012). Thus, while the racial logics at
          work in the basketball arena are not entirely dissimilar from those in baseball and football, its unique
          relationship to discourses of urban Blackness constitute its spatial logics differentially, and the limits of
          space prevent me from addressing those distinctions here.
        


        	
          The movement has spread to other sports leagues as well, including the WNBA, NBA, MLS, and the MLB.
        


        	
          Racial activism in sport has a long history. Perhaps the most famous example of stadium activism is
          during the 1968 Olympics when Tommie Smith and John Carlos raised their fists in a Black Power salute while
          the national anthem played during the medal ceremony. Like Kaepernick, they too faced backlash from the
          Olympic Committee, sports leagues, media, and fans critiquing their “politicization” of sport, which
          continued to affect their careers well after their protest (Hartmann, 2003).
        


        	
          The typology of stadium-building generations is the subject of debate. Here, I’ve simplified Sheard
          et al.’s (2005) typology of five generations into three overarching eras that are characteristic of the
          major generational shifts in stadium building as they relate to media and race.
        


        	
          Interstate highways were frequently built through bulldozing urban Black and poor neighborhoods. Doing
          so was both politically and economically expedient, as these populations were less likely to have the kind of
          political power to harness resistance and halt construction (although many tried) and their destruction (to
          make way for both highways and stadia) served economic interests in the name of “slum clearance” by disposing
          economically struggling neighborhoods that could then be seized by private capital and investment for profit.
        


        	
          It’s important to note here that most of the research shows stadia do not substantially contribute to
          poverty alleviation in cities and, more often, have an adverse effect on neighborhoods and their economic
          development (Lipsitz, 2011).
        


        	
          Over 70% of football players in the NFL are Black men, while making up only 6% of the population
          (Jerkins, 2016).
        


        	
          Less than 8% of MLB players are Black (Tower, 2018).
        

      

    


    
      References


      
        	
          Andrews, D. L., Mower, R. L., & Silk, M. L. (2012). Ghettocentrism and the Essentialized Black
          Male Athlete. In D. J. Leonard & C. R. King (Eds.), Commodified and criminalized: New racism and
          African Americans in contemporary sports (pp. 1–22). Rowman & Littlefield.
        


        	
          Asmelash, L. (2020, July 23). The Boston Red Sox put up a Black Lives Matter billboard over the
          Massachusetts Turnpike. CNN. https://www.cnn.com/2020/07/22/us/boston-red-sox-black-lives-matter-trnd/index.html
        


        	
          Associated Press. (2020, September 11). NFL fans boo during moment of silence for racial injustice at
          Chiefs, Texans game in Missouri. KTLA-5. https://ktla.com/news/nationworld/nfl-fans-boo-during-moment-of-silence-for-racial-injustice-at-chiefs-texans-game-in-missouri/
        


        	
          Babb, K., & Rich, S. (2016, October 28). A quietly escalating issue for NFL: Fan violence and how
          to contain it. Washington Post. https://www.washingtonpost.com/sports/redskins/a-quietly-escalating-issue-for-nfl-fan-violence-and-how-to-contain-it/2016/10/28/4ec37964-9470-11e6-bb29-bf2701dbe0a3_story.html
        


        	
          Bale, J. (1993). The Spatial Development of the Modern Stadium. International Review for the
          Sociology of Sport, 28(2–3), 121–133. doi:10.1177/101269029302800204
        


        	
          Bernstein, S. B., Smith, Z. T., & Montez de Oca, J. (2020). ‘Sit in the Shadows’: The Black Body
          as American Event. In I. R. Lamond & J. Moss (Eds.), Liminality and critical event studies:
          Borders, boundaries, and contestation (pp. 167–185). Palgrave Macmillan.
        


        	
          Bonds, A., & Inwood, J. (2016). Beyond White Privilege: Geographies of White Supremacy and Settler
          Colonialism. Progress in Human Geography, 40(6), 715–733. doi:10.1177/0309132515613166
        


        	
          Bonesteel, M. (2020, June 11). Red Sox acknowledge racism at Fenway Park ‘is real,’ promise action.
          The Washington Post. https://www.washingtonpost.com/sports/2020/06/11/red-sox-acknowledge-racism-fenway-park-is-real-promise-
          action/
        


        	
          Bonilla-Silva, E. (2006). Racism without racists: Color-blind racism and the persistence of
          racial inequality in the United States. Rowman & Littlefield.
        


        	
          Bowen, F. (2020, June 10). NFL commissioner says the league should have listened to players who took a
          knee. Washington Post. https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/kidspost/nfl-admits-the-league-should-have-listened-to-players-who-took-a-knee/2020/06/10/4c8062da-a2f3-11ea-b5c9-570a91917d8d_story.html
        


        	
          Boykoff, J., & Carrington, B. (2019). Sporting dissent: Colin Kaepernick, NFL activism, and media
          framing contests. International Review for the Sociology of Sport, 55(7), 829–849.
        


        	
          Branham, D. (2018, September 18). 9 freed from jail after arrests on traffic obstruction charges
          during Botham Jean protest outside AT & T Stadium. The Dallas Morning News. https://www.dallasnews.com/news/crime/2018/09/18/9-freed-from-jail-after-arrests-on-traffic-obstruction-charges-during-botham-jean-protest-outside-att-stadium/
        


        	Butterworth, M. L. (2014). Public Memorializing in the Stadium_ Mediated Sport, the 10th
        Anniversary of 9/11, and the Illusion of Democracy. Communication & Sport, 2(3),
        203–224. doi:10.1177/2167479513485735
        


        	
          Carrington, B. (2011). ‘What I Said was Racist – But I’m Not a Racist’: Anti-Racism and the White
          Sports/Media Complex. In J. Long & K. Spracklen (Eds.), Sport and challenges to racism (pp.
          83–99). Palgrave Macmillan.
        


        	
          Daum, C. W. (2019). Taking a Knee: Neoliberalism, Radical Imaginaries, and the NFL Player Protest.
          New Political Science, 41(4), 514–528. doi:10.1080/07393148.2019.1686739
        


        	
          Duvall, S.-S. (2020). Too Famous to Protest: Far-Right Online Community Bonding Over Collective
          Desecration of Colin Kaepernick, Fame, and Celebrity Activism. Journal of Communication Inquiry,
          44(3), 256–278. doi:10.1177/ 0196859920911650
        


        	
          Embrick, D. G., & Moore, W. L. (2020). White Space(s) and the Reproduction of White Supremacy.
          American Behavioral Scientist, 64(14), 1935–1945. doi:10.1177/0002764220975053
        


        	
          Falcous, M., Hawzen, M. G., & Newman, J. I. (2019). Hyperpartisan Sports Media in Trump’s America:
          The Metapolitics of Breitbart Sports. Communication & Sport, 7(5), 588–610.
          doi:10.1177/2167479518801557
        


        	
          Flake, D. (2020). Protecting Professional Athletes from Spectator Harassment. SSRN Electronic
          Journal. doi:10.2139/ssrn.3669171
        


        	
          Frank, S., & Steets, S. (2010). Stadium worlds: Football, space and the built
          environment. Routledge.
        


        	
          Gabler, N. (2014, May 30). NFL: Last sports bastion of white, male conservatives. Reuters
          Blogs. http://blogs.reuters.com/great-debate/2014/05/30/nfl-last-sports-
          bastion-of-white-male-conservatives/
        


        	
          Gaffney, C. T. (2010). Temples of the earthbound gods: Stadiums in the cultural landscapes of
          Rio de Janeiro and Buenos Aires. University of Texas Press.
        


        	
          Graber, S. M., Figueroa, E. J., & Vasudevan, K. (2019). Oh, Say, Can You Kneel: A Critical
          Discourse Analysis of Newspaper Coverage of Colin Kaepernick’s Racial Protest. Howard Journal of
          Communications, 1–17. doi:10.1080/10646175.2019.1670295
        


        	
          Gregory, S. (2020, April 1). The world’s sports stadiums are turning into hospitals.
          Time. https://time.com/5813442/coronavirus-stadiums-hospitals/
        


        	
          Griffin, R. A., & Calafell, B. M. (2011). Control, Discipline, and Punish: Black Masculinity and
          (in)visible Whiteness in the NBA. In M. G. Lacy & K. A. Ono (Eds.), Critical rhetorics of
          race (pp. 117–136). New York University Press.
        


        	
          Guschwan, M. (2014). Stadium as Public Sphere. Sport in Society, 17(7), 884–900.
          doi:10.1080/17430437.2013.806036
        


        	
          Hartmann, D. (2003). Race, culture, and the revolt of the Black athlete: The 1968 Olympic
          protests and their aftermath. University of Chicago Press.
        


        	
          Hillman, C. (2016). American sports in an age of consumption: How commercialization is changing
          the game. McFarland.
        


        	
          Jerkins, M. (2016, August 29). Colin Kaepernick’s national anthem protest. Rolling Stone.
          https://www.rollingstone.com/culture/culture-sports/what-colin-kaepernicks-
          national-anthem-protest-tells-us-about-america-247887/
        


        	
          John, G., Sheard, R., & Vickery, B. (2013). Stadia: The populous design and development
          guide. Routledge.
        


        	
          Johnson, P. (2020). Playing with Lynching: Fandom Violence and the Black Athletic Body.
          Television & New Media, 21(2), 169–183. doi:10.1177/1527476419879913
        


        	
          King, A. (2010). The New European Stadium. In Sybille Frank & S. Steets (Eds.), Stadium
          worlds: Football, space and the built environment (pp. 19–36). Routledge.
        


        	
          Kusz, K. W. (2019). “Winning Bigly”: Sporting Fantasies of White Male Omnipotence in the Rise of Trump
          and Alt Right White Supremacy. Journal of Hate Studies, 14(1), 113. doi:10.33972/jhs.127
        


        	
          Kusz, K. W. (2020). Making American White Men Great Again: Tom Brady, Donald Trump, and the Allure of
          White Male Omnipotence in Post-Obama America. In R. Magrath, J. Cleland, & E. Anderson (Eds.), The
          Palgrave handbook of masculinity and sport (pp. 283–304). Springer International Publishing.
          doi:10.1007/978-3-030-19799-5_16
        


        	
          Leonard, D. J., & King, C. R. (2012). Commodified and criminalized: New racism and African
          Americans in contemporary sports. Rowman & Littlefield.
        


        	
          Lipsitz, G. (2011). How racism takes place. Temple University Press.
        


        	
          Lisle, B. D. (2017). Modern coliseum_ Stadiums and American culture. University of
          Pennsylvania Press.
        


        	
          Liss, S. (2014, October 20). Police arrest two Ferguson protesters in clash with Rams fans.
          STLtoday.Com. https://www.stltoday.com/news/local/police-arrest-two-ferguson-protesters-in-clash-with-rams-fans/article_dcca3100-aa78-5ea0-a55f-c8833a07a4f6.html
        


        	
          Maese, R., & Guskin, E. (2020, September 9). Most Americans support athletes speaking out, say
          anthem protests are appropriate, Post poll finds. Washington Post. https://www.washingtonpost.com/sports/2020/09/10/poll-nfl-anthem-protests/
        


        	“Many NFL stadiums in high-crime areas.” (2001, September 7). Pittsburgh
        Business Times. https://www.bizjournals.com/pittsburgh/stories/2001/09/03/daily30.html
        


        	
          Mather, V. (2017, September 14). ‘Racism is as American as baseball’ banner unfurled at Fenway Park.
          The New York Times. https://www.nytimes.com/2017/09/14/sports/baseball/boston-red-sox-fenway-park-racism.html
        


        	
          Morley, D. (2009). For a Materialist, Non—Media-Centric Media Studies. Television & New
          Media, 10(1), 114–116. doi:10.1177/1527476408327173
        


        	
          Murphy, B. (2017, January 1). Protest banner disrupts Vikings-Bears game at US Bank Stadium.
          Pioneer Press. https://www.twincities.com/2017/01/01/protest-banner-disrupts-vikings-game/
        


        	
          NFL. (2021, February 7). Inspire change [Video]. YouTube. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bu_kAMpCKME
        


        	
          Noble, S. U. (2018). Algorithms of oppression: Data discrimination in the age of Google.
          NYU Press.
        


        	
          Oates, T. P. (2007). The Erotic Gaze in the NFL Draft. Communication and Critical/Cultural
          Studies, 4(1), 74–90. doi:10.1080/14791420601138351
        


        	
          Row, J. (2016, November 23). A Safe Space for Racism. The New Republic. https://newrepublic.com/article/138990/safe-space-racism
        


        	
          Schafer, M. S., & Roose, J. (2010). Emotions in Sports Stadia. In S. Frank & S. Steets (Eds.),
          Stadium worlds: Football, space and the built environment (pp. 229–244). Routledge.
        


        	
          Schiller, N. (2020). Urban Media as Infrastructure for Social Change. In Z. Krajina & D. Stevenson
          (Eds.), The Routledge companion to urban media and communication (pp. 204–214). Routledge.
        


        	“Seattle Seahawks.” (2019). https://www.seahawks.com/game-day/gameday-
        policies/fan-code-of-conduct/?campaign=sf:fanshare:facebook
        


        	
          Selbe, N. (2020, August 23). Roger Goodell offers apology to colin Kaepernick: “I wish we had
          listened earlier”. Sports Illustrated. https://www.si.com/nfl/2020/08/24/roger-goodell-apologizes-colin-kaepernick-national-anthem-protest
        


        	
          Shabazz, R. (2015). Spatializing blackness architectures of confinement and Black masculinity in
          Chicago. University of Illinois Press.
        


        	
          Sheard, R., Powell, R., & Bingham-Hall, P. (2005). The stadium_ Architecture for the new
          global culture. Periplus.
        


        	
          Sieradzski, A., & Kelly, A. (2015). Engineering Secure Stadiums. In P. Culley & J. Pascoe
          (Eds.), Stadium and arena design (Second edition, pp. 73–82). ICE Publishing. doi:10.1680/saad.57906
        


        	
          Spocchia, G. (2020, June 20). George Floyd protests: LA police use Jackie Robinson Stadium as jail.
          The Independent. https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/us-politics/la-police-jackie-robinson-stadium-jail-george-floyd-protests-a9546911.html
        


        	
          Streeter, K. (2021, January 25). The talk of the super bowl is quarterbacks, except one. The New
          York Times. https://www.nytimes.com/2021/01/25/sports/football/kaepernick-kneeling-protests-super-bowl.html
        


        	
          Sze, J. (2009). Sports and Environmental Justice: “Games” of Race, Place, Nostalgia, and Power in
          Neoliberal New York City. Journal of Sport & Social Issues, 33(2), 111–129.
          doi:10.1177/0193723509332581
        


        	
          Thompson, D. (2014, February 10). Which sports have the whitest/richest/oldest fans? The
          Atlantic. https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2014/02/which-sports-have-the-whitest-richest-oldest-fans/283626/
        


        	
          Tower, N. (2018, December 12). In an ethnic breakdown of sports, NBA takes lead for most
          diverse. Global Sport Matters. https://globalsportmatters.com/culture/2018/12/12/in-an-ethnic-breakdown-of-sports-nba-takes-lead-for-most-diverse/
        


        	
          Trumpbour, R. C. (2007). The new cathedrals: Politics and media in the history of stadium
          construction. Syracuse University Press.
        


        	
          Walker, C. (2020). Police attacked protesters after kneeling for “Solidarity” photo op,
          activists say. Truthout. https://truthout.org/articles/police-attacked-protesters-after-
          kneeling-for-solidarity-photo-op-activists-say/
        


        	
          Williams, A. (2016, October 4). Stadium protests violate America’s last remaining safe
          space. The Undefeated. https://theundefeated.com/features/stadium-
          protests-violate-americas-last-remaining-safe-space/
        


        	
          Wimmer, M., Humann, I., & Martovitskaya, Anna. (2016). Stadium buildings: Construction and
          design manual. DOM Publishers.
        


        	
          Wood, D. (2020, September 23). As pandemic deaths add up, racial disparities persist—and in some cases
          worsen. NPR.Org. https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2020/09/23/914427907/as-pandemic-deaths-add-up-racial-
          disparities-persist-and-in-some-cases-worsen
        


        	
          Yang, C., & Cole, C. L. (2020). Smart Stadium as a Laboratory of Innovation: Technology, Sport,
          and Datafied Normalization of the Fans. Communication & Sport, doi:10.1177/2167479520943579
        


        	
          Zimmer, C. (2011). Surveillance Cinema: Narrative between Technology and Politics. Surveillance
          & Society, 8(4), 427–440. doi: 10.24908/ss.v8i4.4180
        


        	
          Zinganel, M. (2010). The Stadium as Cash Machine. In S. Frank & S. Steets (Eds.), Stadium
          worlds: Football, space and the built environment (pp. 77–98). Routledge.
        


        	
          Zirin, D. (2008). A people’s history of sports in the United States: 250 years of politics,
          protest, people, and play. The New Press.
        

      

    


    
      11 Whiteness and the ambiguous racial
      politics of Hulu’s The Handmaid’s Tale


      
        Stefania Marghitu and Kelsey Moore
      


      
        DOI: 10.4324/9781003215172-14
      

    

    
      Introduction


      
        Since 1985, Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale has served as a cautionary tale of reproductive rights
        as the rise of Reaganism and televangelism rocked the United States. When Hulu adapted the novel into a
        streaming miniseries (2017–2021), the parallelisms between Reagan and the Trump/Pence administration became
        tangibly and visibly palpable. Atwood’s original work features a specific sect of women stripped of all civil
        liberties. Due to an infertility crisis drastically reducing global birth rates, an ultraconservative religious
        group overtakes the United States government to form a new regime known as the Republic of Gilead. Taken
        directly from the Old Testament, Gilead refers to a land of fertility and abundance in the Book of Genesis.
        This same book also includes the tale of barren Rebecca, which serves as a model for Gilead’s
        government-sanctioned reproduction ritual known as The Ceremony. In the Book of Genesis, Rachel offers her
        handmaid Bilhah to her husband Jacob in hopes that Rachel may have his children “by” her. Gilead’s monthly
        “ceremonies” are direct interpretations of this passage: once a month, each handmaid is forced to lie between
        the knees of the commander’s wife so the two women may become “one flesh, one flower waiting to be seeded” by
        the commander of the household (Season 1, Episode 4, “Nolite Te Bastardes Carborundorum”).
      


      
        This is one of the many facets of oppression enacted by the Gileadean regime. Dominated by white male Christian
        fundamentalists, Gilead does not separate church and state; religion dictates all law, and all civil liberties
        such as freedom of speech (and the press), voting, land ownership, and women’s rights have been stripped away.
        It comes as no surprise, then, that such a narrative would find renewed relevance at the onset of the
        Trump/Pence administration. As the administrative mouthpiece for the Conservative Right, Vice President Mike
        Pence consistently referred to himself as a “Christian, a conservative, and a Republican, in that order”
        (Tolentino, 2017, para. 1), and the four years of the Trump administration saw an amplified attack on
        women’s right to reproductive healthcare. One of Trump’s first actions as president involved reinstating the
        Reagan-enacted global gag rule - which defunded any health clinic that discussed abortion or provided
        facilities to advisors - blocking Planned Parenthood funding, and trying (on multiple fronts), to overturn
        Roe v. Wade. These threats underline the US government’s often- draconian relationship with
        women’s reproductive rights that comes under even greater threats during conservative administrations. The
        current makeup of the Supreme Court due to Trump’s appointment of three anti-abortion judges became the
        clearest threat to Roe. Since the 1970s, Evangelicals’ role in right-wing politics has reshaped support
        for the Republican party: for example, white Evangelical support for Donald Trump surpassed 80%, exceeding that
        of former Republican president George W. Bush (Haberman, 2018). Ideologically, the Trump campaign
        pandered to white fundamentalist Christians by fighting against abortion, birth control, and the ideas of
        feminism and social justice movements. In essence, Trump’s campaign slogan of “Make America Great Again”
        recalls past governments and religious leaders, from Nixon to televangelist Jerry Falwell to contemporary
        right-wing platforms such as Breitbart, who speak to a past in which marginalized groups did not gain advances,
        the government was not accountable to the poor or vulnerable, and the underpinnings of white supremacy were
        magnified. The increased support for Trump from online platforms that followed the conspiracy theorist QAnon
        increased zealous and fanatical followings of the president, as well as a new generation of right-wing groups
        such as The Proud Boys (Rose, 2021). QAnon supporters even came to win political elections, such as
        Georgia’s Marjorie Taylor Greene, whose platform was founded on gun rights and anti-abortion positions, and who
        expressed anti-Semitic and Islamophobic views during her campaign (Palmer, 2020).
      


      
        Across its multiple iterations, The Handmaid’s Tale is not only a cautionary tale, but also a
        reminder of how the ideals and image of the White Anglo-Saxon Protestants are rooted in the US colonial
        origins. Further, it sheds light on existing religious fundamentalist groups and spaces in the US. One of the
        most dangerous repercussions of the 2016 election was Trump’s decision to directly address and court groups who
        were considered “fringe” or long gone, from right-wing religious fundamentalists to hate groups, the Ku Klux
        Klan (KKK), and those who identified as white nationalists and neo-Nazis. In Atwood’s source material, all
        handmaids are white, and all African-Americans are exiled from the new regime. This places white supremacy at
        the center of Gilead’s mandate, although it does not expand on issues of racism crucial to systemic oppression.
        The only exception to this whites-only state is postmenopausal black women who serve as Marthas, which does
        address issues of American slavery and the “mammy” stereotype in film and media. However, Hulu’s adaptation
        deviates from its source material in this regard. Since its first season, the series has implemented a
        “color-blind casting” method, which has ultimately led to a number of People of Color in some of the series’
        key roles. While the protagonist, June (Elisabeth Moss), is white, award-winning supporting cast member Samira
        Wiley portrays Moira, a black handmaid. Alongside a third handmaid (Alexis Bledel), Wiley’s character faces
        persecution based on her sexuality (she is a lesbian), which is also a new addition in the adaptation.
        Furthermore, the Marthas become leaders of the resistance movement, which reflects black women’s active
        involvement in politics and racial and gender equality at the individual and collective level, even as they
        still face inequalities of their own. The founders of #blacklivesmatter, similarly, were African-American women
        who served as social justice leaders.
      


      
        While the televisual adaptation of The Handmaid’s Tale attempts to address racial erasure from the
        whiteness of Atwood’s Gilead, online discourses surrounding the series ultimately concur that its racial
        dynamics are at a surface level. Consequently, by depicting a white supremacist regime that focuses on issues
        of gender without acknowledging the intersection of race, ethnicity, class, and nationality, Hulu’s adaptation
        further highlights the historical struggles of feminism through a singular lens. In this case, issues of white
        feminism and what Sarah Banet-Weiser calls “popular feminism” are particularly apt. The notion of popular
        feminism attempts to account for the contemporary social conditions and practices that incorporate feminist
        logics into various cultural and economic contexts. As Sarah Banet-Weiser (2018b) emphasizes, the very
        notion of popular feminism is an expression of feminism contingent upon visibility, cultural readiness, and
        widespread dissemination throughout popular media, and in an era dominated by Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter,
        this inevitably amounts to “shared images, likes, clicks, followers, retweets, and the like” (para. 5). For
        better or worse, popular feminism finds itself “trending” all of the time. Notably though, Banet-Weiser
        (2018a) situates this longevity carefully in between consent and resistance, as “the most visible
        popular feminism is that within the area of consent: it consents to heteronormativity, to the universality of
        whiteness, to dominant economic formations, to a trajectory of capitalist ‘success’” (para. 15). In doing so,
        it (re)affirms its own discernibility across a neoliberal media landscape that has increasingly juggled popular
        feminism and popular misogyny in tandem. While these conflicting populist forces underline the broader,
        sociocultural effects of the Trump/Pence administration, such conditions also account for much of The
        Handmaid’s Tale’s contemporary resonance. While digital activism has made the series a catalyst and symbol
        of feminist resistance under Trump’s administration, its lack of racial nuance - that disseminates through its
        digital representations and subsequent on- and offline political activism - indicates the deeply ingrained
        racial divides within the United States, as well as divisions within feminist movements that do not incorporate
        race and ethnicity along with gender inequalities.
      


      
        This chapter will discuss both the racial ambiguity of Hulu’s The Handmaid’s Tale, and also how Wiley’s
        character, digital potential, and fan activism allow the series to be bigger than its own world. As a catalyst
        and symbol, The Handmaid’s Tale has fueled activism surrounding reproductive rights. However, its
        failure to directly address racial inequality indicates the ongoing issues of on- and off-screen
        decision-making in the television industry, as well as the government’s powerful influence over media and
        politics alike.
      

    


    
      The (white) women of Gilead


      
        Unlike Atwood’s source material, which expels nearly all minorities away from Gilead altogether, Hulu’s
        adaptation has actively cast People of Color in multiple roles across the series. As previously mentioned, the
        most prominent of which sees Samira Wiley as June’s best friend and a handmaid herself. On one hand, showrunner
        Bruce Miller has attributed this deviation to “colorblind casting”1 and the undeniable talent
        of the actors themselves. As he told Vulture’s Angelica Jade Bastién (2017), “When Samira Wiley
        comes and auditions, you cast her. She is amazing. She was Moira” (para. 5). On the other hand,
        Miller has acknowledged that this change additionally reflects the advancements within the evangelical
        movement, and that this particular take on Gilead is intentionally post-racial. Such comments have prompted
        criticism from multiple digital fronts. Wiley has explained the show seeks to “focus squarely on all women,
        [as] all races, ethnicities, and socioeconomic backgrounds were affected equally by the increased sexism of
        Gilead” (Jusino, 2017, para. 2).
      


      
        Nevertheless, the most privileged women in Hulu’s Gilead are the wives of government officials. While these
        women are loyal to their husbands, the government, and their religion, they remain under the same laws that
        deny all women any autonomous freedoms, such as reading or working outside of the home. Within the series, the
        majority of these women are white, as are the leaders of Gilead. The dominating whiteness of the wives stands
        in stark contrast to the series’ Marthas and handmaids, who are portrayed by multiple ethnicities and races.
        This casting decision parallels the demographic makeup of a majority of US politicians in Congress; though
        today’s Congress is the most diverse in US history, Pew Research Center reports that 77% of all voting members
        are white (Schaeffer, 2021) and 73% are male (Blazina & Desilver, 2021). However, while white
        supremacy is clearly at the core of the ruling class, it is not addressed as a distinguishing element of
        Gilead. As the narrative of The Handmaid’s Tale explores what Atwood has called her own take on
        17th-century theocracy and American Puritanism, Gilead’s extreme devotion to the Old Testament
        serves as its most common and defining trait (Peary, 1990, para. 8).
      


      
        In June’s household, officer Fred Waterford is a high-ranking official, and his wife Serena Joy Waterford is
        confined to domestic duties and social gatherings amongst other wives and government officials. However,
        flashbacks to Serena’s life preceding Gileadian law reveal her past professional life and her desires for
        becoming an eventual figurehead for the future; they also serve an expositional purpose, detailing the eventual
        uprising led by the Sons of Jacob - an ultraconservative and religious group that included Fred Waterford and
        others - that overtook Congress and formed the Gileadian Republic. While viewers can think of other nations
        ruled by theocracies, it also sheds light on the US’s own troubled relationship with Christianity and its
        dominance. This fictionalized group mirrors the pro-Trump support groups from The Proud Boys to historical hate
        groups from the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) to various white nationalist allegiances. After two months alone in the
        former newspaper offices, June comes to the conclusion that the Sons of Jacob “were there. All the time. But no
        one noticed you.” This speaks to the sense of the liberal “bubble” June lived in, which did not expose her to
        those who shared radically different views. Alternatively, The Sons of Jacob also reflect how politicians such
        as Reagan and Trump appealed to white nationalists as the “silent majority.” Further, in the aftermath of the
        2016 presidential elections, the division of the United States by Democrat and Republican voters, regions, and
        beliefs became striking. While Trump’s election was initially a shock to many moderate liberals or those within
        their own bubble, large numbers of white nationalists were emboldened by the presidential nominee to proudly
        declare their hate-fueled ideologies. For others, such as minoritized groups, immigrants, and religious
        minorities, Trump’s election reflected that the US’s progressive achievements were not as ingrained as liberal
        imaginations hoped. As The Handmaid’s Tale’s flashback scenes tellingly reveal, for those who
        comfortably occupied liberal spheres such as academia, publishing, and more progressive cities and states, the
        Sons of Jacob’s coup d’état was initially considered as far-fetched a notion as a Donald Trump
        presidency.
      


      
        In “A Woman’s Place” (Season 1, Episode 6), a pre-Gileadean flashback reveals that Fred and Serena were, at one
        time, working professionals and equals. At one point, Serena passionately suggests the idea of “fertility as a
        national resource, reproduction as a moral imperative” is fodder for the new book she plans to write. When
        Serena begins to express self-doubt, Fred unhesitatingly encourages her to pursue the project. Shortly after,
        they receive word that three attacks will occur (on Congress first, followed by the White House). Serena
        responds with “Praised Be,” a phrase later adopted as a Gileadian expression of gratitude. While Fred is
        apprehensive about the violence about to occur, Serena is immediately confident in its necessity: “Things have
        to change … There’s pain now. So much of it. We’re saving them. We’re doing God’s work.”
      


      
        Despite Serena’s integral faith in the federal takeover, a subsequent flashback reaffirms its ultimate
        consequences, which she too must bear. As she awaits an audience with the members of the newly formed
        government, Fred informs her that, despite his protests, she will not be allowed to speak after all. Though
        Serena is clearly disappointed, she dutifully remains subservient and leaves. Fred discusses this rejection
        with a male colleague, who concedes that it is their own fault, as they “gave them more than they could
        handle.” Referring to women broadly, he continues: “So much focus on academic pursuits and professional
        ambition let them forget their real purpose. We won’t let that happen again.” This reveals the new government’s
        shift to prioritizing women’s “real purpose” as mothers and wives in the domestic sphere.
      


      
        The reasoning behind such “purpose” partially emanates from the regime’s belief that the infertility crisis
        occurred at the hands of women themselves. As Aunt Lydia, chief indoctrinator of all handmaids, states in the
        pilot episode, “As birth rates fell, they made things worse. Birth control pills. Morning after pills.
        Murdering babies just so they could have their orgies, their Tinder. They were dirty women. They were sluts.”
        Consequently, the role of handmaid is ofttimes twofold: She is at once a fertile woman physically capable of
        carrying children and a sinner in some respect. While some handmaids like Moira and Emily are “gender traitors”
        (a term that implies that they are lesbians), the regime sees June as morally flawed because she began her
        relationship with her now-husband while he was still married to another woman. Yet, the role of the handmaid
        may also be assigned to the female children of Gilead; June’s own daughter, who was ‘adopted’ (or essentially
        kidnapped) by a government family, is too a ‘handmaid in training.’ In one way or another, all women are forced
        to take on roles that are supplicants to fathers, husbands, and all other men. Such subservience is reflected
        in all facets of the handmaid’s role, including the “sacred” adoption of patronymics, which strips June of her
        given name. As the handmaid of the commander, she must now answer to “Offred.”
      

    


    
      Memeifying sexism


      
        Hulu has aligned its adaptation with the Trump administration’s political landscape since its first
        appearance(s) throughout the digital sphere. Handmaid’s final teaser trailer debuted on YouTube on
        International Women’s Day 2017—the same day that the Women’s March and International Women’s Strike
        collectively organized “A Day Without A Woman”—and its April streaming debut aptly coincided with the tail end
        of Donald Trump’s first hundred days in office. Its narrative across streaming and popular imaginaries alike
        has thus been one of parallelism and timeliness from the beginning. Online outlet Marie Claire, for
        example, published “All the Chilling Parallels between The Handmaid’s Tale and Life for Women in Trump’s
        America” (Moscatello, 2017) over a month before the show premiered. These early lists foreground
        Gilead’s control over women’s fertility and health, whereabouts, and access to information. Similarly, The
        Guardian’s first article on the show’s “timeliness”—that Jessica Valenti (2017) ultimately
        attributed to the narrative’s timelessness—highlights the prescience of the book and the show a day
        after the first three episodes went live. Here, Valenti argues that the show’s “real horrors” lie in its
        depiction of “what everyday sexism really means ... a creeping sort of sexism that American women are all too
        familiar with” (para. 6). While Valenti specifically recalls a scene involving both June and Moira to make said
        point, this article (as well as Marie Claire’s) problematically lacks any mention of Moira’s
        intersectional position or the show’s (mis)handling of race in general. Such reviews elucidate how “American
        sexism” itself—and renditions of popular feminism and misogyny, by extension—generally constitute a
        ‘one-size-fits-all package’ within the popular digital sphere for both critic and fan.
      


      
        While major press outlets grounded their own reflections vis-à-vis theoretical comparisons, the majority of
        fans took a more visual approach by way of Internet memes. While over three thousand Twitter users have
        retweeted aerial shots of handmaids in an outdoor procession captioned, “Live from the WH Rose Garden”
        (Perrone, 2017), other tweets blatantly feature the infamous ceremony itself through one image in
        particular: an overhead shot captures June-now-Offred as she numbly lies on the bed; her arms are pinned down
        to each side by Serena (the wife of her rapist), whose teal dress strikingly dominates the background of the
        frame. Though Offred’s eyes are pointed downwards, her blank gaze connotes a sense of simultaneous rage and
        defeat, as she is both emotionally removed yet hyperaware of such inescapable surroundings and her inevitable
        fate. While this image has since been accompanied by a multitude of textual references, its initial circulation
        was a direct response to the New American Health Care Act (AHCA) narrowly passed by the House in May
        2017.2 Though the bill ultimately failed to progress through the Senate, its potential impact
        on women’s health coverage was enough to symbolically align “Trumpcare 2.0” to the Gilead regime.
      


      
        While many tweets focus on Trump’s version of healthcare—which perhaps may be more appropriately considered a
        lack thereof—it bears noting that Handmaid’s memes are an extensive phenomenon in their own right.
        Responses to Season One significantly feature one scene from the first episode: as Offred and Ofglen shop for
        daily supplies in a heavily surveilled supermarket, they come across a display bin of oranges. Offred numbly
        stares at the fruit while surrounding handmaids celebrate the inventory at hand, as such an abundance signifies
        Gilead’s latest territorial victories. However, Offred’s subjective narration refutes the diegetic mediocrity
        of the moment: “I don’t need oranges,” she proclaims. “I need to scream. I need to grab the nearest machine
        gun” (Season 1, Episode 1, “Offred”). Much like this narrative dualism, the digital circulation of this
        screenshot arguably operates on two theoretical fronts. On the one hand, the visual proximity between Offred
        and the cherished pile of oranges symbolizes the nature of her newfound existence; in Gilead, she is only worth
        the fruit she may bear, and the subsequent topical integration of this image only further underlines its
        relevance during the Trump administration.
      


      
        On the other hand, the cultural popularity of this image stems from its scenic contradictions. At its essence,
        this frame is one of simultaneous awareness and resistance; its digital appropriation should therefore also be
        read as such. In May 2017, journalist Lauren Duca (2017) tweeted this frame with a caption reading,
        “Cute pic of me shopping for my Pence inauguration brunch.” Though Duca’s tweet remains one of the more popular
        examples—as of December 2020, Duca’s post has been retweeted over 5000 times and “liked” by over 21,000
        users—the supermarket image has been (re)appropriated by countless users to address a multitude of political
        contexts. Another 2017 example simply states, “But Her Emails” (Amatulli); other versions include some
        xenophobic critiques such as “Where Are All The Children? I Don’t Know. They Took Mine At The Border”
        (SPatione, 2017).
      


      
        At a narrative level, this specific caption positions the public response to the border crisis - as well as the
        relationship between Trumpism and family separation3 - alongside the relationship between
        Mexico and Gilead, which is taken up in the series itself. Additional scenes depicted in “A Woman’s Place”
        (Season 1, Episode 6) juxtapose Serena’s position in - and paradoxical relationship with - the Gileadian regime
        against that of Mexican Ambassador Castillo, a visiting female government official who dines at the Waterford
        home. Notably, though scenes that include Castillo also include handmaids, Marthas, and even a wife portrayed
        by other women of color, Castillo seemingly only speaks to June and Serena, and these conversations center
        around what they have lost. Castillo questions June about her former name, her sense of autonomy, and whether
        she has found happiness after choosing such a difficult path. At one point, Fred interrupts this exchange,
        declaring that “handmaids are having children for the entire nation,” and that his own handmaid is certainly
        aware of how grateful his own household is for this sacrificial “choice.” Castillo then questions how the
        “quiet half of the room feels about Gilead,” referring to Serena and the other wives present. She recalls that
        Serena’s book was a “thoughtful argument for domestic feminism, as it was called,” and that she had even
        witnessed her passion and willingness to transgress the law at a rally in the past. Serena replies, “Women were
        abandoning their families, and we needed to make a change.” On some level, then, this exchange may be read as a
        (perhaps ironic) inverse of the border crisis at hand, as the very ‘righteous’ formation of a right-wing regime
        such as Gilead directly depends on female sacrifices deemed necessary to uphold familial structures.
      


      
        At a memetic and fundamental level, the multifarious (and years-long) dissemination of this particular image
        demonstrates how memes and online responses may constitute digital political commentary and acts of resistance.
        Because they rely on an amalgam of replication, discursive remixing, and sharing throughout and across networks
        of digital communities, memes may intrinsically encourage mass collaboration and political participation and
        action. According to Limor Shifman (2013), the Internet meme should be understood as a group of
        digital items; while they are always similar in “content, form, and/or stance” and “created with awareness of
        each other,” they ultimately operate through user transformation (para. 41). Consequently, they are a
        fundamental aspect of “connective action,” a mode of political organization that accounts for the contemporary
        shift towards large-scale, digitally coordinated action(s). In Shifman’s words, “memes allow citizens to
        participate in public, collective actions, while maintaining their sense of individuality … Internet memes
        constitute a new arena of political discourse and, possibly, of bottom-up political influence” (para. 129). The
        apparent universality of The Handmaid’s Tale memes elucidates how this new area may enlist both popular
        culture and key components of popular feminism in a united front against the administration.
      

    


    
      Hulu’s racial ambiguity


      
        It must be stressed that this notion of apparent universality is always just that: apparent. Though industry
        interviews given by Wiley and others underline the series’ commitment to actively cast and narratively
        represent women of color with each subsequent season, corresponding online responses—from trade publications
        and the general public alike—have remained consistently critical. Angelica Jade Bastién (2017) declared the
        show’s handling of race its biggest failing as early as Season One, and subsequent reviews were similar.
        Alongside the series’ relationship with - and perpetuation of - popular feminism, this cross-season trajectory
        of critique demonstrates one of two predominant threads of online discourse that have accompanied and
        industrially influenced the show’s development since its first season. Various discourses have critiqued the
        show’s dismissal of race and the sidelining of black characters; for instance, Bastién (2017) laments that
        while “the show casts black actors in key roles that make up June’s strongest emotional bonds,” Season One
        leaves the dynamics thereof completely unexplored (para. 5). Over the years, Miller has repeatedly stressed
        that The Handmaid’s Tale’s writers’ room had become vividly aware of such digital criticism and fan
        questions, and those responsible for development saw such online conversations as valuable resources for the
        show’s future storylines. As Moira’s (albeit limitedly) evolving characterization demonstrated, the integration
        of critic and fan feedback had seemingly increased as the adaptation continued to move further away from its
        source material to explore the other dimensions of Gilead.
      


      
        However, as Lauren Thoman (2019) poignantly notes, though the show had arguably expanded in storylines
        and focus, race itself remained somewhat of a moot point in both Gilead’s operational logics and its
        inhabitants’ experience thereof: Moira may have evolved into a character in her own right, but her systemic
        oppression within Gilead was still chiefly constructed through sexism alone; her race was never mentioned at
        any point throughout the series. Consequently, the show continued to address race predominantly at the level of
        casting, thus perpetuating a color-blind approach to production that continued to “ignore the intersectionality
        of its characters’ experiences, and the lived reality of the audience” (Thoman, 2019, para. 6) throughout the
        narrative itself. Kristen Warner, who has researched and written on the blindcasting of other series, asserts
        that this dangerously erases racial history in favor of a revisionist history. She argues that an “investment
        in normalizing non-racialized characters exemplifies the liberal individualist discourse of a post-racial
        America” (Warner, 2014). While Atwood’s original source material does acknowledge racial discrimination
        from the onset of Gilead’s regime, it chooses not to go into further detail or provide a story arc for women
        undergoing both racial and gendered discrimination. Atwood herself, as a Canadian writer, may have not been
        fully comfortable with exploring the complex racial dynamics of the United States. However, the adaptation’s
        choice to cast non-white women as handmaids who face equal levels of persecution as their white counterparts
        reveals how post-racial color-blind casting is a dangerous endeavor for the sake of onscreen representation. In
        Warner’s research on color-blind casting, she suggests workplace series present a false narrative of
        meritocracy that enforces neoliberal individualism without holding US power structures accountable for systemic
        inequality.
      


      
        This post-racial discourse is reflected in the assumption that systemic, institutional racism has been
        “solved,” primarily by revealing milestones for black individuals through a neoliberal lens of individual hard
        work and the ability to rise above one’s initial socioeconomic standing. These post-racial narratives can be
        seen from the election of President Barack Obama to competitive “rags to riches” reality television winners.
        Just as post-feminism suggests gender inequality is no longer a barrier through naming a percentage of women
        who have achieved success, post-racial narratives ignore the systems of power that continue to disenfranchise
        marginalized groups. We suggest The Handmaid’s Tale thus operates on a white feminist post-racial
        narrative, in which gendered persecution is equal for all races. Echoing Warner’s point on color-blind casting,
        revealing oppression as “equal” amongst all women erases the US’s long-standing history of specific racial,
        ethnic, and gendered discrimination, slavery, Jim Crow-era racism, and continued violence, oppression, and the
        vast inequality for non-white women. Although the series is meant to draw on the retrograde nature of Gilead as
        reflecting of patriarchal colonial/puritan views on religion and “a woman’s place,” its post-racial discourse
        lies in an unwillingness to address how non-white women were persecuted due to their race and gender. Further,
        color-blind casting is a means for the industry to boast about its diverse hiring practices, without engaging
        with the complexities of race and ethnicity alongside gender. As Moss’ June is also placed as the hero of the
        rebellion and Wiley’s Moira as her best friend, we see both the perpetuation of a white savior narrative and
        the minority best friend as tokenism. For Moira, her race and sexuality make her fit into both the “gay best
        friend” and “black best friend” trope. And while anti-gay persecution is shown within the series, it only
        further highlights the lack of historical racial discrimination that a patriarchal, white, evangelical
        government is capable of enacting.
      


      
        As Bastién has explored, the narrative development of The Handmaid’s Tale’s characters of color has, up
        to this point, depended on their respective emotional connection - and their symbiotic relation to - the show’s
        white protagonist. To some degree, Season One is in large part an intimate account of the years-long friendship
        between June and Moira. Flashbacks reveal Moira’s presence throughout the major events of June’s life, from
        college and meeting her future husband to giving birth to and christening her daughter Hannah. Though Moira’s
        open queerness situates her character in opposition, and thus as a foil to June’s heteronormativity, their
        racial difference remains completely unexplored. A flashback in “Late” (Season 1, Episode 3) sees June and
        Moira attempting to purchase a cup of coffee directly before the events of the uprising. When June’s credit
        card is declined for insufficient funds, the male cashier abruptly calls both women “fucking sluts” and tells
        them to get out. Valenti labels this moment as indicative of everyday sexism amplified; as federal misogyny
        becomes more explicit, so too are the sentiments of empowerment within its perpetrators (Valenti, 2017, para.
        4). Yet this “everyday” moment also signifies the very operative logics of The Handmaid’s Tale’s
        narrative. This televisual world indexes June and Moira as the same; they are “dirty women” - even in the time
        ‘before’ Gilead - before they are anything else. And though Moira may be a “slut,” gender traitor, and a
        rebellious woman, the show fails to account for her intersectional experience. She instead becomes an emblem of
        feminist resistance against the regime.
      


      
        Season One sees Moira undertake two separate attempts to escape Gilead: the first marks her departure from her
        handmaid position. In one of the many flashbacks in “Nolite Te Bastardes Carborundorum” (Season 1, Episode 4),
        Moira and June attempt to escape the Red Center, Gilead’s training facility dedicated to housing, educating,
        and priming handmaids for their forthcoming sacred role within Gileadian’s elite households. Upon learning
        about the handmaid’s expected participation in monthly ceremonies, Moira overtakes one of the center’s aunts
        and the two escape by way of masquerade, posing as an aunt and handmaid who make their way to the train
        station. As a nearby Guardian becomes wary of their movements, it becomes clear that only one of them may board
        and depart safely, and June ultimately gives Moira her blessing. Though their escape from Red Center is a
        direct result of Moira’s ingenuity, the plan is ultimately only achieved through June’s own blessing and
        self-sacrifice. Thus, Moira’s resistance may only operate insofar as it dictates and emphasizes June’s choices.
        In doing so, the show fails to realize both Moira’s autonomy as a fully-fledged character, as well as the
        inherent connection to her absent yet present racial experience. As Bastién (2017) reminds us, “Moira’s
        radicalism is a common act of survival for black women who’ve grown up learning about and witnessing resistance
        movements” (para. 9).
      


      
        Four episodes later, viewers learn that Moira was recaptured just as she was about to reach the Canadian
        border. As the threats of her “corrupting influence” now outweigh her viability as a handmaid, Moira is sent to
        work as a Jezebel, or prostitute, at Gilead’s secret brothel also known as Jezebel’s (Season 1, Episode 8,
        “Jezebel’s”). By the time June and Moira are reunited, the two have seemingly switched dispositions and
        motivations: While June is slowly embroiling herself in Gilead’s underground Mayday resistance movement, Moira
        instead finds herself jaded by the abuse she’s endured since they last saw each other. “This is Gilead,” she
        warns June. “No one gets out.” When June refutes that her husband did, Moira reminds her, “He isn’t us
        and he isn’t in here,” in a place where misogyny and sexual assault run rampant. Here again, the series seeks
        to present Moira as emblematic of a universal, female experience in lieu of a more subjective representation.
      


      
        Like many of Gilead’s narrative aspects, the notion of the ‘jezebel’ stems from both biblical interpretation
        and the oppressive imagery of the slavery era. K. Sue Jewell (1993) sees the term ‘jezebel’ as
        historically synonymous with “the bad black girl” stereotype: She is “alluring, sexually arousing and
        seductive, [and] fulfils the sex objectification requirement of white womanhood” (para. 46). This employed
        imagery sought to justify the enslavement of black women, as well as their sexual exploitation at the hand of
        white (and usually married) masters. Miller has stressed that The Handmaid’s Tale’s “collection” of
        jezebels refers to those who are “incorrigible in some way or too difficult to be in society” but are also the
        ones “the commanders think they would like to have or feel like they have the right to have access to”
        (Dowling, 2017). In other words, though this adapted terminology seeks to reappropriate some level of
        the master-slave relationship, it negates the historical centrality of race - and the racial lineage of Moira’s
        pain - by omission, including recent racist episodes in which both Michelle Obama and Vice President Kamala
        Harris were called Jezebels by evangelical groups.
      


      
        While Moira remains the most prominently featured woman of color, this absent yet present depiction of race
        tellingly extends across the series. Though this is again partially attributed to its colorblind casting
        practices, it warrants noting that the majority of roles filled by women of color continue to (re)appropriate
        the relationship between black women and modes of resistance and survival. Handmaids who flee Gilead are
        primarily indebted to the work of the Martha’s Network, an underground communication channel that coordinates
        resistance operations. While the Marthas and other characters are portrayed by a diverse range of cast members,
        those who stand as a direct pathway - or hindrance - to June’s own motivations are predominantly portrayed by
        women of color. June had several chances to escape Gilead across the show’s three seasons. She sacrificially
        forsakes her first chance for Moira, and she deliberately chose to stay in Gilead several different times
        afterwards. Though she initially refused to leave without her daughter, she increasingly attributed her refusal
        of her own freedom to the resistance itself.
      


      
        Yet June’s battle against Gilead often escalates at the expense of others, and these roles are often filled by
        both women and men of color alike. The episode “Baggage” sees June in the midst of one of these many escape
        attempts (Season 2, Episode 3). When the original safe house plans go awry, she convinces her courier, Omar
        (Yahya Abdul-Mateen II), to take her back to his family home. As a member of Gilead’s “Econopeople,” Omar
        represents those former US citizens deemed too profane for the regime’s realigned and sacred social classes.
        This encounter marks the series’ first depiction of those considered “lower class” and one of the first moments
        that June is forced to reckon with her own worldviews. Though Omar’s family presents as obediently allegiant,
        June soon discovers that they are in fact forced to conceal their Muslim faith. On one hand, this revelation
        interrogates June’s singular view of Gileadean oppression. For a white and fertile woman such as June, Gilead
        is arguably the first time she has suffered from extreme, overt oppression. Yet, for others, Gilead simply
        marks yet another form of a long-established historical lineage of oppression and second-class citizenry. This
        again metaphorically speaks to the shock that many of a certain privilege, generation, or standing experienced
        under the four years of the Trump administration.
      


      
        On the other hand, Omar’s presence demonstrates yet another instance of The Handmaid’s Tale’s racial
        erasure; although he must conceal his Quran and prayer mat, his status as a black man goes unacknowledged and
        unattested. Nevertheless, he presents as one of the series’ many characters of color whose livelihood is
        directly upended by June’s self-interest. Hiding June in their home ultimately leads to the family’s demise;
        while Omar’s white wife is separated from their son and forced to become a handmaid herself, Omar is killed by
        way of Gilead’s hanging wall.
      

    


    
      Gilead’s wall, memeified


      
        Although The Handmaid’s Tale’s memes address an array of political events and feminist interpretations,
        their textual and visual form also perpetuate the lack of racial nuance apparent throughout the series and the
        broader movements they speak to. This is particularly apt in memes that appropriate Gilead’s “hanging wall,”
        introduced in the series immediately after the market scene previously discussed. Once they finish their
        shopping, Ofglen and Offred walk home by the river and eventually reach the Wall, Gilead’s surveilled city
        barrier where bodies are hanged, hooded, and left as a symbol—and warning—of the interconnection between
        religious persecution and sovereign power.4 Anyone who contradicts or rebels against the
        regime may end up on the Wall; in this first instance, Offred identifies a priest, a doctor, and a gay man
        hanging side by side. “I think I heard that joke once,” she caustically ponders. “This wasn’t the punchline”
        (Season 1, Episode 1, “Offred”). This musing is subtly indicative of Offred’s memories of an America ‘before’
        Gilead. Indeed, much of the series oscillates between Offred’s previous life and present day. This
        juxtaposition ideologically serves to refute the Gileadean regime’s interpretation of the same period. At the
        same time, it narratively construes the ‘before’ as a singular experience, omitting the intersectional
        realities of women of color in the process.
      


      
        The imagery of the Wall does the same. As online discourses have emphasized, the adaptation (re)creates the
        same erasures found in Atwood’s novel: although Gilead employs methods of surveillance, oppression, and
        violence directly inspired by American slavery, race itself simply ceases to exist. As Lauren Thoman (2019)
        points out, the Wall and other “frequent inclusion[s] of racially charged imagery … [echo] America’s dark
        history of public lynchings” (para. 4). Yet, even as characters consciously look back on the America they once
        knew, its racial history and structural realities remain blatantly absent from these recollections. The series
        instead visualizes acts of oppression predominantly through sexist and homophobic political rhetoric and social
        aggressions. Consequently, while Offred worries Moira too may face persecution and the Wall, her fear concerns
        Moira’s sexuality and outspoken feminism as opposed to her racial identity.
      


      
        As the series progresses, the Wall remains an ever-present backdrop to Gilead daily life, becoming a meeting
        spot for the handmaids themselves. It also constitutes another series image appropriated by online users. The
        beginning of Episode Two sees Ofglen, Offred, and two other handmaids sitting against the Wall as Guardians
        hang a new pair of bodies to their left. Ofglen sits along the right edge of the frame facing the others, her
        face tellingly shielded from view by her oversized white bonnet and wings. While the viewer cannot see her, the
        three handmaids glare in her direction and each expression signifies some level of criticism or dismay.
      


      
        Memes generated from this scene focus solely on this female exchange wherein Ofglen personifies a nondescript
        (though identifiably white) woman downplaying the repercussions of Trumpism. In this sense, she to some extent
        constitutes the Serena Waterfords of real life, subserviently accepting the repercussions on her own autonomy
        in service of a perceived ‘greater societal good’ rooted in (religiously) conservative logic. Some memes
        explicitly integrate popular scapegoats from 2016’s election cycle, whereas others critique administrative
        attacks on female healthcare. While one caption underlines the supposed “war on Christmas” hyped by the
        administration with “It Was Worth It. People Finally Say ‘Merry Christmas’ Again,” another overlayed message
        reads, “Yes. I Know. But I Just Didn’t Like Hillary” (Hanson, 2019). Other popular examples discursively
        construe the image in reverse, highlighting instead the handmaids’ reactions to Ofglen’s imagined comments. For
        instance, actor Benjamin Siemon (2017) tweeted this same still frame accompanied with the tagline, “You
        said it wouldn’t pass the Senate.” His tweet has since been “liked” by over 27,000 users and retweeted over
        14,000 times.
      


      
        Though the Wall consistently remains in the background of this circulated image, only those familiar with the
        show would recognize both the location and its thematic significance. Here, the Guardians and victims of
        persecution originally present have been digitally cropped away, and the Wall itself chiefly serves as a point
        of visual juxtaposition, its dreary gray stone amplifying both the handmaids’ symbolic red-and-white garments
        and their central position within the memetic frame. Gilead requires handmaids to wear their red garments and
        white bonnets and wings at all times. Notably, these uniforms were inspired by a variety of religious groups
        and cults. According to lead costume design Ane Crabtree, the red - which she aptly labeled “lifeblood” -
        symbolically equates the handmaids to “walking wombs.” Meanwhile, the white wings at once represent purity and
        shield the handmaids from the eyes of others (Jung, 2017, para. 3). Although this costume signifies
        Gileadean oppression, its appropriation by communities both on and offline has transformed its connotation to
        one of resistance and activism.
      


      
        The resulting image thus undoubtedly lends itself well to the ideological commentaries alluded to above. At the
        same time, however, it reconfigures this scene through an ultimately more singular lens. Despite the emotions
        captured in its memetic frame, this conversation in the series is actually of little importance on its own; to
        prolong their walk home, the handmaids sit to discuss the weather and their chance of getting caught in the
        imminent rain. This routine dialogue tellingly stands in stark contrast to the Guardians featured on the
        left-hand side, fulfilling their grim task. Ironically, then, the diegetic significance of this moment
        seemingly lies in the same visual contrast that the memetic readings omit. What originally constitutes a
        (nuanced yet) multifaceted look at Gileadean oppression is quite literally cropped down to sociopolitical
        factions between (predominantly white) women.
      


      
        On the one hand, the scene’s memetic success further accentuates its narrative underpinnings—even if the visual
        context has been reframed. Versions of this meme consider distinct facets of federal (in)action, despotism, and
        the alt-right connections; recurrently employing the same image therefore implies an (albeit hypothetical)
        all-encompassing outcome. As its online discourse has consistently shown, The Handmaid’s Tale parallels
        Trump’s America—particularly for women—in a multitude of ways, and the Wall meme makes these connections at
        once visually explicit and conceivably routine. However, unlike the supermarket meme—which highlights religious
        oppression, fertility, and veiled resistance in tandem through multiple visual signs—this image demonstrates
        subjugation predominantly through costuming. As previously mentioned, all memeified versions of this scene crop
        the original long shot of the Wall into a full shot of the handmaids themselves. As users have circulated this
        image to both critique and warn against a variety of Trump’s retrograde policies, its memetic effectiveness and
        virality ultimately stem from—and further catalyze—the larger cultural appropriation of the handmaid’s garb.
        Here, quotidian oppression is visualized solely through the red-and-white garments that envelop most of the
        frame—and the predominantly white bodies they conceal. While the image’s milieu certainly provides yet another
        allegorical framework (which is also lacking in its own right), the symbolism of the Wall does not necessarily
        factor into this particular image’s memetic success.
      


      
        On the other hand, while the Wall meme addresses a multitude of contexts (much like its supermarket
        counterpart), these objects and discourses must always be read as exclusionary in and of themselves. Like many
        online critics, Noah Berlatsky (2017) argues that although The Handmaid’s Tale
      


      
        
          reproduces slave suffering, it is unable to acknowledge that those experiences are familiar rather than novel
          [to people of color] … No one in the series seems to see or reference race. Gilead is virulently sexist and
          homophobic, but it is, to all appearances, less racist than the current United States.
        


        
          (para. 10)
        

      


      
        As an assemblage, The Handmaid’s Tale memes mark an impressive and united front against the
        administration’s alt-right agenda and particularly push back against its sexist abuses. At the same time,
        however, the memes that garner success expand similar questions of inclusion to feminist digital circles: these
        memes unite—and stand in for—who, exactly? In reality, race is not “lessened” in the series but erased
        altogether, and memes only proliferate this omission into the digital sphere. This memetic erasure primarily
        occurs two ways, and the first of which returns us to the Wall. As previously mentioned, the Wall exemplifies
        the tension between the series’ racially charged imagery and its narrative erasure. Additionally, although the
        Wall appears in memeified form, digital cropping only generates further decontextualization from its origins.
        As such, the Wall-as-meme propounds an act of double erasure: while its televisual presence reads as
        ahistorical, and what showrunners such as Miller perceives as post-racial, its digital absence negates
        interpretation altogether.5
      


      
        The second mode of memetic erasure is a bit more straightforward and broadly applicable. Much like the series,
        the majority of—if not all—memes feature (predominantly white) handmaids, despite the show’s inclusion of an
        array of multi-racial, multi-ethnic Gileadean women. Though originally peripheral characters, Moira, the
        Marthas (who are mostly portrayed by women of color), and others have consistently appeared throughout online
        critical discourses; however, they continue to remain noticeably absent from fan-produced frameworks and
        media—even as they’ve moved closer toward the show’s narrative center. A Google and Twitter search confirms
        that images of Moira in handmaids’ garb are easily accessible and are, in some cases, even more relevant to
        certain sociopolitical commentaries that have been taken up elsewhere. Nevertheless, these images have not been
        (re)appropriated—to any extent—throughout the digital sphere.
      

    


    
      Conclusion: offline action and industrial prestige


      
        Though The Handmaid’s Tale was on hiatus after its 2019 season (beginning again in April 2021), its
        commercial, cultural, and political relevance across the digital and cultural sphere alike has persistently
        endured, which underlines the significance of both the source material and the series on multiple fronts. Since
        its 1985 release, the novel has garnered global success and remains Atwood’s most well-known work.
        Nevertheless, the original 1990 filmic adaptation is widely considered a flop. Part of the film’s failure is
        credited to what Canadian journalist Sophie Gilbert (2015) summarized as “a wall of ignorance, hostility
        and indifference,” as studios were wary about taking on the project due to the belief “that a film for and
        about women … would be lucky if it made it to video” (para. 2). After Sigourney Weaver, who had gained massive
        commercial success after Alien (1979) and Ghostbusters (1984), dropped out of the project due to
        pregnancy, the director struggled to find a Hollywood actress who would take on the role of Offred due to her
        strong feminist connotation. British actor Natasha Richardson, who was raised by her actor and activist mother
        Vanessa Redgrave, ultimately starred as the lead handmaid, yet she too was hesitant about the political
        implications (Gilbert, 2015, para. 3). Within the film version, additional talent and prestige resulted from
        the casting of Faye Dunaway and Robert Duvall, who played the antagonistic Waterfords. Nonetheless, critics
        were not impressed, and audiences did not flock to the cinema. Peter Travers of Rolling Stone said the
        film “narrowed the focus to [Male Chauvinist Pigs] who like to put women in their place” (Gilbert, 2015, para.
        9). Roger Ebert stated that “[t]he movie seems equally angry that women have to have children at all, and that
        it is hard for them to have children now that men have mucked up the planet with their greedy schemes”
        (Gilbert, 2015, para. 9). While some women critics appeared to treat the film more favorably, it still remains
        proof that 1990 Hollywood was not as receptive to an adaptation of the novel as it was in
        2017.6
      


      
        In contrast, Hulu’s adaptation has elevated Moss as a prestigious dramatic actress, and the feminist-relayed
        series has continuously garnered accolades and appreciation within recent years. Notably, the 2017 Emmy Awards
        was a politically fueled night that openly criticized Donald Trump and generously awarded series deemed timely.
        As such, The Handmaid’s Tale received eight Emmy Awards for its first season, including the competitive
        Best Drama Series (the first for Hulu); Outstanding Lead Actress for Elisabeth Moss; Supporting Actress for Ann
        Dowd; Guest Actress for Alexis Bledel; Writing for showrunner Bruce Miller; as well as Directing,
        Cinematography, and Production Design. 2018 saw Samira Wiley win for Best Supporting Actress, while the show
        won for Best Editing and Production Design. In 2019, the series won for Best Supporting Actor (Bradley
        Whitford) and Best Supporting Actress (Cherry Jones), as well as Outstanding Production Design. Ane Crabtree
        won Best Costume Design in 2018 at the Costume Designers Guild Awards, the field’s most prestigious awards.
      


      
        Arguably, this series is a stark shift from the era of white male anti-hero programming, which featured
        acclaimed hits such as The Sopranos, Breaking Bad, and Mad Men. Even then, Moss’ role in
        supporting - and contradicting - Mad Men’s anti-hero Don Draper stood as a precursor to the increase in
        feminist representation across television media. Yet, the arrival of such media at the cusp of the Trump
        presidency ultimately secured The Handmaid’s Tale’s cultural status as a relevant and striking symbol of
        resistance, as well as a form of on- and off-screen activism. Despite its flaws, which are not the cause but a
        reflection of pervasive whiteness in both politics and mainstream feminism, The Handmaid’s Tale’s impact
        ultimately reveals a US that is more willing to address its gendered discrimination and the threats certain
        administrations bring. This success also reveals how racial issues continue to be marginalized or ignored by
        mainstream media.
      


      
        Limor Shifman (2013) tellingly reminds us that
      


      
        
          while memes are seemingly trivial and mundane artifacts, they actually reflect deep social and cultural
          structures. In many senses, Internet memes can be treated as (post)modern folklore, in which shared norms and
          values are constructed through cultural artifacts such as Photoshopped images or urban legends.
        


        
          (para. 15)
        

      


      
        As The Handmaid’s Tale has demonstrated, this notion also operates in reverse, as that which is
        digitally excluded or surpassed altogether reflects its societal denial or erasure.
      


      
        Contrastingly, the imagery that has acquired digital virality has also catalyzed offline modes of
        political organization. Since the onset of the series and throughout the Trump/Pence administration, groups of
        women across the country—and some throughout the globe—have integrated the handmaid’s symbolic garb into their
        offline protests. As Peter Beaumont and Amanda Holpuch (2018) have recognized, red cloaks and white
        bonnets have “been in evidence from Argentina to the US, the UK, and Ireland, and ha[ve] emerged as one of the
        most powerful current feminist symbols of protest” (para. 2), which is in itself a subversion of both its
        textual and subsequently memeified representations. Interestingly, these offline protests have also since been
        captured by the digital sphere and transformed into memetic representations in their own right. When the Texas
        handmaids—a pro-choice organization that regularly protests in character –peacefully occupied the Texas state
        capitol in 2017, Rebecca Ruiz (2017) predicted that the ‘sea of red’ enveloping the rotunda could become
        one of the “most visually striking meme[s] … [and] one of the most effective acts of protest from the
        resistance” (para. 5). The meme becomes the action, the action becomes the meme, and so it goes.
      


      
        At its essence, the activism created by The Handmaid’s Tale points to the productive and cyclical
        connections between televisual and digital representation, popular feminism, and on- and off-line
        organizations. At the same time, it reveals the nuanced—and at times blatant—modes of racial erasure that
        perpetually operate throughout each. Future queries into these sociocultural structures must therefore consider
        not only how they ideologically cooperate, but also whether they do so at an intentionally intersectional
        level. Of course, neither Margaret Atwood nor the creators and writers of either iteration of The Handmaid’s
        Tale are obligated to address every problematic issue that is reflective of the Reagan and Trump
        administrations. However, in the spirit of intersectional feminist critique - which insists that injustice be
        examined from all relevant lenses - to consider the issues of women’s rights and reproductive rights without
        including contributing factors such as race, ethnicity, religion, and class, is an overall disservice that
        perpetuates whiteness. Depicting the dangers of a patriarchal white supremacist regime through a dystopian
        narrative without acknowledging racial erasure remains The Handmaid’s Tale’s most recurring issue, and
        the source of the strongest critiques from scholars, journalists, and activists. Through discourse, engagement,
        and inclusion both on- and offscreen, the media industry and US structures of hierarchy must acknowledge and
        grapple with its past in order to improve for the future. And while Donald Trump is no longer in office,
        experts on social justice and politics urge American citizens to continue to fight against the oppression and
        inequality that inevitably remains. And with its fourth and fifth season on the streaming horizon, one can only
        hope that The Handmaid’s Tale begins to comprehensively do the same.
      

    


    
      Notes


      
        	
          As discussed in The New York Times article by Maya Phillips, ‘Hamilton,’ ‘The Simpsons’ and the
          Problem with Colorblind Casting, colorblind casting occurs when performers inhabit characters of racial
          backgrounds that are different than their own. “Though egalitarian in theory, colorblind casting in practice
          is more often used to exclude performers of color. It’s high-minded-sounding concept that producers and
          creators use to free themselves of any social responsibility they may feel toward representing a diverse set
          of performers.”
        


        	
          The GOP’s health reform bill sought to repeal major aspects of the Obama administration’s Affordable Care
          Act (ACA) and threatened to strip federal aid from groups involved in family planning services and
          reproductive health (such as Planned Parenthood). An included amendment also allowed states to opt-out of
          ACA provisions constituting the coverage of pre-existing conditions and Essential Health benefits (which
          include pregnancy and childbirth, as well as preventative care). See Farber (2017).
        


        	
          In May 2018, the US Department of Justice (DOJ) implemented a “zero tolerance” policy regarding all
          unauthorized border crossings. While undocumented asylum seekers were immediately imprisoned, accompanying
          children were sent to facilities overseen by the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). According to
          Maya Rhodan (2018), almost 2,000 were separated from their parents or legal guardians between April 19
          and May 31, 2018 alone. For an extensive timeline on family separation under the Trump administration, see
          Southern Poverty Law Center (2020).
        


        	
          The imagery of The Wall also evokes Donald Trump’s proposed border wall between the US and Mexico.
          During his 2016 campaign, Trump continuously promised his constituents that such a wall would keep out the
          immigrants that “are bringing drugs … crime … and ‘[rape]” into the country. See Reilly (2016) for a
          comprehensive record of Trump’s campaign commentary on Mexico.
        


        	
          Echoing Atwood’s attitudes regarding her source material, according to Miller, “fertility trumps
          everything” in Hulu’s Gilead. Miller has additionally stressed that the evangelical movement has become much
          more integrated in recent years. See McDonald (2017) for further analysis on the show’s consideration
          of feminism under theocracy in lieu of intersectional realities.
        


        	
          2017’s #MeToo movement marked what many considered a “watershed moment” against sexual abuse and
          harassment. While the initial accusations against Harvey Weinstein placed Hollywood at its epicenter, the
          movement has since expanded to denounce perpetrators across the media, Silicon Valley, and politics alike.
          See Gieseler (2019) for more on the origins of #MeToo and the relationship between the mainstream
          movement and marginalized communities.
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      Stephen King has been writing fictional versions of white supremacy and despotic behavior since his creation of
      the character Randall Flagg in the novel The Stand (1978). While more anarchic than orientated
      towards any kind of recognizable political ideology, Flagg’s ultimate goal is to sow the seeds for an autocratic
      empire where he is literally worshipped as a godhead by the remaining masses who have immunity from a super ’flu
      pandemic responsible for eliminating 99% of the human population. Those remaining few have the option of
      submitting to Flagg’s regime voluntarily or suffering the visible forms of dictatorial control and punishment
      that he has imposed at the center of his post-plague operations in Las Vegas.
    


    
      Flagg is the archetype for all the other wannabe fascists who follow him in subsequent King fiction, from Greg
      Stillson in The Dead Zone to those monsters who are less human and less politically discernable, such as
      Pennywise in IT, Andre Linoge in Storm of the Century, Barlow in Salem’s Lot, Rose the Hat
      in Doctor Sleep, and the Crimson King in The Dark Tower. In fact, speaking generally, it is
      possible to argue that every monster in King’s universe—both human and supernatural—embodies, to a greater or
      lesser degree, anti-democratic, pro-authoritarian values. Early in The Stand we are informed that Flagg
      carries various publications with him that initially appear to represent contradictory political ideologies:
      “When it came to the printed word,” King tells us, “Flagg was an equal opportunity reader” (p. 181). However, a
      closer examination of the actual polemic literature he favors reveals less a balanced incompatibility than a
      solid predilection for right-wing fanatism, including “the role played by the International Jewish Cartel in the
      overthrow of friendly governments, the CIA-Contra-cocaine connection,” Blacks for Militant Equality, the Kode of
      the Klan, Mein Kampf, and “the baying reactionary position papers from the America Firsters or the Sons of the
      Patriots” (pp. 180–181).
    


    
      There is a tendency on the part of King’s antagonists to foist a repressive code of conformance, or “group
      think,” over the citizens of the small rural towns in which they arrive to impose their will; anyone who
      disagrees with the larger “group think” imposed by these tyrannical, typically male figures, is subject to
      violent censorship. This is evident in narratives as diverse as Salem’s Lot, Needful Things,
      Storm of the Century, and IT, among many others. Even a novel such as The Shining highlights
      an era of white supremacy with its attention to upper crust ghosts, “the richest men in America and their women”
      (p. 157), who harken back to the World War II era in the hotel’s collective history when the world flirted
      seriously with Fascism. King has always employed the art of speculative fiction as a means for juxtaposing the
      supernatural with actual eras of American history and elements of reality, and this is especially true with his
      political portraits. Since King began publishing fiction in the mid-1970s, his obsession with creating
      fictionalized examples of white supremacist figures parallels the writer’s prescient awareness of the Republican
      party’s gradual movement toward the far-right, culminating in Donald Trump’s emergence in 2016. In fact, King has
      gone so far as to jokingly apologize for the creation of his fictional American Nazis—Greg Stillson, in
      particular—as Trump prototypes, as if the novelist somehow unwittingly anticipated and conjured Trump from out of
      his imagination 27 years ago (Breznican, 2020). This affiliation is confirmed not only in the similar
      ideologies that Trump shares with King’s tyrannical fanatics, but also in the acrimonious Twitter war that
      erupted between King and Trump during the final years of the latter’s presidency. King’s politics are deeply
      progressive and thus often ran into contention with Trump’s regressive and authoritarian
      itinerary.1 Eventually, Trump “blocked” King from access to his account, but King soldiered on
      with a barrage of incendiary criticism, including these typical tweets from January 2018:
    


    
      
        Trump supporters: how much more of this vile poison do you have to swallow before you finally vomit up this
        racist excuse for a world leader? ... Folks willing to give Trump a pass because their 401ks are swelling
        remind me of Italians willing to give Mussolini a pass because he made the trains run on time.
        2
      


      
        (Haysom, 2018)
      

    


    
      Moreover, in March of 2018, King continued his Twitter war with Trump through grim tweets such as “First, you
      stoke hatred and fear of minorities. Then you round them up and put them in camps. Next, you send out raiding
      parties to get those who have been driven into hiding. The armbands come next right?” and “Everything about Trump
      and his administration is ugly, mean-spirited, small-minded, skeevy, and just plain wrong” (@StephenKing).
    


    
      In the King multiverse, Flagg and Greg Stillson are the best examples of the restless American flirtation with
      right-wing extremism. Like Trump, they both exploit cracks in the democratic process and that portion of the
      American electorate’s attraction to far-right conservatism and patriotic populism. Flagg ascends to a
      dictatorship that attracts men and women seeking a linear order after the chaos of the super ’flu, while Stillson
      climbs the political ladder toward the American presidency under the guise of representing the poor and
      disenfranchised. In Cronenberg’s film version of The Dead Zone, Stillson appears on television appealing
      to a mass of unemployed workers standing beneath him, rhetorically baiting them with,
    


    
      
        What the hell has happened to this country? I see all around me so many unemployed. What are you people doing
        here on a workday? There’s unemployment everywhere, but I’ve come here with a job for every one of you.
      

    


    
      In this scene, Stillson exhibits many of the traits associated with classic twentieth-century fascist adherents,
      including his professed sympathetic bond with the struggling common folk—“Times is tough”—as well as imploring
      what Ruth Ben-Ghiat (2020) labels the “fascist cult of virility” (p. 120) since the scene begins with
      Stillson, replete with hard hat and an open collar shirt, performing one hundred push-ups while his audience
      counts out each one in unison. Like the real-world political fascists who preceded him, he appears as an
      accessible object of awe even while he remains remote and unapproachable. Most important, Stillson shares their
      alacrity to cajole the press and perform acts of manipulation and violence in order to protect their constructed
      public persona. Although he claims to represent an unstoppable movement ready to tangle with “the big boys in
      Washington,” Stillson’s truest political inclinations center on the aggrandizement of his own power. Revealed
      later in an apocalyptic vision that is the result of his physical contact with the clairvoyant John Smith,
      Stillson’s future presidency will culminate in a moment of unilateral self-indulgence when he initiates a world
      war, “the missiles are flying, hallelujah,” after he triumphantly rejects the “diplomatic solution” members of
      Congress and his own cabinet secretaries have managed to broker. The level of quasi-religious exuberance that
      attends his proclamation indicates that mass destruction, probably occurring from a first-strike option, was
      always at the core of his political creed and he accepts it with alacrity as his presidential legacy.
    


    
      The Stand is an apocalyptic book about the end of the human world while it is also a narrative about hope
      and reinvention. King’s dystopic vision of the future ends with a final element of survival; the Americans in his
      novel who manage to endure do so because of their courage, their resiliency, their luck, and their commitment to
      democratic values. The Stand, like Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings to which it owes a great debt of
      influence, is really a religious allegory: the post-apocalyptic world that is distilled into Boulder and Las
      Vegas becomes a kind of secular Last Judgment for what remains of humankind. Will the remaining survivors choose
      Vegas/Mordor, where all major decisions are made by Flagg and handed down to the larger populace through his
      loyal sycophants, or will they head to Boulder/the Shire in search of a return to democratic principles and a
      greater degree of freedom? The 1978 novel ironically anticipates the Manichean worldview of many of Trump’s most
      fervent acolytes—QAnon, right-wing Catholics, Patriot Prayer, white nationalists, evangelicals—that the culture
      wars have brought us into an eternal, cosmic struggle between the forces of good and evil, and that the outcome
      of this struggle will determine the very future of America’s soul. Good or evil, freedom or repression: what will
      it be? That these terms are identified with wholly different sides depending on the context of King’s novel or
      QAnon is only part of the irony at work in either version of a post-plague America. King leaves the fate of this
      judgment decidedly open for nearly all his characters. But the novel’s ending comes down to individual free will
      and human choice. What will his survivors take away into the future based on the mistakes that have destroyed
      their collective past? Or will the appeal to societal order create enough justification to allow fascist rule to
      overtake what is left of a decimated democracy?
    


    
      The real world will likewise survive our version of a super ’flu plague, COVID-19, but what King is most
      interested in asking is: At what cost, and what, if anything, do we take away from the entirety of this
      experience? Particularly through the voice of the book’s resident philosopher, Glen Bateman, the Associate
      Professor of Sociology bearing an incongruous MFA degree, the novel laments that human societies will always be
      in competition against each other, and, worse, that eventually this level of antipathy will grow so great that
      each society will pursue ways of destroying the others:
    


    
      
        All of that stuff is lying around, waiting to be picked up. And if Communities A and B both have pet
        technicians, they might work up some kind of rusty nuclear exchange over religion, or territoriality, or some
        paltry ideological indifference ... Man may have been made in the image of God, but human society was made in
        the image of His opposite number and is always trying to get back home.
      


      
        (p. 387)
      

    


    
      Bateman’s fear is underscored in the very commission of the super ’flu itself conceived as a military weapon.
      Throughout The Stand, the secreted governmental agencies responsible for unleashing the plague lie and do
      their best to downplay the infection’s potency, to deny culpability, and even resort to mass murder to keep
      remaining American citizens trapped in Manhattan. Their futile effort to control the spread of the infection
      forces the military to engage in desperate measures to contain the frantic movements of a panicked population.
      King employs multiple scenes in the unexpurgated edition of the novel to suggest that as the epidemic deepens and
      the people grow more desperate, what remains of the functioning governmental agencies resort to more repressive
      means designed to control general panic. Their aggressive actions, however, only end up mirroring and
      accelerating the panic of the general population, producing a distrust of all authority and a social vacuum that
      leads to greater levels of violence.
    


    
      While the emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic most likely came from an Asian wet food market rather than a
      military laboratory, evidence of Bateman’s societal pessimism works its way into reality in China’s attempts to
      cover up the origins of the plague—as well as in their failure to warn and work with the rest of the global
      community (at one point going so far as to blame “American soldiers” for introducing it as an act of war); in its
      lies to its own people about the extent of the pandemic and the number of dead; and, as a consequence of all this
      duplicitous secrecy, failed to pursue help in dealing with the outbreak from the larger, international scientific
      community. As journalist Kenneth Roth argued back in March 2020 when the epidemic was first unleashed in
      America, the Chinese government silenced and reprimanded doctors in Wuhan who tried to sound the alarm to the
      rest of the world. The failure to transmit the danger gave COVID-19 at least a three-week
      head-start.3
    


    
      The American response, via the anti-science macho posturizing of the Trump administration, was not much more
      enlightened. Rather than immediately closing American borders to travelers to and from China once it was evident
      there was an outbreak of infections in Wuhan (December 2019) to contain the virus, Trump was reluctant to grasp
      the seriousness of the pandemic; moreover, many tragedies could have been circumvented had Trump’s administration
      offered a less unpredictable and more structured and consistent Federal response toward subsequent prevention and
      containment of the disease. Instead, President Trump chose to abdicate his responsibility to perform as a leader,
      essentially handing the onus of dealing with the problem over to the individual states. Trump accomplished little
      more than to blame the Chinese, consistently and derisively labelling COVID-19, “the Chinese flu,” as if
      establishing the pandemic’s origins marked it as someone else’s obligation. At least part of Trump’s recent
      re-election failure can be blamed on the public’s awareness of his incompetence regarding the pandemic, and it
      should come as no surprise now that he is out of office if we eventually end up discovering further duplicitous
      presidential conduct toward solving the virus crisis beyond what the media has already disclosed. Even after the
      vaccines became available in December 2020, the Trump government, in ironic defiance of their own “Warp Speed”
      initiative, failed to deliver the vaccines expeditiously to a population desperate to have them. His egotistical
      response in downplaying the potency of the virus, insisting that in most cases it was like having a bad cold,
      while on forty separate occasions during 2020 relying on magical thinking that the coronavirus would just
      disappear,4 finds a haunting parallel in a duplicitous American presidential speech delivered
      at the height of the pandemic in The Stand: “‘There is no truth—no truth—to the rumor that this strain of
      flu is fatal. In most cases, the person afflicted can expect to be up and around feeling fine within a week’” (p.
      229). Thus, in both The Stand and Trump’s reaction to their respective pandemics, the American government
      bears culpability for either producing the virus itself or allowing its spread due to administrative
      incompetence.
    


    
      The virus crises in both King’s novel and in our own time legitimized authoritarian responses on the parts of
      both governments and individuals in positions of power. In 2020, governments in Thailand, Egypt, Venezuela,
      Turkey, South Korea, and China imposed additional restrictions on the movements of their citizens and the
      reporting of journalists writing about the pandemic. Trump called the coronavirus a “hoax,” yet also used its
      existence as a means for discouraging requests under the Freedom of Information Act. The Trump administration
      deliberately distorted and obfuscated pandemic facts to the American people to manipulate the number of reported
      COVID-19 infections as well as the number of unemployed and dead Americans as a direct result of the pandemic. In
      his effort to win re-election, Trump put additional pressure (even ordering them) on schools and businesses to
      remain open to keep the economy from tanking despite the risk of large group super-spreader infections. Those who
      questioned Trump’s position, for whatever reasons, were considered anti-patriotic, deliberately undermining
      America’s pro-business effort to circumvent an economic lockdown.
    


    
      In Randall Flagg’s America, which emerged once the plague finished its devastating work, the Trumpian attraction
      to authoritarianism becomes fully realized. After all, despite his efforts to delegitimize the 2020 election
      results by inciting a coup two weeks before the transfer of power, Trump’s claim that the election was “stolen”
      from him through election fraud failed to keep him in power. Trump, Flagg, and Stillson can be viewed as adhering
      to Ben-Ghait’s thesis that fascists deploy some form of nationalism as a credo as well as a means for evoking
      their followers to coalesce under chauvinistic banners to “make the country great again ... invoking a lost
      imperial grandeur” (p. 67).5 The anarchy that fills the streets and cities of post-plague
      America is what summoned Flagg out of the shadows; once the democratic system was upended and chaos ensued, Flagg
      recognized an opportunity to impose his own inimitable form of autocracy. Flagg rules with an iron fist,
      crucifying those who question his authority and resurrecting America’s nuclear arsenal in preparation for
      eliminating other city-states that would eventually re-form in the wake of the plague. When his Las Vegas empire
      is abruptly terminated in the accidental explosion of a nuclear device, Flagg transports himself into exile on a
      primitive island of black men who begin immediately to worship him_ “The place where you made your stand never
      mattered. Only that you were there ... and still on your feet” (p. 1153). Trump’s presidency never allowed him
      access to Flagg’s extremes of power, but since being forced into his own exile in Mar-a-Lago, he remains,
      according to Congresswoman Elsie Stefanik, House Republican Conference Chair, “the voice and leader of the
      Republican Party,” and American politics have clearly not seen the last of him or his influence.
    


    
      During the final weeks of the Trump administration, when the coronavirus in America was arguably at its worst,
      Trump deliberately focused his own and media attention on the specious argument that the recent election
      expelling him from office was invalid because of voter fraud and tampering with election ballots. New
      authoritarians often deploy anti-democratic tactics like fraud or voter suppression to keep themselves in power
      (Ben-Ghiat, 2020, p. 49). His efforts helped to displace the national emphasis away from Covid to focus on
      himself and his repudiation of the democratic process. Further, his distractions split America further into
      partisan camps that helped to exacerbate the epidemic’s spread. Many of those seventy million Trump voters came
      to view the ever-changing CDC guidelines and the virus itself in politicized terms. Following the historical
      tactics of other authoritarians, who often try to delegitimize any political party but their own, Trump and his
      loyalists eschewed mask-wearing at public events, positing that social distancing and lockdowns were part of a
      conspiracy perpetrated by Democrats and the “corrupt media.” Consequently, many of Trump supporters continue at
      this writing, half a year since the election of Biden, to refuse to acknowledge the importance of masks, much
      less to wear them themselves, and in some cases they are also avoiding vaccines because, aligning themselves with
      the speciousness of Trumpian logic, they remain antithetical to all decrees issued from the government and
      scientific community.6 In King’s The Stand, Randall Flagg parallels Trump in his ability
      to convince the denizens of Las Vegas that the Free Zone represents a genuine threat to the new future of a
      post-plague world where the corruption of democracy will be replaced with an autocracy that abides by its own
      rules. This is how Flagg falsely justifies training fighter pilots at the newly reopened Indian Springs Air Force
      base and sending Trashcan Man into the desert for nuclear weaponry to be used against the Free Zone. Just as
      Trump justified the isolation of an America First internationalism, Flagg centered much of his attention on
      convincing the Vegas citizens that the Free Zone posed a threat to their existence. Flagg’s steady employment of
      crucifixions and spectacles such as public executions essentially function in a way that mirrors Trump’s
      hyperbolic accusations of voter fraud and the machinations of the mythic “Antifa”: they represent efforts to
      create a false reality wherein the faithful are distracted by manufactured paranoia and lies.
    


    
      While the world awaits mass distribution of the various manufactured vaccines that we hope will prove resistant
      to coronavirus and its variants, we have come to share much in common with the survivors of King’s narrative. As
      The Stand unfolds around the quotidian lives of King’s central characters, King frequently interrupts
      their storylines with a reminder of the imminent destruction occurring because of the plague on the cusp of
      overwhelming all that was once considered “normal.” In the past two years, global societies have undergone a
      similar sense of disruption; even as we all try to continue working and strive to keep schools and businesses
      safely open, the evening news has been a constant reminder of just how dramatically our lives have been
      interrupted and transformed. Even the phrase “Is it a cold, the flu, or COVID-19?” is an indication of the
      precariousness of our present lives. Perhaps we suffer from a different variety of anxiety and isolation than
      those survivors who wander the highways of King’s fiction. Surrounded by potential pathogenic exposure, since
      COVID’s emergence we have lived in constant fear of one another, of contaminated door handles and objects touched
      by friends and strangers alike, of inhaling the same potentially contaminated air. As a result, the deaths of six
      to eight million people world-wide and evidence of illnesses resulting from far more infections have increased
      exponentially our levels of anxiety, loneliness, mental illness, and drug usage. Most of King’s isolated
      survivors yearn for confirmation that they are not alone in the world and seek to reestablish contact with other
      people; COVID-19 survivors likewise yearn for a lost human contact, but we must remind ourselves constantly to
      remain isolated, or at least six feet apart. The surviving victims of each respective plague share a similar
      restlessness, paranoia, and fear: King’s characters wander the highways of a broken America in search of other
      people, haunted by a dead past, while those inhabiting a COVID-19 universe have remained trapped inside their
      respective “bubble worlds,” avoiding travel, large group gatherings and each other, hungrily anticipating a
      future return to “normality.” We have been forced to experience life vicariously for over a year, through video
      and computer screens and other remote technologies rendered useless with the loss of electricity in King’s
      post-plague dystopia; his characters find themselves occupying a more basic, almost primitive form of existence,
      relying on earlier, more rudimentary forms of communication and transportation. Except for those who traveling
      over the Rockies to Las Vegas.
    


    
      The survivors in The Stand have no need to fear transmission of the contagion from one another—they are
      survivors because their bodies have proven immune to the disease. The lingering “contagion” that continues to
      shadow Flagg’s Vegas, however, is “whiteness” itself: the attraction his empire maintains for linear thinkers,
      men and women accustomed to unbridled, white-coded privilege who are used to having things a certain way for most
      of their lives, and those drawn to technological gadgetry, weaponry, and the frequent implementation of such
      devices to produce violence. Glen Bateman refers to Flagg as “the last magician of rational thought, gathering
      the tools of technology against us” (p. 742). There is above all else a societal order in Vegas that, with its
      rigid codes of behavior and conformance, is reflective of the military. Drug usage and alcoholism are conditions
      punishable by crucifixion, but the streets of the city are clean, the fountains are working, and the air
      conditioning is on. Coupled with the personality “types” that migrate westward, all of them in accord with
      Flagg’s vision of the future, the city is essentially transformed into a highly organized training camp for white
      domestic terrorists geared towards imposing Flagg’s dictatorial will over the world’s remaining “inferior”
      peoples. Flagg’s followers appear to share a genuine kinship with the right-wing conspiracists of Trump who led
      the insurrection that took place at the US Capitol building on January 6. In December 2020, the Arizona
      Republican Party reposted a tweet from Ali Alexander, the primary organizer of the Stop the Steal movement, that
      said, “I am willing to give my life for this fight,” a line that disturbingly echoes Trashcan Man’s “My life for
      you” (p. 626) dedication to Flagg in The Stand (Mogelson, 2021, p. 50).
    


    
      King posits that post-plague democracies prove susceptible to authoritarianism—including accidents and non-plague
      illness, random acts of violence, and rape. In a novel that fantasizes the abrupt dissolution of human
      civilization as we know it, and forces those who have survived into a profoundly existential awareness of the
      human condition stripped of social veneers, it is most appropriate that King should distill his emphasis on the
      resulting cosmic struggle between good and evil into the most personal and fundamental of human responses:
      sexuality. The issue of sexual violence is especially pronounced because of Captain Trips, since women come to
      realize the danger associated with a lawless society and their dependence on men. In The Stand,
      particularly in the case of the 1990 revised and uncut edition, a character’s sexual responsiveness is a way of
      signaling his or her place on the moral continuum of good and evil. The issues of sexual abuse and assault,
      especially in the form of rape, haunts the forsaken landscape of King’s novel. Those individuals who choose to
      express themselves through a violent or demeaning sexuality are Flagg’s kindred and gravitate toward the latter’s
      Vegas empire. In contrast, the capacity to control sexual lust and violence—maintaining a responsible attitude
      toward sexuality as a means for the expression of love—is related to the ability to resist evil and choose
      decency despite the loss of civilized mores. At the opposite extreme of the self-control extolled by Glen Bateman
      and others encamped in Boulder, Colorado, King provides a group of immoral men who have used the collapse of
      civilization to indulge their misogyny. The four men who maintain “the zoo” have kidnapped eight women and hold
      them as sexual slaves. “‘I’d get up in the morning, be raped two or three times, and then wait for Doc to hand
      out the pills,’” says one of their sexual assault victims (p. 560). Using drugs to maintain female compliance,
      the “zoo-keepers” are indicative of a return to primitive life that confirms Fran Goldsmith’s worst fears about
      the dangers inherent in the abdication of civilized law (p. 527). It is no accident that “the zoo” is on its way
      to Las Vegas when their journey is interrupted; the men in charge are prototypical white male supremacists who
      share much in common with the strongman ordering crucifixions in the West.7
    


    
      The shared denominators that unify all of King’s politicized monsters are a propensity toward violence and an
      arrogant will. Underneath masks of normality and a specious identification with “the people,” these are seething
      sociopaths barely capable of restraining their urge to commit acts of viciousness and anarchy. In Mr.
      Mercedes, poised against former detective Bill Hodges and his ka-tet of courageous friends, Holly
      Gobney and Jerome Robinson, is their nemesis Brady Hartsfield, perpetrator of the Mercedes Massacre and a
      homegrown domestic terrorist. Of all King’s psychopathic demigods, Brady is perhaps the most volatile because he
      exhibits traits of a white supremacist as well as being a nihilist who is committed to murdering as many people
      as he can in making his final statement:
    


    
      
        Off you go into the universal null set that surrounds one lonely blue planet and all its mindlessly bustling
        denizens. Every religion lies. Every moral precept is a delusion. Even the stars are a mirage. The truth is
        darkness, and the only thing that matters is making a statement before one enters it. Cutting the skin of the
        world and leaving a scar. That’s all history is, after all: scar tissue.
      


      
        (p. 391)
      

    


    
      What motivates Brady’s nihilism is a complicated admixture of childhood psychosexual trauma, social alienation,
      and subsequent revenge to “cut the skin of the world,” and a superiority complex that is fed by his desire to
      transform into a Nietzschian Übermensch—a unique being who exists beyond the sophomoric morality of the
      masses. This arrogance is apparent in his first taunting missive to Hodges:
    


    
      
        Most people are fitted with Lead Boots when they are just little kids and have to wear them all their lives.
        These Lead Boots are called A CONSCIENCE. I have none, so I can soar high above the heads of the Normal Crowd.
      


      
        (p. 28)
      

    


    
      Evidence that illustrates how distinctly Brady views himself as separate from and superior to other human beings
      can be found in his first eight murder victims taken from a crowd of unemployed people lined up in a parking lot
      whose collective desperation leads them to an early morning job fair. Humiliated and wretched, a single mother in
      this crowd admits that she “wants to apologize to everyone, for everything” (p. 6). Indeed, that Brady elects
      this particular site and these particular people and chooses a stolen Mercedes sedan as his murder weapon
      provides clear confirmation of his disdain for the underclass, a city “drowning in greaseballs” (p. 255), even as
      Hartsfield’s own economic status has more in common with the suffering masses than his deliberate selection of a
      status-laden automobile would implicate. Although the novel does not explore the implications behind Brady’s
      selection of a Mercedes-Benz, perhaps it indicates his not-so-unconscious identification with the Nazis and their
      systematic program of racial and ethnic eugenics. This is part of the irony associated with Brady’s character;
      like all white supremacists, he has no rational justification for feeling superior to anyone. Yet, his attack on
      the jobless and his planned bombing of a rock concert populated by teenage girls exposes both his elitism as well
      as a deep-seated misogyny. Late in the novel, to prepare for his ultimate act of mass murder that he hopes will
      result in the “Highest score ever. I’ll go down in history” (p. 436), Brady shaves his head and assumes the role
      of a disabled man in a wheelchair. The attempt to disguise his identity, however, ends up disclosing unwittingly
      his connection to the range of white nationalists—skinheads—and while he may not identify explicitly with any of
      their underground organizations, he shares with them identical sympathies.
    


    
      Correspondingly, on several occasions in the novel Hartsfield’s racism emerges to fuel his arrogance and will to
      power. Whenever he refers to Hodges’ black friend and neighbor, Jerome Robinson, or his sister Barbara, he always
      employs a racial slur, and in his quest to punish Hodges, Hartsfield also includes the Robinsons as surrogate
      targets: “Hodges’s pet boy lives with his family, a nest of niggers with white names” (p. 499). In contrast to
      Brady’s racist dismissal of Jerome, King offers him as a Black Watson to Hodges’s Sherlock Holmes, a valuable aid
      in helping the two of them uncover facts about Brady’s identity and agenda. At the very moment Hartsfield is
      about to detonate his bomb inside the concert hall, he recognizes Barbara Robinson as a member of the audience
      standing in front of him. “Brady smiles. It is the beatific smile of a troubled man who at long last finds
      himself at peace” (p. 501). While the terrorist is pleased to be on the cusp of performing his ultimate act of
      mass carnage, the white supremacist “is giving [the Black girl] the finger” (p. 502). To a real extent, Barbara
      Robinson offers Brady an opportunity to center his violence on her personally, a child he has never actually met,
      but who serves for him as a representative of an entire race he despises. “Look at me, he thinks. Look at me,
      Barbara. I want to be the last thing you ever see” (p. 501). Brady epitomizes the kind of political position that
      King warns against throughout his canon, representing the faceless alienation of mass technology which is used to
      carry out violent crimes via remote control, and perpetuating a toxic mix of consumerism, racism, ageism, and
      classicism as witnessed in those he chooses as his victims, specifically at the job fair, the rock concert, his
      plans to punish the Robinson family, and the retired detective Hodges himself. The racist assumptions that propel
      Hartsfield’s actions are the same that underpin Flagg’s white empire in Vegas; their mutual commitment to white
      supremacy turns out to be the deadliest contagion of all.
    


    
      Hartsfield emerges as a shrouded figure of the post-9/11 underground who fits the profile of a lone, domestic
      white supremacist violent extremist. He has a moment in the novel when he identifies with the terrorists of Al
      Qaeda and the Taliban—not with their religious orientation (note that similar to other white supremacists, he
      mocks their attire)—but with their determination to foment chaos and destruction: “If I was over there in
      Afghanistan, he thinks, dressed in a head-rag and one of those funky bathrobes, I could have quite a career
      blowing up troop carriers” (p. 127). Brady surfaces as the face of postmodern domestic terrorism, although his
      jihad serves no god nor political ideology, which makes his nihilistic fury more terrifying. In his novels
      published prior to 9/11, King’s authoritarian ambassadors—Linoge, Flagg, Stillson, Leland Gaunt (Needful
      Things), Barlow, and so on—may have been preternaturally gifted, but they likewise possessed a well-wrought
      design centered around clear and future politically orientated goals: “Just give me what I want and then I’ll go
      away,” Linoge chants as a refrain throughout Storm of the Century. In King’s multiverse, Brady is probably
      closest to the anarchic Crimson King in The Dark Tower; he, too, wishes to destroy the Beams of
      History—motivated by a vision of mass chaos and destruction that is located at the extreme of the white supremacy
      movement.
    


    
      The forces advocating authoritarianism conformity in King’s fiction appear as immediately recognizable political
      figures—such as Stillson in The Dead Zone and Brady Hartsfield in Mr. Mercedes—and as supernatural
      entities, such as Randall Flagg, the Crimson King, Pennywise in IT, the vampires in Salem’s Lot,
      and even the patrician ghosts in residence at The Shining’s Overlook hotel. King appears to summon these
      inhuman forces as well as their human representatives as both a warning to his readership about the inherent
      fragility of democratic institutions and also a means of highlighting the importance of resistance against, and
      the danger inherent in, adherence to blind conformity. Although all his antagonists emerge as autocratic figures
      of oppression, they are also, to varying degrees, like Trump himself, in possession of a deep anarchic impulse. A
      real estate mogul rather than a statesman, Trump could not be bothered about the daily processes of governance:
      witness his deliberate failure to fill a plethora of positions in the State Department, his ham-fisted
      incompetence in international affairs, his utter contempt for the “fake news” press, and his propensity for
      circumventing congressional process through the issuing of presidential orders. Like the autocrats we find in the
      King universe, beneath the veneer of Trump’s puerile fascination with the superficial trappings of presidential
      pomp lurked a man who viewed the functioning of democracy—and government in general—as impediments to exercising
      his own power. There exists no better evidence of this than Trump’s efforts to encourage the coup attempt that
      took place on January 6, 2021. The fascists in King’s fiction are also drunk on their own omnipotence; they are
      arrogant and braggadocious to the degree that they feel entitled to impose their supreme will over others and
      established institutions. Standing in opposition to these oppressive figures, however, are King’s surviving
      protagonists—Hodges and his courageous ka-tet, Ben Mears and Mark Petrie (Salem’s Lot), the Losers’
      Club in IT—who are humbling, underwhelming characters who stand in resistance to authoritarian principles
      and persuasion through the simple assertion their distinctness, fierce independence, and the persistence of an
      intuitive understanding of the difference between wrong and right. The most important legacy that the 1960s’
      counterculture left with this post-Vietnam war novelist may be the reaffirmation of a fundamental Yankee faith in
      the vitality of the individual, their ability to maintain a moral center at variance with examples of group think
      imposed by the authoritarian figures found at large roaming his fictional landscape.
    


    
      Notes


      
        	
          King’s political evolution began in the late 1960s when he was enrolled as a student at the University of
          Maine, Orono, from 1966 to 1970. Although he began college as a self-defined Goldwater republican, his
          classes and the politically charged atmosphere of the era gradually transformed him into a critic of
          America’s war in Vietnam and racial oppression. By the end of his four years in school, King’s contact with
          leftist movements such as Students for a Democratic Society had left him radicalized. The counterculture gave
          shape to King’s political consciousness. Its blend of social activism, commitment to liberal social causes,
          and ethical outrage—the brew that helped to radicalize King back in the late 1960s—remains a distinct feature
          of his subsequent writings and personal life. (For further elaboration on this crucial period in King’s life
          see the 1999 novel Hearts in Atlantis, the 2016 nonfictional collection on Vietnam’s influence on
          King and his university classmates in Hearts in Suspension, and “The Vietnamization of Stephen King”
          chapter in Magistrale and Blouin, 2020.)
        


        	
          Website: https://mashable.com/article/stephen-king-donald-trump-twitter-burns-2018/
        


        	
          Website: https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2020/03/31/how-authoritarians-are-
          exploiting-the-covid-19-crisis-to-grab-power/
        


        	
          Website: https://www.washingtonpost.com/video/politics/40-times-trump-said-the-coronavirus-would-go-away/2020/04/30/d2593312-9593-4ec2-aff7-72c1438fca0e_video.html
        


        	
          Trump’s red MAGA hats literally address this concept. When Trump’s legions entered the US Capitol building
          on January 6, 2021, many of them chanted “America first!” and carried royal-blue flags inscribed with
          “AF,” in white letters. The slogan was first popularized in 1940 by Nazi sympathizers who wanted
          to keep America from entering World War II. In 2016, Trump resurrected the phrase to accompany his
          isolationist foreign and immigration policies. Although its loyalty to Trump remains unconditional, the
          “America First” program, led by Holocaust denier Nicholas Fuentes, supports a brand of white Christian
          nationalism that reviles the mainstream Republican Party for being soft on Satan and Jews (Mogelson,
          2021, 35–36).
        


        	
          In an eerily parallel moment in 1932, the Silesian official P.F. Beck wrote to Adolf Hitler expressing
          similar irrational and anti-governmental sentiments to those expressed by Trump’s adherents: “We don’t want
          to hear anything more about government, we want only ADOLF HITLER as our leader, as the sole strong hand, as
          dictator” (qtd. in Ben-Ghiat 31).
        


        	
          As of this writing, Trump has been charged with sexual assault, sexual harassment, and rape by 26
          women; moreover, the white supremacy movement is predicated on misogyny, as well as racism and violence.
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      Introduction


      
        Video game culture has a white supremacy problem.1 Almost anyone who plays video games could
        speak to the toxic levels of casual racism that permeate online gaming spaces2 like
        background radiation. Players who reveal that they are black or are perceived to be black due to their chosen
        username, the design of their avatar, or the way that their voice sounds over chat find themselves repeatedly
        “griefed” or harassed in game, targeted for attack and inundated with slurs and racial insults (Gray-Denson,
        2012; see also Lopez, 2007; Diver, 2016; Hernandez, 2019; Karabinus, 2020).
        Meanwhile, popular Let’s Play streamers like PewDiePie (aka Felix Kjellberg) who, at time of writing, has the
        second largest YouTube following in the world (“Most popular YouTube channels,” 2020) with over 105 million
        subscribers, normalize racist “humor” by, for example, creating a video in which “men paid by Kjellberg … hold
        up a sign reading ‘Death to All Jews’ … and another with a man dressed as Jesus who says, ‘Hitler did nothing
        wrong’” (Berg, 2017).
      


      
        But as awful as this behavior is when it is confined to the virtual world, it is even more frightening when
        racist rhetoric in the online gaming community spills over into the real world. There is evidence that online
        gaming culture is a space where white supremacist groups seek to recruit and radicalize young white men
        (Kamenetz, 2018; “Free to play?: Hate, harassment and positive social experiences in online games,”
        2019; Condis, 2020) and that gaming-adjacent spaces like Steam (Gault & Maiberg, 2017; “This
        is not a game: How Steam harbors extremists,” 2020), and Discord3 (Newton,
        2017; Glaser, 2018) and image boards like 4chan and 8chan (Palmer, 2019; Glaser, 2018;
        Lorenz, 2019) have played host to racist and anti-Semitic hate groups as well as to white supremacist
        manifestos written by real-world mass murderers. The most well-known of these was the manifesto of the
        Christchurch, New Zealand mosque shooter, who, on March 15, 2019, posted a hate-filled, meme-laden screed to
        8chan that was laced with Internet culture in-jokes and video game references before livestreaming his killing
        spree from a head-mounted GoPro helmet camera, generating footage that eerily resembled a first-person shooter
        game (Timberg et al., 2019). Just before opening fire on the unsuspecting worshippers, the shooter
        directed his audience to subscribe to the YouTube channel of the aforementioned PewDiePie (Dickson,
        2019), getting in one last moment of “lulz”4 before killing 51 people in cold blood
        (Roy & Graham-McLay, 2020). Soon after the shootings, 8chan denizens were trading around short clips
        of the video, which had been “edited to include footage of YouTube personalities superimposed as if they were
        live-streaming a video game” (Timberg et al., 2019). And the Christchurch shooter was not the only terrorist
        who has decided to gamify an attack in recent years. A little over a month after the Christchurch shooting, on
        April 27, 2019, another shooter entered the Chabad of Poway Synagogue in Poway, California and shot four
        people, wounding three and killing one. He, too, announced his killing spree on 8chan via an “open letter”
        filled with “internet in-jokes.” He, too, promised to livestream his crimes, though the video itself never
        materialized (Allsop, 2019). The first person to respond to his post encouraged him “to ‘get the high
        score,’ by killing as many people as possible” (Evans, 2019). A few months after that, in October of
        2019 a man tried to shoot his way into a synagogue in Halle, Germany on Yom Kippur, “killing two people with
        homemade weapons nearby.” Prior to the attack, he posted a manifesto containing “a list of ‘achievements,’
        presented like video game level-ups” including racist and anti-Semitic entries like “‘Chosen to die -
        Kill a jew,’ ‘Midnight Genocide - Kill 3 niggers between 11pm and 1 am,’ and ‘Think of the
        children! - Kill a kikelett’” to “Meguca … an independent website, is loosely affiliated with 4chan’s anime
        board” (Broderick, 2019). The shooter then went on to livestream his attack on his Twitch channel
        (Broderick, 2019).
      


      
        If we hope to prevent individuals from becoming radicalized online, we must first understand where
        radicalization and recruitment is taking place and why white supremacists choose to recruit in one space over
        another. And so we must ask ourselves: what is it that white supremacists and other hate
        groups5 find attractive about online gaming culture? In some ways the answer is obvious on
        its face. After all, gaming is one of the most popular pastimes among young people today: two-thirds of young
        adults and 77% of males aged 18–29 told Pew Research that they play video games in 2015 (Duggan, 2015).
        Therefore, it makes sense that any organization that wants to recruit young people, particularly young men,
        into their ranks would look to games in order to reach out to this demographic. Furthermore, discourse within
        online games and in the largely anonymous or pseudonymous online communities surrounding gaming culture,
        particularly those that enable voice chat, have proven difficult for law enforcement officials to monitor
        (Yadron & Needleman, 2015; Ruskin, 2014; Jiang et al., 2019; Newton, 2020),
        making them ideal spaces, from a practical standpoint, for groups intent on cultivating hate to flourish. At
        the same time, platforms where gamers tend to congregate, such as Steam and Discord, have, up until quite
        recently, been notorious for having “hands off” moderation policies which enabled white supremacist content to
        proliferate unchecked (Roose, 2017; D’Anastasio, 2020).
      


      
        However, in addition to these demographic and technical considerations, I argue that white supremacist
        recruiters are attracted to online games because online gaming culture has historically privileged whiteness to
        such a degree that the mere presence of people of color was considered disruptive to the supposedly apolitical
        and color-blind (and, therefore, ultimately whitewashed) communities that players were creating. As such, as
        people of color’s demands for greater representation in games gained mainstream attention and game designers
        started making increased diversity in the characters they were creating more of a priority, a backlash formed
        against what was framed by some as the unwelcome intrusion of racial politics into their virtual worlds. White
        gamers who were used to seeing video game culture as a safe haven from difficult political discussions about
        race were suddenly being asked, explicitly or implicitly, to consider how their communities had been set up to
        exclude people. As a result, some of them lashed out, declaring that the “social justice
        warriors”6 were going too far and that the prioritization of issues of inclusion and
        diversity constituted a betrayal of straight white male audience members. One major example of this backlash
        was the infamous #GamerGate movement, a widespread online harassment campaign which ostensibly began as “a
        crusade to save an innocuous male pastime from killjoy critics” (Braithwaite, 2016, p.
        1)7 intent on pointing out problems of sexism and racism in online gaming culture
        (Consalvo, 2019) and which resulted in targets being doxed (Quinn, 2017), receiving rape and
        death threats (Webber, 2017), and even being driven from their homes or having threats called in to
        venues where they planned to speak (Robertson, 2014).
      


      
        I argue that white supremacist groups see the reactionary tendencies manifesting in movements like #GamerGate
        as an opportunity to draw a connection in the minds of young white male gamers between their own discomfort
        with the increased visibility of racial politics in gaming culture and the wider racist ideology that hate
        groups espouse, using them as “a vehicle to spread their ideology under the cover of a discussion about popular
        culture” (Condis, 2020, p. 145). And unfortunately, up until quite recently, some of the biggest players in the
        video game industry have had little to say about the pervasive racist rhetoric proliferating in online gaming
        spaces, preferring instead to turn a blind eye to the culture war that is brewing within their communities and
        thereby enabling racist memes and dog whistles8 to spread through their communities. This
        unwillingness on the part of platform holders and game design studios to confront toxicity in the spaces they
        own offers cover for white supremacists, signaling to them that what they are doing with these platforms is
        okay (or at least not worth taking the trouble to quash). It also signals to players of color that their safety
        is less of a priority to the industry than the comfort of bigots. I believe that if the gaming community is to
        have any hope of fighting back against white supremacist recruiters, it is vital for the industry to lead the
        way, setting and enforcing behavioral standards for players and modeling values of inclusiveness and justice
        within their communities. Therefore, I write this essay with an audience of game industry professionals in mind
        in hopes that they can learn how they have, whether intentionally or not, created opportunities for racist and
        sexist rhetoric to take hold in gaming culture as well as how they can use their power and influence within the
        culture to become better allies to a diverse group of fans.
      


      
        In this chapter I will first discuss how the history of post-racial, color-blind rhetoric in online culture set
        the stage for white supremacist recruitment efforts in online gaming. Next, I will explain where and how this
        recruitment takes place across a variety of platforms, from in-game chat sessions to online gaming hubs like
        Steam and Discord to explicitly neo-Nazi-affiliated websites with areas dedicated to discussions of video games
        and exchanges of racist indie games and mods. I will provide some examples of how the gaming industry has
        unwittingly encouraged (or at least failed to discourage) white supremacist rhetoric in the past in order to
        sketch out some basic guidelines for industry professionals who are invested in taking a stand against hate in
        their communities. And I will conclude by sketching out some basic guidelines for industry professionals who
        are invested in taking a stand against hate in their communities.
      

    


    
      “We don’t see race”: how dreams of a color-blind utopia enable white supremacists


      
        White supremacist groups have used the Internet as a recruitment tool for nearly as long as the “Net has
        existed” (Duffy, 2003, p. 292), from the White Aryan Resistance bulletin board system (Keipi et al.,
        2017) and white nationalist Usenet groups (Pollock, 2009) of the early 90s to explicitly
        neo-Nazi-affiliated websites like Stormfront (Burris et al., 2000) and The Daily Stormer
        (Lavin, 2018), to the anonymous imageboards like 4chan (Arthur, 2019) and 8chan
        (Stewart, 2019) and the social media platforms like Gab (Makuch, 2019; Zannettou et al.,
        2018) and Parler (Newhouse, 2020) where white supremacists groups mix and mingle with alt-right
        reactionaries and edgy teens today. Over the years their recipe for recruitment has remained relatively simple:
        locate “isolated, lonely, insecure, unfulfilled, bitter young men who feel that society at large has abandoned
        them and denies them the opportunities they feel entitled to” (Deo, 2017) and convince them that their
        feelings of depression and disaffection are the result of a conspiracy of racial minorities, feminists, and
        queer folk seeking to undermine traditional hierarchies valuing straight white men (Blazak, 2001, pp.
        988–989). White supremacist groups “provide a likeminded community for those who feel like social underdogs for
        their rejection of progressive values” (Lewis, 2018, p. 16) as well as “needed social bonding, a
        (virtual) community and a source of guidance, support, and moral backing” (Weimann, 2012, p. 84).
        Indeed, research by Tore Bjørgo demonstrates that many hate group members “become hardcore racists only after
        they had joined white supremacist groups. Rather than preexisting anti-Semitism or xenophobia, a cocktail of
        experiences such as isolation, depression, anxiety, or childhood abuse typically served as the stepping stones
        to extremism” (Enzinna, 2018). In other words, white supremacists seek out young people, particularly
        young men (Kimmel, 2017), in need of friendship and guidance in hope of imposing their violent, racist
        beliefs onto them in exchange for the social validation and companionship that they so desperately crave.
      


      
        So perhaps it is predictable that white supremacists would turn to online gaming culture, a space that, at
        least according to pop culture stereotypes, is teeming with lonely, geeky, socially awkward young white men.
        And yet, statistics demonstrate that gamers are actually quite a diverse group; a recent Pew survey reported
        that 53% of Black, non-Hispanic adults and 51% of Hispanic adults “play video games on a computer, TV, game
        console or portable device like a phone,” alongside 48% of white, non-Hispanic adults (Pew Research Center,
        2015). Furthermore, while only 7% of the white, non-Hispanic adults surveyed said that “the term ‘gamer’
        describes them well,” 11% of Black non-Hispanic adults and 19% of Hispanic adults claimed the label for
        themselves (Pew Research Center, 2015). Nevertheless, research demonstrates that video game advertisements
        still largely construct “gamers” as mostly consisting of white heterosexual men (Chess et al., 2016). So
        we must ask ourselves: how did this discrepancy between who is actually playing games and who we
        imagine gamers to be come about? How is it that online gaming culture came to be thought of as a
        predominantly white space?
      


      
        To answer this question, we must look back to the origins of online gaming during the earliest days of chatroom
        role-playing in Multi-User Domains (MUDs) and Multi-User Object Oriented Systems (MOOs), “when technological
        visionaries imagined the online world as a utopian space where everything—even transcending racism—was
        possible” (Nakamura, 2002, p. xi). Idealists like cyberlibertarian activist and poet John Perry
        Barlow (1996) wrote technoutopian tracts like “The Declaration of Cyberspace,” declaring that the
        denizens of the Internet would be “creating a world that all may enter without privilege or prejudice accorded
        by race, economic power, military force, or station of birth.” This miracle would be made possible via the
        equalizing forces of disembodiment: if we were unable to see the bodies of our fellow users then, the
        technoutopians reasoned, discrimination on the basis of race or gender or ability would be impossible
        (Rheingold, 1993). As such, “discourse about race in cyberspace” came to be thought of “as a bug,
        something an efficient computer user would eradicate since it contaminates her work/play” with something better
        left behind in the “meat space” of the real world (Nakamura, 2002, p. 48) and a belief in color-blind ideology,
        a belief that the best way to fight against racism was to discourage discussions of race altogether, held sway.
      


      
        However, as cultural critic Lisa Nakamura observes, the absence of discussion about issues of race and identity
        online during this crucial formational period often meant that an assumption of “default whiteness reigned”
        (Nakamura, 2002, p. 33) within the space. Since whiteness is culturally constructed as “the norm, the ordinary”
        (Dyer, 1997, p. 3), the unremarkable, it is unsurprising that when an individual’s racial identity was
        not remarked upon within these online chatrooms, they were simply assumed to be white. As such, according to
        Jessie Daniels (2018),
      


      
        
          the ideology of color-blindness in technology—both in the industry and in popular understandings of
          technology—serve[d as] a key mechanism enabling White nationalists to exploit technological innovations. By
          ignoring race in the design process and eschewing discussion of it after products are launched, the tech
          industry has left an opening for White nationalists
        


        
          (p. 63)
        

      


      
        to define how race should be understood in cyberspace. Therefore, rather than creating the desired race-less
        utopia, the web quickly transformed into a place where people of color were encouraged to try and pass
        as white, and to thereby lay claim to some of the privileges associated with whiteness, if they wanted to be
        welcomed into the online community.
      


      
        Of course, these privileges could be instantly revoked if one dared to break the spell of “default whiteness”
        by re-introducing racialized bodies into the space. Indeed, users “who elect to describe themselves in racially
        ‘othered’ terms, as Asian, African American, or Latino,” were seen as “engaging in a form of hostile
        performance, since they introduce what many consider a real-life, ‘divisive issue’ into the phantasmatic world
        of cybernetic textual interaction” (Nakamura, 2002, p. 37). Those who were the victims of racist harassment
        were told that they “had the option to hide their race by removing it from their descriptions” (Nakamura, 2002,
        p. 45) and therefore were ultimately the ones responsible for the abuse they endured. In other words, by
        choosing not to pass as white, these users were thought to be intentionally politicizing the game world
        (Condis, 2018), deliberately puncturing “the fantasy, that of a race-free society” which “can only occur
        by suppressing forbidden identity choices” (Nakamura, 2002, p. 46). “The goal of ‘honoring diversity’ seen on
        so many bumper stickers,” it seemed, would only “be accomplished by eliminating diversity” (Nakamura, 2002, p.
        13; see also Higgin, 2009). Users who outwardly indicated their racial identities were imagined as
        racial saboteurs dead-set on poisoning a community that had been designed as an escape from the everyday
        worries and anxieties of news and politics. Their very presence was construed as a political challenge to the
        status quo.
      


      
        Of course, an “apolitical” color-blind philosophy cannot understand (or perhaps refuses to acknowledge) that
        the deliberate eliding of race is itself a political move, one that has the effect of reinforcing white
        hegemony within both the industry and the community (Bulut, 2020). It fails to imagine that, for people
        of color, the suppression of discourse about race might not actually constitute an “escape” from politics but
        rather a constant political minefield wherein one must police one’s own self-expression to prevent any
        racialized signifiers from “leaking out.” It is a stance that privileges the feelings of white players (for
        whom, at least in part, one of the draws of being online in the first place is that it is a place where they no
        longer have to think about race relations or experience white guilt) over those of gamers of color, who wind up
        being accused of causing their own racist abuse (Gray-Denson, 2012).
      


      
        These contradictions lay at the crux of the 2014 #GamerGate backlash. Although coverage of #GamerGate tended to
        focus more on the misogyny and sexism within the movement, TreaAndrea M. Russworm notes that “whiteness remains
        very much relevant to these events, both in terms of GamerGate’s most public victims and in the way its
        defenders have expressed a desire to protect their game space from perceived outsiders.” These
        “defenders (and criminal perpetrators) have mostly been white men who freely utilize rhetorics of white
        supremacy” to attack their interlocutors in an
      


      
        
          attempt to preserve gaming as a play space of white masculine privilege, where women and racial others are
          barely tolerated so long as they accept their proper place as interlopers who also adhere to established
          hierarchies of gender and race.
        


        
          (Kim et al., 2018, p. 156)
        

      


      
        As a result of the color-blind ideology described above, video games have been imagined as a pastime for
        straight white males for so long that the increased presence of women and people of color within the hobby came
        to be perceived as a threat by a certain subset of gamers (Braithwaite, 2016); soon, these gamers worried,
        white males would no longer be the primary demographic catered to by the gaming industry (Condis, 2018). If
        white male gamers did not act quickly to expel the “outsiders” who were “invading” gaming, they stood to lose
        the privileged position that they held within gaming culture. So, a whole slate of awful tactics came to be
        seen as justified in service of the defense of the metaphorical homeland (Cross, 2014), including harassment,
        stalking, doxing, and even rape and death threats.
      


      
        Michael Kimmel describes the anger and resentment behind a movement like #GamerGate as a kind of “aggrieved
        entitlement” (Kimmel, 2017) and identifies it as one of the key markers that white supremacist groups look for
        in potential recruits. White supremacist recruiters recognize #GamerGate as a story with the same contours as
        the one that they tell to all of their members: that they are the rightful heirs to their culture, that Others
        are seeking to displace them, that only by banding together to repel these others will they be able to reclaim
        their rightful place at the top of the hierarchy (Condis, 2018; Condis, 2020). Umberto Eco (1995)
        describes the common features of this narrative in his seminal essay “Ur-Fascism”: fascists encourage their
        recruits to develop an “obsession with a plot” to ruin their culture (in the case of #GamerGate, the supposed
        conspiracy of feminist and anti-racist game critics and journalists to undermine gamer culture) being driven by
        “intruders” who do not belong in their community. Recruits must then be convinced that the only way to defeat
        this plot is through “permanent warfare” (aka ongoing harassment) to root out the invaders and restore the
        “homeland” (aka the Internet) to its rightful inhabitants (Eco, 1995). According to Katherine Cross
        (2015), such rhetoric from #GamerGaters
      


      
        
          follows a very familiar pattern that we see in reactionary movements of late capitalism where that latent
          sense of resentment – of birthrights not being fulfilled, privilege no longer counting for as much as it used
          to, at least in the eye of the privilege beholder – is being exploited now as a source of movement energy …
          There’s a very strong isomorphism between the idea of ‘they’re going to take our videogames away’ and
          ‘they’re going to take our country away.’
        

      


      
        The goal of the white supremacist recruiter, therefore, becomes moving young men between these narratives,
        convincing them that their fight for online gaming culture is just one battle in the war for the future of the
        white race.
      

    


    
      Radical encounters: where online recruitment happens


      
        White supremacist recruitment in online gaming culture takes many forms and happens across many platforms. For
        example, according to Christian Picciolini (2018), a former neo-Nazi organizer and the founder of the
        Free Radicals Project, a non-profit organization dedicated to helping members escape from violent extremist
        groups, recruiters sometimes hang out in multiplayer online games such as “Fortnite, Minecraft and
        COD [Call of Duty]” looking for potential new marks. Picciolini describes radicalization via in-game
        chat as a process of slow escalation designed to introduce potential new members to various facets of racist
        ideology gradually: “Typically, they’ll start out with dropping slurs about different races or religions and
        test the waters” and “once they sense that they’ve got their hooks in them, they ramp it up. And then they
        start sending propaganda. They start sending links to other sites, or they start talking about these old
        racist, anti-Semitic tropes” (Kamenetz, 2018). And while it is difficult to know how widespread these
        recruitment efforts truly are, a recent survey by the Anti-Defamation League revealed that many popular white
        supremacist talking points have made their way into online gaming spaces. They report that “almost a quarter of
        online multiplayer gamers (23%) have been invited to discuss or have heard others discussing the ‘superiority
        of whites and inferiority of non-whites’ and/or ‘white identity/a home for the white race’” while participating
        in an online gaming session while “9 percent of online multiplayer gamers were exposed to denials of the scope
        and impact of the Holocaust” (“Free to play?: Hate, harassment and positive social experiences in online
        games,” 2019, p. 24).
      


      
        We can also see the same recruitment procedure taking place on platforms related to gaming culture such as
        Steam, “the largest and most important online store for PC gamers” (“This is not a game: How Steam harbors
        extremists,” 2020) that boasts over a billion accounts and around 90 million active monthly users (Brown,
        2019). While Steam, which is owned by Valve Corporation, is “primarily an e-commerce platform for PC games,
        akin to the Apple app store” it is also
      


      
        
          a social platform which includes customizable ‘profile pages’ for individual users, the ability to add
          friends, groups that act as online forums, discussion boards related to certain game titles, as well as the
          ability to communicate via instant messaging and voice chat.
        


        
          (“This is not a game: How Steam harbors extremists,” 2020)
        

      


      
        It also has a Curator feature which “allows groups or individuals to create pages where they recommend games”
        to their fellow players (Maiberg, 2017). Unfortunately, however, there are some who have chosen to use
        this feature to create neo-Nazi-themed pages with names like “The Ill-Jew-minati Squad,” “The Jew World Order,”
        “Nazi Revolutionary Party,” or “Hitler’s Nazi’s” [sic], who describe the purpose of their group as “Anything
        that lets us relive the glory days of the Third Reich” (Maiberg, 2017). Many of these Curator pages are adorned
        with images of swastikas or other neo-Nazi imagery.
      


      
        Steam also enables users to form their own Groups or “user-created hubs where members can share interests,
        coordinate gaming activities and host discussions in group-specific forums” (“Steam Community Groups,”
        2020). These, too, have been used to spread white supremacist propaganda. For example, according to
        investigative reporting by Emanuel Maiberg in 2017, “searching Steam Groups for the term ‘Nazi’ brings up 7,893
        results,” including pages like “The Steam group Nationalsozíalismus -Neo-Nazis-” which describes itself as a
        “group strictly for Neo-Nazis and fans of Nazism ideology” and welcomes new members with a post that reads
      


      
        
          卐 Heil Hitler 卐
        


        
          卐 White Pride World Wide 卐
        


        
          卐 14卐
        


        
          Fuck jews
        


        
          Fuck blacks
        


        
          Fuck islam.9
        

      


      
        Maiberg also found that “Searching for the n-word brings up 4,520 results” and that a search for the term
        “white power” lead to “a group called ‘Power to Whites’ that has 85 members. In its ‘About’ section it says
        that ‘We are a group deticated [sic] to killing Jews, Crips, Gays and Blacks.’” Andy Campbell (2018) at
        HuffPost had similar results in March of 2018, reporting that “[a] basic search in the groups tab for words and
        phrases like ‘Nazis’ or ‘Jews’ or ‘school shooting’ will bring up thousands of results.” And earlier that same
        year Maibeg and Gault (2018) found a Steam group for Atomwaffen Division, a group that the Southern
        Poverty Law Center calls a “a terroristic neo-Nazi organization” that believes “the modern, post-industrial
        society cannot be redeemed” and therefore that “it ought to be driven into apocalyptic collapse so a white
        ethnostate or whites-only utopia can be constructed in its wake” (Atomwaffen Division, 2020). The group
        has been “linked to the suspects in at least five killings in the United States” (Bromwich, 2018).
      


      
        According to Daniel Kelley, the assistant director of the Anti-Defamation League’s Center for Technology and
        Society, Steam is an attractive platform for extremist groups to recruit from because it is widely known for
        its lax approach to content moderation. Kelley told Cecilia D’Anastasio at Wired Magazine that “[b]y the
        standards of 2020, their approach is super outdated and not in keeping with other companies in social media and
        games that are ramping up efforts to make their platforms respectful and inclusive spaces for all people”
        (D’Anastasio, 2020). To be fair, Steam does “have a habit of quietly removing specific hate groups any time
        they’re mentioned in the press” (Grayson, 2018). However, neo-Nazi content continually reappears; in
        2020 researchers for the ADL wrote that it was “disturbingly easy … to locate Steam users who espouse extremist
        beliefs, using language associated with white supremacist ideology and subcultures” (“This is not a game: How
        Steam harbors extremists,” 2020).
      


      
        In addition to Steam, Discord is another popular gaming platform that has been criticized for playing host to
        hate groups. Discord is a service “which lets users chat with voice and text” (Newton, 2017) and has attracted
        over 250 million registered accounts since its founding in 2015 (Coberly, 2019). And it is also “a very
        popular destination for communities of neo-Nazis and white supremacists to socialize, share hateful memes,
        boost the ideas that undergird their movements, inculcate strangers, and plan activities” (Glaser, 2018).
        Reporters have discovered groups with “names like ‘Nazism ’n’ Chill,’ ‘Reich Lords,’ ‘Rotten Reich,’ ‘KKK of
        America,’ ‘Oven Baked Jews,’ and ‘Whitetopia’” (Glaser, 2018). Such groups seem to be drawn to the platform due
        to its “high degree of anonymity” which makes it “an ideal choice for people looking to avoid detection or
        surveillance” (Roose, 2017). Like Steam, Discord finally made moves to oust these groups in the wake of
        negative press coverage (D’Anastasio, 2017), but unfortunately these moves came after the platform was
        used to help organize the Unite the Right Rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, that claimed the life of Heather
        Heyer (Newton, 2017).
      


      
        In addition to establishing white supremacist footholds on platforms frequented by gamers, explicitly white
        supremacist websites like Stormfront, a web forum that the Southern Poverty Law Center calls “the first
        major hate site on the Internet” (Stormfront, 2020), and The Daily Stormer, a neo-Nazi website
        created by Andrew Anglin that was named after the “Nazi propaganda sheet known as Der Stürmer” (Andrew
        Anglin, 2020), are cultivating spaces for gamers to socialize. For example, Stormfront has a section
        of their message boards dedicated to the discussion of gaming while Andrew Anglin runs a forum called “Gamer
        Uprising” that was, up until recently, directly linked from The Daily Stormer’s front page (Anglin
        remains a regular poster on the forum). In these spaces, posters chat about which popular AAA games might be
        the best vehicles for introducing young people to white nationalist ideology: Skyrim is a popular
        choice, as the in-game faction “the Stormcloaks’ struggle for independence and a racially pure Skyrim, a
        ‘Skyrim for the Nords,’ echo[s] the Stormfront users’ own calls for a monoethnic and monocultural
        society, without the influence of other races” (Bjørkelo, 2020). They also trade links to neo-Nazi or
        skinhead-themed mods for classic popular games like Counter-Strike, Doom (Khosravi, 2017),
        and even Super Mario Brothers (Selepak, 2010) as well as original white supremacist indie games
        like Angry Goy 2 (Wheel Maker Studios, 2017) and Jesus Strikes Back: Judgement Day
        (2GenPro, 2019). The former game was praised by American neo-Nazi and Charlottesville Unite the Right
        Rally attendee Chris Cantwell as “… the season’s hit game for White males who have had it with Jewish bullshit”
        where “instead of taking out your frustrations on actual human beings, you can fight the mongrels and
        degenerates on your computer” (Verhoef, 2019). It “gives players the chance to shove Jewish
        characters into ovens and to shoot up an LGBTQ nightclub and a news station called the ‘Fake News Network’”
        (Dillon, 2018). Meanwhile, JSB pairs players up with “a number of figures beloved by the
        alt-right, including Donald Trump, Adolf Hitler, Vladimir Putin, Jair Bolsonaro, Pepe the Frog and … the
        Christchurch Mosque gunman,” all of whom are listed as examples of “Gamers” on the game’s website (“Jesus
        Strikes Back: Judgement Day,” 2002). They are then encouraged to kill a variety of different enemy “Non
        Gamers” (Jesus Strikes Back: Judgement Day,” 2002), including “‘Social Justice Warriors,’ ‘Feminazis,’ gay and
        trans people, migrants, Democrats, Antifa and abortion doctors. The game’s various levels see you fight in a
        mosque, a gay nightclub, a news studio, and at the US–Mexico border” (Joyner, 2019). Such content is
        common for games with neo-Nazi themes according to a 2017 survey conducted by Andrew Selepak: “Blacks and Jews
        were the most often portrayed as the enemy” (p. 19), but other minoritized groups, such as Hispanics, Muslims,
        and homosexuals, were also sometimes the target of virtual violence (pp. 20–22).
      


      
        Finally, posters also used the message boards at Stormfront and The Daily Stormer to share links
        to some of the aforementioned white supremacist Steam Groups and Discord servers on their dedicated Gaming
        discussion board (“This is not a game: How Steam harbors extremists,” 2020) and chatted about their hopes that
        #GamerGate would serve as a potentially radicalizing event in the lives of young men. For example, one
        Stormfront poster gleefully described how “GamerGate is widely supported by young White men who might otherwise
        be oblivious to political matters” and argued that the hashtag would be “a perfect opportunity to slowly wake
        them to the Jewish question”. Another posted that
      


      
        
          [t]he best thing GamerGate can do is create a perpetual assault to slow down feminist and the Judeo-Left
          until some sort of political opposition arises. They also need to expand their interests beyond video games,
          queers and ‘womyn’ in your video games are simply a symptom of a Jewish media, academia, government, and
          economic hegemony.
        

      


      
        Posts like these suggest that, far from being “just a joke” (see below), discussions of gaming culture on these
        forums are serious and strategic in nature.
      

    


    
      Just a joke?: defusing the irony defense


      
        One common objection leveled at those who study the kind of hateful rhetoric outlined above is that it is
        possible that those who create neo- Nazi-themed Steam Groups and Discord servers or who design and play white
        supremacist games are little more than edgy teenagers and other assorted internet trolls looking to get a rise
        out of people by being intentionally offensive. According to this argument, the majority of people posting this
        kind of material are not necessarily actively attempting to recruit people into neo-Nazi ideology. In fact, it
        is possible that they are not even sincerely invested in the hateful beliefs that they claim to espouse.
        Rather, they are posting this material ironically in hopes of triggering an angry response from so-called
        “social justice warriors” and other politically progressive folks online for their own amusement. Indeed, the
        studio behind Jesus Strikes Back: Judgement Day, 2GenPro, claims on their website that they are merely
        in the business of developing “satirical parody video games for real epic gamerz™” (“Disclaimer,” 2020).
        They even posted a lengthy spoof of a legal disclaimer mocking anyone who takes the abhorrent content within
        their games seriously:
      


      
        
          ALL VIDEO GAMES DEVELOPED BY 2GENPRO ARE OVERLY EXAGGERATED PARODIES SATIRIZING MODERN POLITICAL, SOCIAL AND
          “GAMER” CULTURE AND ARE STRICTLY INTENDED FOR ENTERTAINMENT PURPOSE ONLY, AND ARE NOT INTENDED TO BE
          POLITICAL STATEMENTS OF ANY NATURE. VIEWER DISCRETION IS ADVISED.10
        

      


      
        This argument that the majority of white supremacist rhetoric in online gaming culture can be dismissed as
        “mere jokes” is quite weak even when taken at face value, considering that even racist jokes that the teller
        didn’t “intend” to be harmful can still be damaging to those who are targeted by them, making them feel
        unwelcome and unsafe in their communities. Furthermore, studies have shown that racist humor “may reinforce the
        social hierarchy and stereotypes about the individuals it targets, potentially loosening societal norms that
        discourage expressions of prejudice” (Saucier et al., 2016; Ford et al., 2017). In other words,
        even if the majority of white supremacist rhetoric in online gaming culture is coming from trolls and
        pranksters, the effect that it has on the community still helps to furthering the goals of white
        supremacists by rendering the space more tolerant towards racist speech.
      


      
        But this “irony defense” (Siegel & Nagle, 2017) becomes especially nonsensical when one realizes
        that it has been specifically cultivated by actual neo-Nazis for the purpose of deflecting criticism and of
        obfuscating their radical political beliefs, which, when stated plainly, would be too distasteful for the
        uninitiated to rally behind. White supremacists euphemistically describe this strategy as “hiding their
        powerlevel” (Deo, 2018) and they actively coach one another to employ it as yet another facet of their
        recruitment strategy. For example, one series of leaked documents written by Andrew Anglin, the founder of
        The Daily Stormer, discussed in the section above, outlines a “style guide for writing internet-friendly
        neo-Nazi prose” that depends on writers cultivating a “humorous, snarky style” (Feinberg, 2017). For
        example, Anglin tells his prospective contributors that,
      


      
        
          Generally, when using racial slurs, it should come across as half-joking – like a racist joke that everyone
          laughs at because it’s true. This follows the generally light tone of the site.
        

      


      
        
          It should not come across as genuine raging vitriol. That is a turnoff to the overwhelming majority of
          people.
        

      


      
        
          …
        

      


      
        
          The goal is to continually repeat the same points, over and over and over again. The reader is at first drawn
          in by curiosity or the naughty humor, and is slowly awakened to reality by repeatedly reading the same
          points. We are able to keep these points fresh by applying them to current events.
        


        
          (Feinberg, 2017)
        

      


      
        And again in a section of the style guide called “Lulz”:
      


      
        The tone of the site should be light.
      


      
        
          Most people are not comfortable with material that comes across as vitriolic, raging, non-ironic hatred.
        

      


      
        
          The unindoctrinated should not be able to tell if we are joking or not.
        


        
          (Feinberg, 2017)
        

      


      
        Further along in the document, he likens this strategy to “something like adding cherry flavor to children’s
        medicine” and once again advises his writers that:
      


      
        
          There should be a conscious agenda to dehumanize the enemy, to the point where people are ready to laugh at
          their deaths. So it isn’t clear that we are doing this – as that would be a turnoff to most normal people –
          we rely on lulz.
        


        
          (Feinberg, 2017)
        

      


      
        Of course, this strategy is not new. As early as the 1940s philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre identified the tendency
        of anti-Semites to hide their ideology beneath a mask of supposed humor. Sartre writes:
      


      
        
          Never believe that anti-Semites are completely unaware of the absurdity of their replies. They know that
          their remarks are frivolous, open to challenge. But they are amusing themselves, for it is their adversary
          who is obliged to use words responsibly, since he believes in words. The anti-Semites have the right
          to play.
        

      


      
        
          They even like to play with discourse for, by giving ridiculous reasons, they discredit the seriousness of
          their interlocutors. They delight in acting in bad faith, since they seek not to persuade by sound argument
          but to intimidate and disconcert. If you press them too closely, they will abruptly fall silent, loftily
          indicating by some phrase that the time for argument is past.11
        


        
          (1995, p. 20)
        

      


      
        In other words, white supremacists know that one of the best ways to avoid being criticized for their beliefs
        is to say that they were “just jokes” whenever they get called out for them. In the light of these deliberate
        tactics of obfuscation, it is vitally important that leaders within online gaming culture, including game
        developers and platform holders, be made aware of the recruitment strategies being used by white supremacists
        to ensure that they don’t mistakenly allow their communities to be targeted.
      

    


    
      What not to do


      
        Unfortunately, the last several years have played host to several instances of games industry professionals
        engaging with white supremacist rhetoric in unproductive or even dangerous ways. As communication scholars we
        can look to these events as examples of what not to do if one’s goal is to foster a diverse and
        inclusive online community. First, we must note that it is vital for game designers who want to use the symbols
        of white supremacist ideology in the game worlds that they are creating to actively engage the meaning behind
        those symbols rather than simply including them as edgy window dressing. That is to say, while it is absolutely
        possible for game designers to make games that grapple thoughtfully with the topic of white
        supremacy,12 it is a mistake for games to include the iconography of white supremacy without
        considering the context in which it exists or the uses to which it might be put within the game world. This is
        especially true for multiplayer online games, where white supremacist symbols that are included within a
        virtual environment might be used as tool to enact racist attacks against people of color within the game
        regardless of how developers initially intended for them to be deployed.
      


      
        For example, Rockstar Games’ 2018 open-world action-adventure game Red Dead Redemption 2 takes
        place in 1899 in the aftermath of the US Civil War and allows players to take on the role of Arthur Morgan, the
        leader of a band of cowboy outlaws on the run. In the single-player game, it is possible for the player to
        encounter the Ku Klux Klan, “an in-game white supremacist faction,” that are marked as villains both within the
        game’s story (Morgan will insult and deride them when he encounters them, calling them “Goddamn hooded rodents”
        and “pathetic sacks of shit”) and in its mechanics as they are the only group of non-player characters (NPCs)
        that the player is allowed to kill without it negatively affecting their in-game honor meter (Kleinman,
        2018). These NPCs are not present or playable in Red Dead Online (Rockstar Games, 2019), the
        massively-multiplayer online portion of the game where players are free to create their own character to
        explore the world either on their own or in a group of other players called a “posse” (Oloman & James,
        2020). However, due to a loophole in the game’s code it was possible for players to hack into the game to
        insert KKK members into the game world, resulting in “reports of cheating attacks by community members who say
        flocks of hooded NPCs are terrorizing them, either in the form of NPCs, or posse groups who pretend to be KKK”
        (Hernandez, 2020). Players reported that playing as a black avatar would often trigger racist attacks,
        including being called slurs, getting chased down by players “role playing as ‘runaway slave catchers’” and
        giving themselves racist clan names such as “The Grand Wizards” (Hernandez, 2019). While Rockstar did
        eventually fix the issue in June of 2020, their mistake meant that people of color (and people playing as
        people of color) faced racist harassment that was enacted via unsecured game assets.
      


      
        Another example of a game studio initially failing to consider the implications of their use of white
        supremacist symbols took place in 2018 when publisher Devolver Digital and developer Gamepires announced that
        they would be including a downloadable content pack of player character tattoos for their prison-survival game
        Scum (Devolver Digital, 2020) that would include tattoos frequently sported by real-life
        neo-Nazis, including “the numbers ‘14’ and ‘88’ and the Iron Cross”13 (Blake, 2018).
        When faced with criticism about the decision to include these elements in their game, some members of the team
        reacted defensively: “It’s a game. It’s fiction. If you are offended by some textures in the game, please don’t
        play the game.” The Croteam Incubator marketing and community manager told fans on Steam_ “We are not right
        wing, we are not Nazi supporters, we are not even Germans, and [the] only offending thing here, in my opinion,
        is calling us Nazi supporters for no reason” (Chalk, 2018). And yet it is not difficult to imagine the
        inclusion of such symbols being seen by some players as an invitation to role play within the game as a member
        of a white supremacist gang (and therefore to engage in harassment and abuse toward people of color and/or
        people using black and brown avatars within the game), regardless of the intent of the game’s creators. In
        fact, their inclusion might ultimately be read as a tacit endorsement of this kind of play, considering that
        these tattoos would have been accessible for online play without players having to resort to using any hacks or
        mods. Ultimately, both Devolver Digital and Gamepires released an apology and removed the tattoos from the
        game, with the former telling the press that while “the use of the tattoo was intended to assist in portraying
        a realistic element of prison culture and the horrid elements within it,” they now “agree it should have never
        been in the game regardless of creative intent or realism” (Hall, 2018). A statement from Gamepires
        added “Our intention was to create an atmosphere of the worst of the worst criminals in Scum” but that
        “since our initial response on our forums we’ve discussed this as a team and with our publisher and agree
        wholeheartedly that this content was unnecessary” (Hall, 2018).
      


      
        As these cases indicate, it is important for game designers to think carefully not just about how they intend
        for white supremacist symbols that they include in their game to be perceived but also about how they might be
        redeployed in unexpected ways by players. Thinking through the various ways in which players might use the
        iconography included within the game world toward hateful ends and taking steps to prevent these abuses in
        order to protect the members of their communities is part of the responsibility that game creators and
        publishers take on when they choose to deploy such highly charged imagery.
      


      
        Similarly, when using popular memes as a way to garner attention for a game, it is important for designers and
        marketers to understand their origins lest they wind up unintentionally amplifying hateful, racist dog
        whistles. For example, Bungie, the developers of the free-to-play online multiplayer first-person shooter game
        Destiny 2 (Activision, 2017), was forced to remove a piece of in-game armor that bore a close
        resemblance to the Kekistan flag, a banner that is “modelled on a Nazi war flag” (“Destiny 2 apology for
        ‘Nazi-inspired’ Kekistan flag,” 2017) and that has been flown by alt-right activists at rallies across
        the US, including the Unite the Right Charlottesville rally that ended in the murder of Heather
        Heyer.14 According to a press release put out by Bungie, the armor design was “flagged by
        another team responsible for reviewing content for cultural, geographical, and other sensitive issues.”
        However, that review apparently failed to uncover the meme’s “contemporary, vile derivation that has been
        repurposed by hate groups” and was therefore approved for inclusion in the game. In the wake of the
        controversy, Bungie promised to “determine how we can more deeply vet our game content to shield us, and our
        community, from inappropriate imagery” (DeeJ, 2017). Such a process, I argue, would have to include
        consulting experts who are familiar with the ever-evolving spectrum of alt-right and white supremacist memes
        the better to recognize them when they appear.
      


      
        Finally, although one would think that it would go without saying, game developers should refrain from actively
        catering to the desires of white supremacist players. For example, Triternion, the creators of the online
        multiplayer medieval hack-and-slash fighting game Mordhau (2019), a game that has already been
        criticized for allowing “racist, sexist and homophobic slurs thrown around in both the in-game chat and the
        official forums, seemingly without repercussions,” recently mused in the press about the possibility of giving
        players “the option to disable characters that aren’t white and male” in their copy of the game (Horti,
        2019). When asked by PC Gamer about whether they planned to allow players the ability to create
        female and POC characters in their game, one developer responded that “[w]hatever stance we take officially,
        some group of people are going to be upset with us. And so ideally we’d put the power in the player’s hands,
        and give them the option to enable and disable different things.” He added that the prospect of increasing the
        diversity of player characters “attracts a lot of toxicity, a lot of stuff we’re not interested in attracting
        to the game itself, any more on top of what’s already present” (Horti, 2019). This stance seems to imply that
        part of the reason for racist abuse within the game is the visible existence of people of color in the game
        world and that the best way to deal with the problem is to give overt racists the option to create a virtual
        world free of black and brown people. Triternion later went on Twitter to announce that they “do not, nor have
        we ever, had plans to add a toggle to hide other ethnicities or ‘disable characters that aren’t white’ in
        Mordhau” (@mordhaugame, 2019), but the very fact that employees from the company were willing to
        publicly speculate about such a feature could be taken as a signal (along with the company’s apparent
        unwillingness to tamp down on racist behavior by players in their community) that white supremacist attitudes
        are welcomed (or at least tolerated) within this particular virtual world.
      

    


    
      What the industry can do


      
        So what can the game industry do to signal that white supremacist rhetoric is unwelcome in their communities
        and on their platforms? First and most importantly, companies working within the industry, both large and
        small, need to make sure that they are doing everything they can within their own houses to ensure that they
        are listening to a diverse group of voices. This means going out of their way to ensure that they are seeking
        out employees from all different backgrounds, hiring diversity officers and consultants, and asking for
        feedback from fans about the kinds of experiences that they are having related to racial discrimination within
        the community. If the only voices in the room during a discussion about racial discrimination and white
        supremacy in your game are white then it is likely that some aspects of what it is like to be a player of color
        within your community are going to go overlooked.
      


      
        Second, game developers and platform holders need to declare loudly and publicly what their values are with
        regard to these issues, even if that means receiving some blowback from portions of their fan base. For
        example, many companies raced to issue statements in support of the Black Lives Matter movement in the summer
        of 2020 in the wake of the killing of George Floyd, including heavy hitters like Nintendo, Sony, Ubisoft,
        Blizzard (Smith, 2020) and Discord (“Our stand on racial equality,” 2020). However, while such
        public relations statements are welcome, they are not sufficient unless they are coupled with concrete action.
        One really fantastic example that other companies in the industry might wish to follow was set by Itch.io, an
        “open marketplace for independent digital creators with a focus on independent video games” (“About itch.io,”
        2020) that functions similarly to Steam, albeit on a much smaller scale. In 2020 Itch helped organize a massive
        bundle of 1,704 different games by a large group of developers that players could purchase for a donation of as
        little as $5 to the NAACP Legal Defense and Educational Fund and Community Bail Fund (Murray, 2020). In
        other words, each of these developers as well as Itch.io, the platform holder, took a direct and unequivocal
        stand on a specific issue and made a material commitment to that issue rather than simply issuing platitudes in
        the form of press releases. Moves like these help signal to the wider community that these companies are
        committed to anti-racist politics, which makes it that much more difficult for white supremacists to co-opt the
        spaces that they create. White supremacist recruiters prefer communities with vaguely articulated values or
        those that are committed to maintaining an “apolitical” stance, as the discursive void that is created by such
        policies is easier for them to fill with their own messaging.
      


      
        Thirdly, when unacceptable behavior does crop up within the community, it is important to call it out. And if
        white supremacists attempt to co-opt some portion of a game and use it toward racist ends, it is vital to
        reject them explicitly and publicly. For example, while both Blizzard Entertainment’s Overwatch
        (2016) and Activision’s Call of Duty Modern Warfare (2019) should be commended for removing in-game
        decals and emotes (a noose spray [McWhertor, 2020] and an “OK” hand gesture15
        [Yin-Poole, 2020] respectively) that were being used to facilitate racist harassment in their games,
        neither company made an announcement about the change or about the reasoning behind it, leaving the press to
        speculate that the fact that these changes coincided with the BLM protests of the summer of 2020 meant that the
        companies had issues of racial justice in mind. If such changes are to be effective at helping to shape the
        culture around a game, then the reasoning behind them must be explicitly articulated and, indeed, shouted from
        the rooftops.
      


      
        The developers behind the Early Access indie science fantasy RPG roguelike game Caves of Qud
        (Freehold Games, 2015) have done particularly well in this regard, creating a Code of Conduct for their
        Discord community that goes beyond simply creating an injunction against “talking politics” in general.
        Instead, it creates an “explicitly anti-fascist” (J. Grinblat, personal communication, October 20, 2020) set of
        guidelines to govern behavior within the space. The Code of Conduct states:
      


      
        
          We want to foster strong community bonds, and to do so we must discourage behaviors that threaten the healthy
          functioning of this space and erode the well-being of those within it. Accordingly, we have no tolerance for
          hate speech or for symbols associated with hate groups. These include swastikas, Pepe the
          Frog,16 4chan-isms, and all other symbols and memes that promote bigotry, fascism, and
          apologia thereof.
        


        
          (@inurashii, 2018)
        

      


      
        Community moderator eva problems says that this last decision to “keep abreast of the latest dog whistles” and
        to expressly forbid them in addition to banning more overt and obvious instances of hate speech was vital to
        ensuring that the community mods were empowered to fight back against so-called “ironic” or “jokey” white
        supremacist postings designed to fly under the radar of less carefully crafted policies (eva problems, personal
        communication, October 27, 2020). Furthermore, writer and designer Caelyn Sandel as well as Jason Grinblat, the
        co-creator of Caves of Qud and the co-founder of the indie studio Freehold Games, emphasized the
        importance of crafting a section of their Code of Conduct designed to govern discussions of their own story
        world, particularly parts of that world that could possibly be co-opted by players interested in pushing
        fascist or white supremacist talking points. The CoC specifically provides guidelines for discussion of an
        in-game faction called the Putus Templar, a fascistic group dedicated to “eugenics and genocide,” in order to
        prevent them from being co-opted by those hoping to use them to “ironically” or “jokingly” push white
        supremacist talking points (J. Grinblat, personal communication, October 20, 2020):
      


      
        
          We do not wish to quell discussion or speculation on them, but be conscious that discussion can easily veer
          into the code of conduct breaches described above. Facetious support of the Templar’s fascist and genocidal
          behavior is prohibited. At best, it reads as callousness to the reality of these things. At worst, it reads
          as actual support. Be sensitive when your audience includes many of those who have suffered from the
          historical or present consequences of genocide or eugenics. Jokes have consequences.
        


        
          (@inurashii)
        

      


      
        Proactive statements of values like these, made when a community is first founded rather than in response to
        some crisis and backed up by policies governing user behavior (provided such policies are actually enforced by
        community moderators), signal to users from marginalized communities that the game’s creators are committed to
        curating a safe, harassment-free environment and creates an “aura of accountability” (Jeong, 2018, p.
        38) whereby both users and moderators are responsible for working to maintain those values together.
      


      
        And yet even when companies are proactive about cultivating a safe community it is possible that mistakes may
        happen and potential problems may be overlooked. Therefore, when a problem does arise it is vital that platform
        holders be transparent about what happened and commit to making amends, fixing the content that was hurtful and
        explaining how they will change their internal processes in order to prevent similar problems from happening in
        the future. As discussed above, issues like racism and discrimination are not new to online gaming culture.
        They are the culmination of decades of color-blind rhetoric stretching back to the advent of the Internet.
        Therefore, it is naïve to think that these issues will be solved with a few slogans or that those who are
        intent on instigating hate and harassment online will go away quietly. It is also likely never going to be a
        project that is truly complete as white supremacist recruitment tactics continually evolve and change,
        necessitating that moderation strategies evolve along with them. However, it is a project worth continually
        pursuing and a project I hope to see stakeholders within the gaming industry prioritize. After all, it was an
        unwillingness to grapple with questions about race and ethnicity online in the first place that opened the door
        for white supremacist recruiters within the online gaming community. So it stands to reason that the first step
        toward getting them out would be a commitment to centering these questions, amplifying marginalized voices, and
        making an honest accounting of the damage that silence around these issues has caused.
      

    


    
      Notes


      
        	
          Over the course of the writing of this chapter, the author and the editors weighed several
          considerations regarding the ethics of citation and the potential dangers associated with drawing attention
          to explicitly white supremacist websites, even to criticize them. As such, in the name of transparency, here
          are the guidelines that we developed in order to balance the need for documentation with our desire to
          prevent the spread of hateful ideology.

          
            First, in the introductory section on white supremacist mass shooters, we followed the guidelines laid out
            by the Center for Journalism Ethics by declining to print the names of those who committed terrorist acts
            in hopes of denying them of the fame and notoriety that such shooters often seek (Yahr 2019).
          


          
            Second, when discussing white supremacist content posted online, we opted not to censor racist language and
            imagery including slurs and swastikas. We felt it important to fully reproduce exactly the kind of hateful
            content being circulated in these spaces without blunting their impact.
          


          
            Similarly, when quoting material posted online we chose not to correct things like grammar or punctuation.
            Our aim is to ensure that we are grappling with the rhetoric being deployed online as honestly and as
            transparently as possible and so wherever possible we try to present the posts that we engage with as near
            as we can to how we initially encountered them online.
          


          
            Finally, we opted not to include URLs for posts from sites run by hate groups because we did not want to
            either directly or indirectly send any traffic to them.
          

        


        	
          For the purposes of this essay, online gaming culture entails not just the virtual spaces that players
          inhabit during a game but also the various websites, message boards, apps, and social media sites that market
          themselves to gamers.
        


        	
          Discord was initially developed as a voice and text chat app for gamers and branded itself as such since
          its debut in 2015. However, as of July 2020, the company announced that it would be rebranding as a wider
          purpose, “less gaming specific” (Batchelor 2020) chat platform.
        


        	
          The phrase “‘I Did It for the Lulz’ (also known as 4 the lulz) is a popular catchphrase used to express
          that one carried out a specific action for the sake of personal comic enjoyment. This is sometimes used
          to explain why one has posted offensive, far-fetched or disgusting contents on image boards and discussion
          forums” (“I Did It for the Lulz” 2020).
        


        	
          In this essay, I use the term “white supremacist” as an umbrella term that encompasses a number of
          different groups and ideologies, including white nationalists and neo-Nazis. Although these groups may differ
          on some of the finer points of their political philosophy (for example, it is possible for a white
          nationalist, someone who believes in the creation of a white ethnostate, might not believe in the superiority
          of the white race over all others in the same way as a white supremacist does), in practice, as events like
          the Unite the Right rally in Charlottesville, Virginia (which featured representatives from various neo-Nazi,
          neo-Confederate, and Alt-right organizations) demonstrate, these groups often consider themselves to be
          political allies in the fight against multiculturalism and diversity.
        


        	
          When the term “social justice warrior” was initially coined, it was “a pejorative label applied to
          bloggers, activists and commentators who are prone to engage in lengthy and hostile debates against others on
          a range of issues concerning social injustice, identity politics and political correctness” (“Social Justice
          Warrior” 2020). However, it is often deployed within the right-wing blogosphere as a catch-all
          term to describe anyone interested in social justice issues, particularly issues of representation and
          diversity. According to the online encyclopedia Know Your Meme, “following the launch of GamerGate in
          August of [2014], the usage of the label saw a significant spike as supporters of the online movement began
          referring to its critics as ‘social justice warriors’” (“Social Justice Warrior” 2020).
        


        	
          For more on the convoluted history of #GamerGate and its continued impact on both gaming culture and the
          wider political landscape today, see Cross 2014; Mortensen 2018; and Salter 2018.
        


        	
          A dog whistle is “political shorthand for a phrase that may sound innocuous to some people, but which
          also communicates something more insidious either to a subset of the audience or outside of the audience’s
          conscious awareness—a covert appeal to some noxious set of views” (Olasov, 2016).
        


        	
          According to the ADL, the number 14 is a common shorthand for the “14 Words” slogan: “We must secure
          the existence of our people and a future for white children.” This slogan was first “coined by David Lane, a
          member of the white supremacist terrorist group known as The Order.” The ADL calls it “the most popular white
          supremacist slogan in the world” (“14 words” 2020).
        


        	
          All formatting, including spelling, grammatical errors, and capitalization, has been preserved from
          the original Internet postings being cited in this chapter.
        


        	
          Of course, these words feel especially prescient in the wake of the 2020 US presidential election, the
          January 6 attack on the Capitol Building, and the subsequent attempts on the part of various Trump surrogates
          to sweep the attacks under the rug.
        


        	
          MachineGames and Bethesda Softworks’s 2014 game Wolfenstein: The New Order and its 2017
          follow-up Wolfenstein II: The New Colossus, which take place within an alternate universe in which the
          Axis powers won World War II, for example, do this extremely well.
        


        	
          According to the ADL, “the Iron Cross is a famous German military medal dating back to the 19th
          century” that was adopted as a hate symbol in the aftermath of World War II by a variety of neo-Nazi and
          white supremacist organizations (“Iron Cross” 2020).

          
            As described in endnote 9 above, the number 14 is shorthand for the “14 Words.”
          


          
            The number 88 “stands for “Heil Hitler” (H being the 8th letter of the alphabet)” (“14/88” 2020).
          


          
            These numbers are often displayed together as a covert way for white supremacists to recognize one another
            via “graffiti, in graphics and tattoos, even in screen names and e-mail addresses, such as aryanprincess1488@hate.net. Some white supremacists will even price
            racist merchandise, such as t-shirts or compact discs, for $14.88” (“14/88” 2020).
          

        


        	
          For more on the memetic origins of “Kekistan” see Neiwert 2017.
        


        	
          According to the ADL,

          
            In 2017, the “okay” hand gesture acquired a new and different significance thanks to a hoax by members of
            the website 4chan to falsely promote the gesture as a hate symbol, claiming that the gesture represented
            the letters “wp,” for “white power.” The “okay” gesture hoax was merely the latest in a series of similar
            4chan hoaxes using various innocuous symbols; in each case, the hoaxers hoped that the media and liberals
            would overreact by condemning a common image as white supremacist. (“Okay hand gesture” 2020)
          


          
            However, the hoax ultimately wound up receiving so much attention that it was eventually adopted by sincere
            white supremacists including the Christchurch mosque shooter, who flashed the symbol during a March 2019
            courtroom appearance soon after his arrest (“Okay hand gesture” 2020).
          

        


        	
          According to the ADL, “Pepe the Frog is a cartoon character that has become a popular Internet meme”
          that began to take on “racist, anti-Semitic or other bigoted themes” and was used as a kind of mascot by the
          alt-right, particularly during the 2016 presidential election (“Pepe the Frog” 2020).
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      Introduction


      
        Through studying discursive violence committed by and in the name of White cis women we are better able to
        uncover the performative nature of White masculine rhetoric, rendering it as inherently performative
        rather than naturalized. In a racialized regime of representation, Stuart Hall (2001) defines a
        naturalized discourse as one that advances learned cultural behavior as natural and consequently unchangeable.
        Yet, language and discourse are embodied and resist fixed meaning(s). Hall locates that “naturalization as … a
        representational strategy designed to fix ‘difference’, and thus secure it forever” (p. 336). As
        I discuss in the pages that follow, the naturalization of masculinity by White cis women functions as a
        representational strategy to maintain the status quo by ‘fixing’ the meaning of masculinity and its
        relationship to Whiteness.
      


      
        Through implicating White women as upholding both hegemonic masculinity and Whiteness as a structure of
        oppression, this chapter functions as a tactic to disrupt White supremacy, heteropatriarchy, and, more
        generally, relations of power. In his study of how ordinary individuals can use space, time, and discourse to
        disrupt systems of power, Michel de Certeau (1984) defines the crucial differences between strategies
        and tactics, defining strategy as “the calculation (or manipulation) of power relationships that becomes
        possible as soon as a subject with will and power (a business, an army, a city, a scientific institution) can
        be isolated” (pp. 35–36). Once those in power are isolated, they claim and map out space; in de Certeau’s
        words, “the place of its own power and will” (p. 36). Conversely, “a tactic is an art of the weak” and “the
        space of the other” that operates within the territorial boundaries of those in power yet has the benefit of
        time and mobility. De Certeau writes that tactics “operate … in isolated actions blow by blow ... it takes
        advantage of “opportunities” and depends on them, being without any base where it could stockpile its winnings,
        build its own position, and plan raid ... this nowhere gives a tactic mobility” (p. 37). Borrowing from this
        work, Thomas K. Nakayama and Robert L. Krizek (1995) find “whiteness as a rhetorical construction” that,
        as I argue in this chapter, supports systems of inequity through a strategic use of masculine rhetoric. The
        rhetoricians call on others to “seek an understanding of the ways that this rhetorical construction [Whiteness]
        makes itself visible and invisible, eluding analysis yet exerting influence over everyday life” (p. 293). This
        chapter extends such discussions of everyday life to include online discourse.
      


      
        Viewing “whiteness as a multiplicity of identities that are historically grounded, class specific, politically
        manipulated, and gendered,” France Winddance Twine and Charles Gallagher (2008) invite “empirical
        accounts of how whiteness is deployed, and the discursive strategies used to maintain and destabilize white
        identity and privilege” (pp. 12–13). Respectively, this chapter utilizes critical race theory to analyze
        empirical accounts of White cis women’s rhetoric—social media posts—while also paying attention to the
        frequency of corresponding hashtags across the internet as a gauge for assessing the popularity, and social
        impact, of the trending data. In charting rhetoric on social media, scholars have used Google Trends data to
        record the popularity of terms, as well as surveys of tweets about a select event in a given period of
        time.1
      


      
        In my next section, I outline the theoretical underpinning of my argument: White female pain. Distrusting
        feminism and calls for racial, ethnic, religious, and institutional equity, White female pain refers to a
        rhetoric of fear and perceived marginalization that White women espouse when faced with demographic changes and
        pushes for institutional reform that challenge White hegemony. In my third section, I study empirical examples
        of social media posts and their online audience reception. This section focuses on rhetoric surrounding Ashli
        Babbitt, a US veteran and private citizen, and Gina Carano, a well-known actor, model, and athlete. Through
        choosing these case studies, I focus on cis White women orators whose social media discourse ascended to
        national prominence after they were caught in the backlash against their White supremacist politics—Babbitt was
        shot while trying to occupy the US Capitol and Carano was fired from her job with Disney and Lucasfilm due to
        her anti-Semitic social media posts. Both women used masculine, aggressive, and violent imagery, rhetoric, and
        gender presentation in their social media posts and, when they faced respective backlash, were widely seen by
        their empathetic audiences as vulnerable victims. Rather than permanently hurting their representations, this
        situational feminized victimhood elevated their respective social capital within like-minded communities.
      

    


    
      White female pain


      
        Following other authors who utilize critical race theory to deconstruct popular mediated
        messages,2 I study the rhetoric and reception of White cisgender women who also use the
        masculine language of White victimhood and pain. I argue that White women use a masculinized rhetoric of fear,
        threat, and victimhood in/when confronting perceived provocations to their relative power as cisgender
        heteronormative White women. This rhetoric (re)secures cisgender heteronormative Whiteness as the center, but
        from a feminized persona. This feminized subjectivity is further linked with vulnerability and paternalistic
        discourses often resulting in symbolic, or literal, martyrdom for the White-allied cause when racist acts and
        discourse meets retribution. Viewing Whiteness as a rhetorical manifestation of asymmetrical power
        relationships, I use White-allied here to refer of to rhetorical presentations that support the cause of White
        supremacy and Whiteness more generally. By rhetorically linking representations of masculinity, White
        supremacy, power, and cis women orators, this chapter maps a constellation of what Michelle A. Holling
        (2019) terms “discursive violence” or rhetoric that involves “masking or effacing other forms of violence
        and/or productive of negative valence, that colludes with other manifestations of violence” (p. 250). This
        discursive violence emboldens White supremacy, heteropatriarchy, and authoritarianism through a gendered
        rhetoric that upholds hegemonic masculinity and, congruently, hegemonic notions of femininity that maintain the
        status quo while claiming victimhood when faced with a discursive or material challenge.
      


      
        Masculinity and femininity characterize a spectrum of learned behaviors and discourses. Distinctively,
        “hegemonic masculinity … [i]s the pattern of practice (i.e., things done, not just a set of role expectations
        or an identity) … [that] allow [s] men’s dominance over women to continue” (Connell & Messerschmidt,
        2005, p. 832), which is achieved through force and consent, frequently operating as common sense. Cis women
        also consent to and reinforce hegemonic masculinity as “hegemony d[oes] not mean violence, although it could be
        supported by force; it means ascendancy” (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005, p. 832). My analysis of hegemonic
        masculinity recognizes that some women play a significant role in upholding repressive masculine gender roles
        and those individuals can situationally adopt hegemonic masculinity through discourse (Connell &
        Messerschmidt, 2005). That is, through the rhetorical performance of female masculinity in mediated spaces, cis
        female orators are particularly apt in persuading others that toxic masculinity is not only normal, but a
        coveted and patriotic rhetoric.
      


      
        Masculine rhetoric is identified by presentations of anger, fear, self-centeredness, re-sentiment, extreme
        competition, and violence. In studying how toxic masculinity negatively impacts mental health treatment for
        men, Terry Kupers (2005) defines the term_
      


      
        
          Toxic masculinity is constructed of those aspects of hegemonic masculinity that foster domination of others
          and are, thus, socially destructive. Unfortunate male proclivities associated with toxic masculinity include
          extreme competition and greed, insensitivity to or lack of consideration of the experiences and feelings of
          others, a strong need to dominate and control others, an incapacity to nurture, a dread of dependency, a
          readiness to resort to violence, and the stigmatization and subjugation of women, gays, and men who exhibit
          feminine characteristics.
        


        
          (p. 717)
        

      


      
        A growing body of critical scholarship studies the strategic rhetorical mechanisms used by White men to
        maintain White supremacy while engaging with toxic masculinity.3 Casey Ryan Kelly
        (2020a) asserts a “powerful script of white male victimization” was catalyzed by the 2016 election where
        White men were “aggrieved by feminism, multiculturalism, secularism, and demands for structural equality” (pp.
        2–3). Such discourse indexes White men, and Whites more generally, as the casualties of the multicultural
        movement and identity politics. Today this White pain also emerges in responses to so-called “cancel culture,”
        or attempts to end the careers of individuals for their racist, sexist, homophobic, and/or prejudice behavior.
        The notion of being “canceled” emerged as a way to police offensive discourse. Through claiming victimhood at
        the hands of a disembodied “cancel culture,” a recognizable script of White victimization is evoked using a
        contemporary neologism.
      


      
        White women, however, are often on the sidelines of this discourse and—although they do support and sustain
        it—are often situationally overlooked in the literature. In a study of the rhetoric of Donald Trump, Casey Ryan
        Kelly (2020b) also finds a pattern of “ressentiment (re-sentiment)” or “a condition in which a subject
        is addled by rage and envy yet remains impotent, subjugated and unable to act on or adequately express
        frustration” influencing his political and other rhetoric. Through affective expressions of ressentiment and
        anger, Kelly “suggest[s] that ressentiment accounts for the unique intersection where powerful sentiments and
        self-serving morality are coupled with feelings of powerlessness and ruminations on past injuries” (p. 2).
        Re-sentiment, feelings of perceived wrongdoing for which an orator feels they cannot control, is common
        throughout the White cis women’s rhetoric as will be seen in my analysis of Babbitt and Carano’s tweets.
      


      
        Whiteness is a political identity grounded in differential power dynamics and, therefore, White rhetoric is
        invested in maintaining inequality and the status quo. Perceptions of threat are key to the “acquisition and
        activation of group identities” and, as such, White identity is “a mobilized political identity”
        organized, in part, behind a rhetoric of fear and threat of losing historical privileges (Jardina,
        2019). White identity is also a highly gendered discourse whose confrontational mode of address, rhetorical
        longing for bygone eras of racial segregation, and superficial claims of victimhood evoke the most harmful
        tropes of hegemonic masculinity—and is embodied by individuals of all gender presentations and
        identities.4 White masculine victimhood uses the demographic threat that historically
        marginalized groups present to White hegemony to activate political and ideological
        formations.5 These political identities coalesced in vigilantism during the January 6, 2021,
        storming of the US Capitol. It would be incorrect, however, to presume that this masculine rhetoric is
        embodied, performed, and espoused only by White men; such notions reinforce hegemonic masculinity and falsely
        link masculinity to only cis men.
      


      
        White male and female pain are mutually sustaining and reinforcing, but, by locating masculinity outside of its
        assumed cis male subject position, we can better understand how hegemonic masculinity works as a bedfellow to
        White supremacy. To Jack Halberstam (1998, 2018), dominant masculinity is a “naturalized relation between
        maleness and power” that “becomes legible as masculinity where and when it leaves the white male middle-class
        body” (2018, p. 2). Although scholars have considered how White women perform what Dreama G. Moon (1999)
        termed a “good (white) girl” identity and position themselves as victims of White male hegemony rather than
        recognizing their own culpability in maintaining White supremacy,6 a scholarly opening
        remains around how White cis women also evoke masculine rhetoric while supporting White supremacy. Sociological
        scholars find that some women and girls engage in masculine behavior, practices, and
        rhetoric.7 Although some scholars find this behavior as transgressive of gender roles and
        socially unsettling,8 others find that, depending on context or geography, some expressions
        of female masculinity—like masculine dress, stereotypically cis male activities/professions, and aggressive
        behavior—are not only socially accepted, but can situationally increase an individual’s popularity and
        social status.9
      


      
        White female pain can be more carcinogenic and socially corrosive than White male pain as it relies on the
        interpellation of heteropatriarchy to obfuscate White racialization and to naturalize feminized White fragility
        as normative (DiAngelo, 2006). Dreama G. Moon and Michelle A. Holling (2020) similarly find that, in
        attempts to gain footing within a White power structure, White feminism_
      


      
        
          ideologically grounds itself in a gendered victimology that masks its participation and functionality in
          white supremacy … by erasing women of color, positioning women as victims of white male hegemony, and failing
          to hold white women accountable for the production and reproduction of (white) feminism manifests its
          allegiance to whiteness and in doing so commits “discursive violence.”
        


        
          (pp. 1–2)
        

      


      
        Gendered discursive violence is used to maintain White hegemony in an ostensibly covert way—through cis women
        orators who are simultaneously presented as aggressive, yet still socially recognized as vulnerable,
        feminized, therefore, as potential victims. Operating within heteronormative patriarchal notions of
        femininity, this vulnerability does not mandate stigma but social support.
      

    


    
      Empirical studies


      
        On April 14, 2021, the United States Department of Justice exonerated the US Capitol Police officer who shot
        and killed US Air Force Veteran Ashli Babbitt, a White San Diego resident, QAnon conspiracy theorist,
        anti-immigration advocate, and ardent Donald Trump supporter who breached the US Capitol building on January 6,
        2021. In response, right-wing social media erupted in a predictable way. Similar to the social movement frame
        cooptation of Black Lives Matter seen in the monikers Blue Lives Matter, All Lives Matter, and Unborn Lives
        Matter, individuals appropriated the hashtag #SayHerName in reference to Babbitt. #SayHerName is a popular
        hashtag first used by members of the Black Lives Matter social movement to memorialize Black women who were
        murdered by police, such as Sandra Bland, Breonna Alberta Spruill, Rekia Boyd, Shantel Davis, Shelly Frey,
        Kayla Moore, Breonna Taylor, Kyam Livingston, Miriam Carey, Michelle Cusseaux, and Tanisha Anderson amongst too
        many others. Mary C. Burke and Mary Bernstein (2014) find that the conservative right also hijacked
        aspects of the queer agenda through what they term “frame co-optation” or “a process where opponents adopt
        aspects of the content of a movement’s discourse, while subverting its general intent” (p. 184). A similar type
        of frame cooptation is clearly used in the case of Babbitt and the #SayHerName hashtag. Unlike Babbitt, a White
        cisgender woman who decided to disregard the law and died from a single gunshot wound sustained while breaking
        into a window in the Speaker’s Lobby of the US Capitol, #SayHerName calls for the remembrance of victims of
        systemic and state-sanctioned violence. Babbitt was shot in the act of treason, an attempt to literally
        overthrow the US government, while also vandalizing federal property.
      


      
        Any analysis of the hashtag must preface the original intent of #SayHerName. When studying racial power,
        specifically the “mechanisms and sites of racial domination and subordination” (p. 28), Anderson (2004)
        cautions scholars to not “analyz[e] whiteness” while forgetting the “experience of people of color” (p. 21).
        Founded in December 2014, #SayHerName refers to a campaign:
      


      
        
          Launched … by the African American Policy Forum (AAPF) and Center for Intersectionality and Social Policy
          Studies (CISPS), the #SayHerName campaign brings awareness to the often-invisible names and stories of Black
          women and girls who have been victimized by racist police violence, and provides support to their families.
        


        
          (“SAY HER NAME”)
        

      


      
        Kimberlé Crenshaw, co-founder and executive director of the African American Policy Forum, told National Public
        Radio that the #SayHerName campaign is a part of the broader Black Lives Matter Movement and raises awareness
        regarding the systemic and state-sanctioned violence against women, girls, and femme presenting individuals:
      


      
        
          Black women have been killed in many of the same circumstances as their brothers, fathers and sons. They’ve
          been killed driving while Black, being in their homes while Black, having mental crises while Black and their
          losses just haven’t registered in the same way. So Say Her Name is trying to raise awareness by insisting
          that we say their names because if we can say their names we can know more about their stories.
        


        
          (Kelly & Glenn, 2020)
        

      


      
        Babbitt was a trained solider—specifically trained to stop violence against the US Capitol (Barry et al.,
        2021). Other than her death by a police officer and her gender identity, Babbitt does not share any
        similarities with the victims commemorated by the #SayHerName campaign. Babbitt’s story is one of presumed
        entitlement that enabled her to break the law and commit acts of violence against the state without the fear of
        retribution—White privilege. White privilege includes the ways that White-passing individuals benefit from
        structural and systemic inequalities because of their socially assigned racial identity.10 In
        this example, the presumption that one can violate federal law without a fear of reciprocal police violence is
        a luxury of a White way of viewing and living in the world, what Joe Feigen (2020) terms a “white racial
        frame,” that is diametrically opposed the lived experiences of many Black and Brown individuals.
      


      
        On the day before her death, Babbitt tweeted: “Nothing will stop us … they can try and try and try but the
        storm is here and it is descending upon DC in less than 24 hours … dark to light” (Eustachewich, 2021).
        Babbitt’s tweet, reminiscent of calls for a military assault on a foreign nation, referred to protests
        surrounding the certification of Joseph Biden’s presidential win against Donald Trump on January 6, 2021. At
        this time, Babbitt’s social media presence was peppered with hopeful messages about the outcome of the January
        6, 2021 protests, along with admonishments of several Californian Democratic politicians like Maxine Watters
        (Eustachewich, 2021). Responding to a tweet that read, “When do we start winning,” Babbitt replied “January 6,
        2021” (Barry et al., 2021). Throughout her social media posts, she included numerous videos where she yelled
        into her cell phone and bemoaned politicians who, in her view, put immigrants first above Americans. On social
        media, Babbitt made clear she was eager to enter violent combat for her beliefs (Eustachewich, 2021). Joining
        those who violently broke past US Capitol Police and barricades, Babbitt forced herself into the Capitol
        building (United States Department of Justice, 2021). Like some of the other Americans who committed
        treason against the United States on that day, Babbitt was a US Air Force veteran who served 14 years in the
        military, was a combat veteran in both Afghanistan and Iraq, and served in the Air Force Reserves and the Air
        National Guard. While a member of the Guard, she served near Washington DC as a “Capitol Gradian” whose
        “primary mission … is defending the city.” Security forces in the squadron regularly train with riot shields
        and clubs for what the Air Force calls “civil disturbance missions;” Babbitt was trained to stop the very
        violence against the US government that she now supported and actively engaged in. Although she grew up
        apolitical, Babbitt wore a Trump flag wrapped around her neck like a cape (Barry et al., 2021) as she was
        lifted by two men through a broken window into the Speaker’s Lobby in the Chamber of the House of
        Representatives. As Babbitt attempted to enter the broken window, she was struck on the left shoulder
        (Jones, 2021), or upper neck (Bennett et al., 2021), by a single bullet fired by a Capitol Police
        Officer. Babbitt later died of her gunshot wound at Washington Hospital Center. The United States Department of
        Justice investigated Babbitt’s death; specifically, “the focus of the criminal investigation was to determine
        whether federal prosecutors could prove that the officer violated any federal laws, concentrating on the
        possible application of 18 USC § 242, a federal criminal civil rights statute.” In a press release dated April
        14, 2021, “the investigation revealed no evidence to establish that … the officer did not reasonably believe
        that it was necessary to do so in self-defense or in defense of the Members of Congress and others evacuating
        the House Chamber,” thereby exonerating the officer, whose name was never officially released, of any
        accountability in Babbitt’s death.11
      


      
        Echoing her own fervent social media posts supporting far-right causes like QAnon, anti-immigrant platforms,
        and pro-Trump conspiracy theories, social media erupted following the Department of Justice press release so
        much so that, even two weeks after the ruling, individuals online were still tweeting, sharing, and posting
        about the verdict. These tweets are arguably more impactful to public discourse than Babbitt’s own earlier
        social media posts as they follow her posthumous rise as a public figure and martyr for the far-right causes
        noted earlier that she embraced in life. On April 28, 2021, a Twitter search of the #AshliBabbitt hashtag found
        a social media debate overwhelmingly in support of Babbitt—tweeters called for justice or fairness for the dead
        veteran in the form of holding the US Capitol officer accountable for her death or calls that she was simply
        murdered. Of the 63 tweets that appeared as the result of the search, only a single tweet accused Babbitt of
        any wrongdoing, specifically “treason”—and this tweet was in reply to another tweet in support of Babbitt’s
        cause. Rather than being a figure of both conservative and liberal debates, #AshliBabbitt appeared relevant on
        Twitter only to those who subscribed to similar ideologies that Babbitt held when she was alive, allowing her
        death to become a rallying cry behind which similarly aligned individuals could claim victimization at the
        hands of the so-called liberal media and state.
      


      
        Of the surveyed tweets, six were by news organizations reporting updates on the story, and four posts were
        retweets of news organizations with no editorial commentary; it should be noted that the only news outlet that
        shared original posts about Babbitt was a right-leaning outlet, and the retweets of stories were often from
        mainstream media outlets like MSNBC. Although the #SayHerName hashtag was popular immediately following
        Babbitt’s death, a total of three tweets were accompanied by the #SayHerName two weeks after the Department of
        Justice verdict. Ten tweets rhetorically asked, “who killed her?”, thereby demanding the name of the US Capitol
        officer. Seventeen tweets demanded fairness or justice for Babbitt—often citing a civil lawsuit Babbitt’s
        family took out against the officer who shot her—and/or calls to remember the memory of Babbitt as a patriot.
        Eighteen tweets claimed that Babbitt was murdered, executed, or “killed” after being “peaceful” or “unarmed;”
        some of these tweets also asked, rhetorically, who had killed Babbitt. Seven of the aforementioned tweets—in
        addition to calls for someone to face charges for the death of Babbitt—also claimed that Babbitt was killed by
        a Black officer, implying that race was the reason the officer was acquitted and their name not released to the
        general public. This significant framing overtly highlights a perceived White victimhood at the hands of Black
        Americans.12 Ironically, however, these predictable racist calls of Black criminality by
        White-allied communities similarly show a lack of support for law enforcement—only when the police
        office is supposedly not White.
      


      
        Similar to the social media response to Babbitt’s death, Gina Carano’s career and social media use became a
        popular touchpoint for White-allied conservative communities who claim victimization. Carano is an actor known
        for her roles in action films like Deadpool and Fast and Furious 6, as well as her previous
        professional careers as a fitness model and mixed-martial artist. The actor is also an outspoken conservative
        whose social media posts include provocative pronouncements such as posts mocking individuals wearing masks
        during the Covid-19 pandemic, sharing a meme with the hidden message “Jefferey Epstein didn’t kill himself,”
        and promoting the discredited claim that the 2020 presidential election was rigged by election fraud
        (Moreau, 2021). These provocative social media posts gained the ire of those who resented a popular
        celebrity’s endorsement of false conspiracy theories that legitimated the siege on the US Capitol and harmful
        anti-scientific statements that berated mask-wearing in the middle of a global pandemic.
      


      
        According to Google Trends, the hashtag #FireGinaCarano reached peak popularity across social media at three
        different times from late 2020 to early 2021, each trend reflecting a separate media controversy spurred by the
        actor’s social media presence. In September 2020, Carano used the words “beep/bop/boop” in her Twitter
        biography in lieu of gender pronouns; a gesture that many viewed as openly ridiculing the trans community and
        blatantly homophobic. Responding to this negative media attention, and further igniting the controversy, the
        actor posted the following unapologetic tweet on September 14:
      


      
        
          Beep/bop/boop has zero to do with mocking trans people & to do with exposing the bullying mentality of
          the mob that has taken over the voices of many genuine causes. I want people to know you can take hate with a
          smile. So BOOP you for misunderstanding. #AllLoveNoHate.
        


        
          (Carano, 2020)
        

      


      
        Carano eventually deleted the derivative pronouns—but also asserted that she would not share her own pronouns
        in her profile—after a conversation with her former Disney costar, Pedro Pascal whose sister, Lux, is a Chilean
        American transgender activist (Langmann, 2021). After this controversy met widespread media attention
        between November 15–22, 2020, #FireGinaCarano reached a peak trend in popularity across the internet.
      


      
        Spurred by yet more controversial social media posts and in the immediate wake of the riot at the US Capitol,
        #FireGinaCarano remained a top trending hashtag across social media between January 10 through 30, 2021. The
        hashtag reached its zenith in popularity between February 7 and 13, 2021, when Lucasfilms, the production
        company that employed Carano, was compelled to act. On February 10, 2021, Disney fired Carano from her role as
        Cara Dune on the show The Mandalorian after a sequence of anti-Semitic Instagram and social media posts
        (Esquire, 2021). Carano posted an image of a woman in undergarments apparently fleeing children as she ran down
        a street covered in rubble, perhaps from a bombing, with the accompanied text:
      


      
        
          Jews were beaten in the streets, not by Nazi soldiers but by their neighbors … even by children, “Because
          history is edited, most people today don’t realize that to get to the point where Nazi soldiers could easily
          round up thousands of Jews, the government first made their own neighbors hate them simply for being Jews.”
        

      


      
        This tweet was followed by one reading “Meanwhile in California ...” with the image of a person wearing a mask
        (Langmann, 2021). The succession of these tweets, along with their tandem deletion by Carano, horrifically
        linked being a conservative in the United States today to being a persecuted Jew during the Holocaust. Waving a
        flag of victimization, these abhorrent Instagram posts likened critiques of positions she holds, namely
        anti-masking, with the genocide of Jews by the Nazis during World War II. Such a callous analogy
        supports both White supremacy and its strategy of Holocaust denial through obscene minimalization. Lucasfilm,
        the producer of the hit streaming series The Mandalorian for Disney+, released a statement attributing
        Carano’s firing to her social media posts:
      


      
        
          Gina Carano is not currently employed by Lucasfilm and there are no plans for her to be in the future.
          Nevertheless, her social media posts denigrating people based on their cultural and religious identities are
          abhorrent and unacceptable.
        

      


      
        Shortly after Carano was fired from Lucasfilm, she was similarly let go by her talent agency UTA (Esquire,
        2021). In response to the fallout from her social media post, Carano wrote on Instagram that her post was:
      


      
        
          inspired by the gentle spirit of the Jewish people going through that time … [w]hen I posted that it wasn’t
          something that I felt was controversial. It was something that I thought, well, maybe all of us need to ask
          ourselves how that happened. I’ve got every single big publication saying she’s comparing conservatives and
          Republicans to this and that’s not really what I was doing … I have love for everyone. I’m not a hateful
          person.
        


        
          (Bisset, 2021)
        

      


      
        Many individuals empathized and believed Carano’s claims that her post was not anti-Semitic and was
        misunderstood by the mainstream media.
      


      
        What is perhaps the most telling of national sentiment is the response on social media that erupted after the
        firing. Following this controversy, Carano’s fans shared notes of support with the hashtags #CancelDisney,
        #WeLoveGinaCarano, #IStandwithGinaCarano, and #WeLoveCaraDune; during the week of April 19, 2021,
        #WeLoveGinaCarano was a trending hashtag under the politics section on Twitter. In fact, Carano saw a partisan
        boost to her career, announcing within days of her termination that she would star in a film backed by
        conservative political commentator, practicing Orthodox Jew, and editor emeritus of The Daily Wire, Ben
        Shapiro (Pearce, 2021). The actor released a statement about the project to The Daily Wire that
        calls itself “one of America’s fastest-growing conservative media companies and counter-cultural outlets for
        news, opinion, and entertainment.” A part of the company’s future entertainment ventures is to partner with
        Dallas Sonnier and his production company, Bonfire Legend, to help Carano develop and produce her own film.
        Refusing politically correct language, Carano told the conservative media company,
      


      
        
          The Daily Wire is helping make one of my dreams—to develop and produce my own film—come true. I cried
          out and my prayer was answered ... I am sending out a direct message of hope to everyone living in fear of
          cancellation by the totalitarian mob. I have only just begun using my voice which is now freer than ever
          before, and I hope it inspires others to do the same. They can’t cancel us if we don’t let them.
        


        
          (Pearce, 2021)
        

      


      
        This film will be available only to members of The Daily Wire, and in the article announcing the
        venture, offered new members a 25% discount on membership with the promotional code “Gina.” Reflecting on the
        collaboration, Shapiro did not engage with accusations of Carano’s anti-Jewish racism. Rather, Shapiro
        celebrated that:
      


      
        
          We could not be more excited to be working with Gina Carano, an incredible talent dumped by Disney and
          Lucasfilm for offending the authoritarian Hollywood Left. This is what Daily Wire exists to do: provide an
          alternative not just for consumers, but for creators who refuse to bow to the mob ... We’re eager to bring
          Gina’s talent to Americans who love her, and we’re just as eager to show Hollywood that if they want to keep
          cancelling those who think differently, they’ll just be helping us build the X-wing to take down their Death
          Star ... Social movements have consequences, and we are now in the middle of a mass social movement to expel
          half of the American population from the body politic.
        


        
          (Pearce, 2021)
        

      


      
        In attempts to defy so-called “cancel culture” and social movements that strive for gender and racial equity,
        Carano received support from social media and The Daily Wire that allowed her to harness her so-called
        victimhood, or cancelled status, and turn herself into a trans-media celebrity for conservative causes.
      


      
        The true extent of Carano’s blandishment from a career in mainstream Hollywood, and from Disney specifically,
        is evolving and is a point of serious debate. Despite Lucasfilms supposedly parting ways with Carano, it
        included the actor on its Emmy Awards “for your consideration” list for the best supporting actress category
        for The Mandalorian (Bisset, 2021). After the corporation decided to part ways with the star, Disney
        ostensibly went back on its word, deciding to air an episode of “Running Wild With Bear Grylls” featuring
        Carano on the National Geographic Channel (owned by Disney) on Monday, May 10, at 9 p.m. (Cooper, 2021).
        At the time of this writing, Carano’s future partnerships with Disney are unclear; however, it does not appear
        that Disney, and their subsidiary Lucasfilms, have cut all ties with the actor.
      

    


    
      Conclusions


      
        This analysis highlights the performative nature of hegemonic masculinity through mapping its presentation
        outside of the cis male body. Carano and Babbitt embody the masculine subjectivities of warriors who lack
        adherence to politically correct discourse. The social media posts of both of these women decry topics that
        include democratic agendas, immigration, science, and trans rights, and do so through embodying a dominant
        rhetorical hegemonic masculinity that seeks to manipulate others through curt and offensive posts. Although the
        ends Carano and Babbitt met are different, audiences utilized their respective downfalls in rhetorically
        similar ways. Babbitt’s death and Carano’s termination as Cara Dune by Lucasfilm were both used as symbolic—and
        literal—examples of martyrdom for the conservative cause. In the case of Carano and the apparent backtracking
        of Disney and Lucasfilms on their pronouncements to cut ways with the actor, it seems that—in life—the
        controversy may have actually boosted her notoriety and career. At the time of this writing, Carano’s future
        career prospects are still officially unresolved, yet it appears that Carano’s social media may have
        helped—rather than hurt—her acting career. This suggests a conservative audience that has significant financial
        sway over ostensibly liberal-leaning Hollywood. Although their public personas were ones that reinforced
        hegemonic masculinity and toxic tropes of femininity, Babbitt and Carano’s representation as literal and
        figurative victims of the ideological left allowed each woman to become a martyr for far-right agendas—a
        suitable feminized victim of so-called cancel culture. Through mapping such discursive violence we can better
        understand how it coopts and uses hegemonic masculinity and femininity in the service of maintaining the status
        quo; a naturalized presupposition that Whiteness is the normative, privileged, and entitled racial
        classification.
      

    


    
      Notes


      
        	
          For examples of other work that uses similar methods see: Noel, “Deflective Whiteness,” Kalfou;
          J. David Cisneros and Thomas K. Nakayama, “New media, old racisms,” Journal of International and
          Intercultural Communication 8, no. 2 (2015): 123; Nikita Carney, “All lives matter, but so does
          race,” Humanity & Society 40, no. 2 (2016): 180–199.
        


        	
          2For further research on the application of critical theory to analyze race and Whiteness using a
          similar empirical approach that focuses on trans-media case studies, please see the following sources:

          
            Doane, Ashley W. and Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, eds. White out: The continuing significance of racism.
            (Psychology Press, 2003); Ashley W. Doane, “Shades of Colorblindness,” in Nilsen, Sarah, and Sarah E.
            Turner, eds. (NYU Press, 2014): 15–38; Hannah Noel, “Deflective Whiteness,” Kalfou 5, no. 2
            (2018): 322.
          

        


        	
          For sources that discuss White male pain and its intersection with White supremacy please see: Nolan L.
          Cabrera, White Guys on Campus, (Rutgers University Press, 2018); Casey Ryan Kelly, “The
          Wounded Man,” Communication and Critical/Cultural Studies 15, no. 2 (2018): 161–178.; Casey
          Ryan Kelly, “The Man-apocalypse,” Text and Performance Quarterly 36, no. 2–3 (2016): 95–114.;
          Casey Ryan Kelly, “Donald J. Trump and the rhetoric of resentment.” Quarterly Journal of Speech 106,
          no. 1 (2020): 2–24; Casey Ryan Kelly, Apocalypse Man, (Ohio State University Press, 2020); Michael
          Kimmel, Angry White Men, (Hachette UK, 2017.); Hannah Noel, “Deflective Whiteness,”
          Kalfou 5, no. 2 (2018): 322.
        


        	
          For more information on how homonormativity uploads the state and status quo, as well as how conservative
          queer individuals profit from identity politics, please see: Lisa Duggan (2012), The Twilight
          of Equality; Jasbir Puar (2018), Terrorist Assemblages.
        


        	
          For further reading on White macropartisanship please see: Jardina, A. White Identity Politics;
          Marisa A. Abrajano, Zoltan Hajnal, and Hans J. G. Hassell, “Media framing and partisan identity,” Journal
          of Race, Ethnicity and Politics 2, no. 1 (2017).
        


        	
          For more context about the representation of White womanhood, please see: Dreama G Moon, and Michelle A.
          Holling, “’White Supremacy in Heels,’” Communication and Critical/Cultural Studies 17, no. 2
          (2020): 253–260; Dreama G. Moon, “White Enculturation and Bourgeois Ideology,” Whiteness: The
          communication of social identity, eds. T. K. Nakayama & J. N. Martin, (Sage: 1999), 77–97.
        


        	
          For a discussion of how cis women and girls engage in masculine acts and discourse, please see: Cheri Jo
          Pascoe, Dude, You’re a Fag: Masculinity and sexuality in high school (Berkeley: University of
          California Press, 2007); Emily Kazyak, “Midwest or lesbian?,” Gender & Society 26, no. 6
          (2012): 825–848; Ryann Pilgeram, “‘Ass-kicking’ women,’” Gender, Work & Organization 14,
          no. 6 (2007): 572–595; Halberstam, Female Masculinity.
        


        	
          For examples of how cis women’s enactments of masculinity are not accepted by social norms, resulting in
          stigma, please see: Jack Halberstam, 2019, Female masculinity; Mimi Schippers, “Recovering
          the Feminine Other,” Sociological Theory 36: 85–102.
        


        	
          For examples where cis women’s enactment of masculinity is regionally accepted, please see: Kazak,
          “Midwest or Lesbian?”, 828; Pilgram, “Ass-Kicking Women”, 120.
        


        	
          For a further discussion about the differences between asserted and assigned racial and ethnic identities,
          please see: Stephen Cornell, and Douglas Hartmann. Ethnicity and race: Making identities in a changing
          world. Sage Publications, 2006.
        


        	
          Babbitt’s family is currently suing the US Capitol Police in civil court for her death.
        


        	
          Three tweets surveyed were unrelated to the controversy.
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