Trump’s populism, la trahison des clercs, and embracing dissent 

Laclau (2005: 121) “… someone who wants to defend an existing order of things has already lost it through its very defence”. 
Abstract
This paper explores President Trump’s populist politics and its implications for scholars in communication studies, examining how Trump’s supporters need to be better understood within their own context. The thinking of Laclau, Mouffe, and others, based particularly on observations of European populism, is employed to shed light on how populist social trends may undermine the legitimacy of rational public discourse and foster public acceptance of authoritarianism.  Their perspective also gives insights into means by which scholars can better understand their own responsibility to avoid falling into the trap of invective-swapping seen during the United States 2016 presidential campaign.  In so doing, the paper suggests ways whereby scholars can work towards the protection of a free society and help resolve the crisis of populism in ethical, informed and nuanced ways that help to arrest a drift to authoritarianism.
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Introduction
Commentators on President Trump’s ascendency to power in 2016 have produced diverse explanations for his success but to date no consensus has emerged that satisfactorily explicates the societal factors underpinning his achievements that year. Nor have commentators yet undertaken sufficient in-depth analysis of recent developments in present-day US right-wing populism that would create a better understanding of the Trump phenomenon. Oliver and Rahn (2016: 192) have pointed out that “there are very few studies about populist sentiment in the United States” in its present form. Limited understanding of the current manifestations of US populism and what creates it might help to account for the shock and chagrin exhibited by observers during Trump’s rise to the US presidency. The present paper introduces perspectives especially from European populist studies that have not previously been considered in regard to current US right-wing populism.
What is Populism? 
Populism is generally held to comprise several elements. First, two irreconcilable groups, “the people” and an established elite are considered to be in a state of implacable opposition to each other. Then, in the populist worldview the people are virtuous while the elite is corrupt; and finally, legitimate sovereignty is said to derive from the will of the people (Laclau, 2005; Mouffe, 2000). Populism’s grievances are argued to stem from “a foundational wounding” (Dolgert, 2016: 357) experienced by those who feel themselves dispossessed by some severe loss (such as a decline in an assumed prior status of ethnic superiority or, in the USA, “Americanness”, however defined) which potentially forms the justification for radical political action.  Any such fixation creates the basis for deep, long-term distrust of those who have an apparently unassailable grip on power and it also promotes a willingness to embrace sweeping social change.
In populist discourse a binary or even Manichean frame of reference becomes evident, permitting a deep political divide to be further worsened between the (imagined) people and what is alleged to be a venal elite greedily attached to its privileges. In particular, the wisdom of the people is more valid in society than the claims of specialists or experts (Oliver and Rahn, 2016). Spruyt, Keppens and Van Droogenbroeck (2016: 335-336) allude to Laclau’s concept of the empty signifier and “the special role the empty signifier, ‘the people’, plays in providing stigmatized groups a positive social identity”. Experts, intellectuals and scientists are seen as fatally flawed by their elite status and by their inability to engage with the actual needs of real people.
Populist movements gain momentum by their ability to unify a disparate collection of complaints in a way that is novel and which challenges old political assumptions. Laclau (2005: 177) pointed to how populism “proceeds by articulating fragmented and dislocated demands around a new core” thereby precipitating a crisis in previous political arrangements. The 2016 US presidential campaign demonstrated the disparate demands of Trump supporters which coalesced in their leader’s articulations of their anxieties. The array of demands were especially to bring traditional manufacturing jobs back to the US rust belt, to restore national “greatness”, to counter the actual and perceived threats from forces outside the US, and to remove illegal aliens. A crisis was also evident during 2016 as the US election process was thrown into disarray by unanticipated and unprecedented developments in how the Republican candidate was selected. At many points during the campaign the assurances by numerous pundits that Trump would get no further were confounded. 
People’s sense of vulnerability often is said to foster acceptance of populism. Vulnerability is accentuated by feelings of powerless in the political sphere, membership of a deprived community, and beliefs that economic opportunities are shrinking (Pew Research Center, 2015; Spruyt et al., 2016). Once people feel excluded from meaningful participation in their societies they start to seek “other forms of collective identification, which can very often put into jeopardy the civic bond that should unite a democratic political association” (Mouffe, 2000: 96). These other forms of collective identification in the US have included especially religious, nationalistic, moral and ethnic fundamentalisms that have become a breeding ground for Trump support. Their growth has been encouraged, in Mouffe’s (2000: 96) view, by “the democratic deficit which characterizes most liberal-democratic societies”. The present paper argues that Trump’s accession to power is now exacerbating this democratic deficit which suggests consequent responsibility for scholars to play their part in supporting the functioning of liberal pluralistic democratic process.
Populism offers a refuge to the marginalized. Former class identities such as “the working class” or “the middle class” within which people used to find security and meaning have been made precarious (Pew Research Center, 2015) or are vanishing from everyday discourse. In individualistic times such as the present, Trump offers the chimera of a new social belongingness to the dispossessed in place of old class identities (Oliver and Rahn, 2016; Uhls and Greenfield, 2011).
US populism used to be closely associated with political movements of the left, and “until 1940 the notion of a conservative populism was an oxymoron.  There was no connection between populism and the discourse of the traditional Right” (Laclau, 2005: 135).  But this changed, especially during the 1960s, and Laclau argued that following the demise of Senator Eugene McCarthy:
the type of mobilization he had fostered quickly disintegrated, but the break between liberalism and populism remained as a lasting effect. The void it left would be occupied by new forces from the Right. (Laclau, 2005: 136) 
By the end of the 1960s a collective antagonism had emerged among white wage earners and small business owners towards both the social and governing elite and those whom it was deemed to be sheltering in the ghettos and universities (Kazin, 1995). Kazin argued that from the 1960s onward in the US, intellectuals of a progressive or leftist orientation were associated mainly with universities, but “included few who comprehended the tangled emotions of envy and indignation that shaped the response of less privileged whites to ghetto rebellions and anti-war demonstrations”. (Kazin, 1995: 224)
Some 50 years after the late 60s, Kazin’s description still reads like a valid account of the current situation, where many Trump voters appear outraged at what they see as their being marginalized by fringe groups, ethnic interlopers, and elites, including intellectuals, who show uninterest in addressing what they believe to be their systemic social and economic disadvantages. Dolgert (2016: 358) argued that “The dominant trend in American political rhetoric since 1968 has been the successful articulation of a series of Right-tending polemics that carefully nurtured and focused the ressentiment of the primarily white male … segment of the American electorate”. Given the long-term character of this demarcation in US society it may seem surprising that many commentators were wrong-footed, appearing to think that Trump sprang from nowhere as it were. Instead, half a century of right-wing populist sentiment appears to have provided a secure basis for Trump’s emergence. The growing employment of divisive and extremist rhetoric among those who have shaped political messages over recent decades (Laclau, 2005) might have predicted the advent of a national leader with an exceptionally high public profile such as the reality TV star Mr. Trump.
Populist politicians or parties always need to leverage beliefs and perspectives already favored by substantial parts of the community and Spruyt et al. (2016: 335) noted that “although populism is to some degree the product of political entrepreneurs, public actors do not create such a political position ex nihilo”. Trump’s supporters display a mishmash of genuine grievances, often to do with loss of income and work security, intermingled with inchoate longings especially of a nationalistic kind (Dolgert, 2016; Oliver and Rahn, 2016). On the populist platform are arrayed those with widely disparate complaints who are united more by their abhorrence of establishment systems than by any common ideology. US right-wing populism’s lack of a common ideology or set of principles has enabled Trump to inscribe his own perspectives on this movement under the cover of a few simple, symbolic statements, discussed in more detail below. Schumacher and Rooduijn (2013: 125) said that “Populists loathe elites and want the relationship between the state and its citizens to be as unmediated as possible” and the current paper proposes that Trump during the 2016 campaign both successfully leveraged this loathing for his own purposes and accentuated it. 
A Slide into Authoritarianism 
A building cynicism about politics among the population and a consequential distrust in the efficacy of democratic values and processes have resulted in “the rampant crisis of legitimacy affecting western democracies” (Mouffe, 2000: 82-83). A diminishing support for democratic assumptions and practices now runs the risk that a critical mass of citizens in society will become receptive to the spurious promises of authoritarian solutions to social ills and will slowly accustom themselves to the gradual abandonment of normal democratic conventions (Laclau, 2005).
Schumacher and Rooduijn (2013) arrived at findings about Dutch populist voting patterns that seem different in important ways from the Trump phenomenon.  In line with other European populist literature, Schumacher and Rooduijn (2013: 132) found that “policy positions strongly affect the choice for a populist party”. This was because people were attracted to the populist party that advertised policies very congruent with their preferences. Where Trump differs, though, is that he has no discernible party in the European sense (despite his nomination from the GOP) and his articulation of any real policy platform during 2016 was minimal, given the ambiguity and indeterminacy associated with his policy-related claims. Instead, Trump has not sacrificed his individuality for a party affiliation and so the 2016 presidential race could be seen as Trump versus the Democrats rather than one party versus another (Frum, 2016). Hence Trump’s supporters are not necessarily aligned with what have previously been Republican values, enabling Trump to reshape US populism away from political parties. Doing so reinforces voter dependency on Trump the individual and greatly weakens the moderating influence of a political party, unshackling Trump from some of the regular constraints on a political leader. 
Accordingly, risks in the form of a descent into authoritarianism are associated with a sole charismatic leader who is mainly untethered from the checks and balances of a political party and who consequently has greater freedom to influence public opinion than would a leader who is more overtly constrained by party systems and processes. Populism in the US has thus transitioned over time from the political left, to the political right, to somewhere else more difficult to define in such terms, in the form of an individualistic focus centred on a leader anointed as such by celebrity culture (Uhls and Greenfield, 2011).
When leaders can connect directly to their followers such as by social media, rather as serving as a spokesperson for a political party, “a decline of political parties’ representation function” tends to occur (Spruyt et al. 2016: 337), encouraging citizens to believe that parties are irrelevant to their own needs and aspirations.  At worst, political parties can be seen as all the same, not to be trusted, and as not representing ordinary people. Trump is intimately connected to reality TV viewers, who feel that they know him and that he is somehow part of their personal network (Oliver and Rahn, 2016). Even habitual viewers of the TV reality series The Apprentice who disliked Trump still may believe that they understand him, hence for them he is not to be seen as one of a class of faceless and distant elitists. Trump can therefore create a binary – himself as a leader who has a relationship only of convenience with a political party, versus the representatives of party machines, whether Republican or Democrat, each comprising anonymous elites who are not to be trusted. 
Trump’s Appeal and Transcendence
In his 2016 campaign Trump uttered messages of deep pessimism, constantly referring to the national debt, the alleged unpreparedness of the US military, domination by uncaring social elites, and corruption in Washington.  All these are tropes that have been circulating in the right-wing populist discourse since the 1960s, and in some of the populist discourse of the left before that (Kazin, 1995). Negative messages of this nature serve to validate, then further inflame, the anxieties of people who believe they are disadvantaged, and at the same time build Trump’s perceived status as one who understands the people’s grievances and can remediate them.  
Trump has both embodied and heightened the passions and affects possessed by the relatively dispossessed, in this way serving as a lightning rod for such individuals and enabling their anxieties to cohere. Trump’s leadership thus offers the promise of a new (to them) and better form of democracy than what they believe to be the antiquated and corrupt cabal of the elite and its defenders in academia and the media. The shape and nature of that new order will not be clear to Trump’s supporters. Yet the imperative of getting rid of those who embody tainted establishment practices and who show indifference to their real or imagined plight is more urgent than any precisely-worded account of what the future may hold, even though that future may be authoritarian in character. The singer becomes more important than the song.
The Trump imaginary and symbols as a common language. Hyde (1998: 76) in describing the traditional trickster figure, could have been talking about Mr. Trump: “Trickster speaks freshly where language has been blocked, gone dead, or lost its charm … usually language goes dead because cultural practice has hedged it in, and some shameless double-dealer is needed to get outside the rules and set tongues wagging again”.  What Mouffe (2000) describes as the stale repetition of clichés in political talk by members of the political establishment has prepared fertile ground for a new arrival such as Trump who has shown he knows how to rewrite the political discourse rule book to capture the popular imagination. When reason and intellectual discourse are seen to be sterile and as rendered corrupt by being uttered by the socio-economic elite and its apologists, then imaginative, almost poetic, discourse starts to become persuasive. The perceived deficiencies of chilly logic may be compensated for by the imagination so that “when we feel alive we rely on the imaginal to guide our reason” (Ackermann, 2015: par. 1).
Trump shapes a dream world for his devotees to enter. He promised that on day one of his presidency he would “Begin working on an impenetrable, physical, tall, powerful, beautiful, southern border wall” (Trump touts technology, 2016). This flow of seven adjectives seems designed to have a hypnotic effect and to transport his listeners into a promised land, a fairy-tale realm whose authoritative monarch, Trump, will soothe his adherents’ disquiet and create a new, safe haven from their fears. One challenge for populist politicians is how to unify the diverse aims and concerns held by the disaffected in order to make “the universalistic moment prevail over the particularistic one” (Laclau, 2005: 203).  Factionalism needs to be superseded by “both elaborating a common language and neutralizing the centrifugal tendencies towards particularism” (Laclau, 2005: 204). As seen with Trump, a populist leader keeps reiterating simple statements, in his case the wall, the Muslim “threat”, and American greatness, that have symbolic and emotional resonance to the disaffected. Such leaders will remain indifferent to fact-checking efforts on the part of the intelligentsia, knowing they will continue to keep voters’ hopes and aspirations fixed on themselves and downplaying particularistic differences among their followers. 

The power of symbolic language was noted by Laclau (2005: 123) who thought that in any society will exist a body of affect that opposes the status quo. These feelings will “crystallize in some symbols quite independently of the forms of their political articulation, and it is their presence we intuitively perceive when we call a discourse of a mobilization ‘populistic’” (italics in original). As mentioned, Trump has successfully sharpened the focus of US populism on a few simple symbols, in particular “a great, great, wall”, banning Muslims from America, and “make America great again”.  Each of these might readily be visualized in the mind’s eye of supporters. The first, the wall, stands for protection of the people against evil-doers from places beyond, the second, anti-Muslims, creates a symbolic enemy, to foster a them-versus-us mind-set among those who are ripe to become Trump followers, while the third promises to take a newly purified America back to a previous (unspecified) greatness.
Necessary Imprecision in Language
Populist discourse, regardless of whether from the left or right, is said always to feature language that is imprecise and ambiguous. Yet in Laclau’s (2005) view, this should not imply cognitive failure by those employing such language. Instead, imprecise terminology is needed since “it tries to operate performatively within a social reality which is to a large extent heterogeneous and fluctuating … this moment of vagueness and imprecision … [is] an essential component of any populist operation” (Laclau, 2005: 118). 
Media commentators on Trump have found his inaccuracy in language to be deeply frustrating (Kabaservice, 2017). It does not seem to have occurred to most that cognitive failure by Trump or among Trump supporters is not the issue. Instead, Trump supporters could be said to grasp the accuracy of Laclau’s observation: vagueness and imprecision are OK because there’s a bigger game in town – loosening the grip of the elites. Since the elites own the high ground in their technocratic expertise and use of reasoned language, it is understood they should not be challenged there but instead must be either side-lined or directly opposed by other means.
Hence Trump’s opponents make an error when they try to engage analytically with the details of his errors, ambiguities, flip-flopping, mis-speaking and lies, because within the populist discourse there is little point in trying to shame someone on the grounds of logical errors (Dolgert, 2016). Trump instead makes promises that people long to hear, making him a fantasized source of rescue from barren reason. Trump opponents have assumed that his errors and omissions denote his cognitive failure because he is not engaging with them on their preferred terrain. However Trump and his supporters know that they are operating outside the discourse of discursive debate so prized by those whom they see as the beneficiaries of globalization. This permits them to see their opponents as on the back foot, defending the indefensible, and they know their own sense-making is more real and more grounded than the one favoured by the elite and its apologists.
Laclau (2005: 160) further explained that within a society experiencing a state of “radical disorder, some kind of order is needed, and the more generalized the disorder is, the less important the ontic content of that which restores order becomes” (italics in original). This observation may seem intuitively erroneous to those who earn their living via rational debate and who valorise the intellect. Yet Laclau’s argument is that when people encounter their world as chaotic and wrong, they may well plump for a leader who seems to have the capability to restore some kind of equilibrium to it – even though they might agree that such a leader cannot necessarily be relied upon in the traditional virtues such as truth-telling. For such people Trump’s lies, evasions, deceptions, wrong-doing, and the like will be less important than what they have come to believe is his ability to restore “right” society.
La Trahison des Clercs  
This may be freely translated as betrayal by the intellectuals (clercs, a medieval term referring to the most literate in society), and was used by Benda (1929/ 1975) in his book of the same name, to denote in particular, scholars, political commentators, journalists, ministers of religion and historians. Benda was dismayed at how during the 1920s, scholars and public intellectuals were, in his view, becoming drawn into supporting populist and nationalistic movements, and these found their most violent expression in the European fascist regimes that were emerging following the end of WWI in 1918. In particular these were the Italian National Fascist Party which came into power in 1922, Salazar’s authoritarian rule in Portugal from 1932, the Nazi Party’s domination of Germany from 1933, and Franco’s autocracy in Spain from 1939.  Fascist and authoritarian tendencies also became socially and politically influential about the same time in countries such as France and England (Pinto, 2011). Benda contrasted the violence and the extreme behaviours and attitudes within such movements with the cool dispassion that he believed intellectuals owed to society.  When scholars showed that they, like extremist politicians, were also prepared to descend to a similar level of unprincipled partisan disputation, in Benda’s view they had abandoned their ethical responsibilities, betrayed their European intellectual heritage, and showed they were no better than their opponents.  That intellectuals employed the abusive disputation of both fascists and anti-fascists, such as communists, constituted their trahison, betrayal of their most important responsibilities.

Benda was in essence arguing the case for intellectuals to be the conscience of their society (Schalk, 1971) but conscience must be both well-informed and disinterested.  Accordingly intellectuals cannot serve as a social conscience if they are in thrall to any of the conflicting parties in a dispute and seeking to privilege their own points of view without fair consideration of others’ beliefs. Benda was also quite clear that intellectuals should not advance causes from which they stood to gain personally.  Again a self-critical stance is implied whereby scholars would demonstrate their ability to discern how their own position is compromised by self-advancement.  Even (or especially) scholars with strong political views need to demonstrate openness to sympathetic scrutiny of perspectives opposed to their own.  Those serving as society’s conscience will be persuasive only to the extent that they display convincing self-critical analysis. 
Expanding on Benda, Sivanandan (1996: 65) similarly called for greater activism from the intelligentsia, proposing that “The intellectuals have defected, and walled themselves up behind a new language of privilege” and:
at the very moment we need analysis and strategy and commitment, the intellectuals and the academics have either retreated into culturalism and ethnicism, or, worse, fled into discourse and deconstruction and representation – as though to interpret the world is more important than to change it (68).
The Failure of Rationalism and Agonistic Pluralism. 
Laclau (2005: 249) emphasized the importance of being able to employ one’s intelligence in order to conceptualize social antagonisms so as not to use “stereotyped and almost meaningless formulas”. We might infer that stereotyping Trump’s followers as, for example, bigots, sexists or racists, as they often have been labelled, is essentially counter-productive and emotive name-calling rather than any form of helpful conceptualization. A case in point exists in Dolgert (2016: 355):
attempts to correct politically charged misinformation actually reinforce the false belief; test subjects who were given prompts that refuted the earlier misinformation actually held more firmly to their mistaken conviction than those who did not receive the corrective. The frightening lesson seems to be: argue with a fool and you only strengthen his folly. 
In such an instance when a person is shown to be resisting conventional logic and is consequently written off as a fool, the risk is that the alternative sense-making processes such a person is employing will not be identified and understood. If they are not understood they cannot be countered. The present paper suggests that populism is not mindless. Someone who is rejecting discursive argumentation may not be a fool: this may instead be an intelligent person who, however, is in a state of profound distrust of those whom he or she has heard state a particular claim and finds it impossible, regardless of the apparent merits of the reasoning, to believe them. Problematically, “truth” as uttered by those who are seen as having profited from radical economic and societal changes such as fast-moving globalization is no longer perceived by many as disinterested or factual but instead may be considered to be corrupted by narrow interests and special pleading.  Thus the claim to objective truth in the mouths of those who themselves appear to have profited from far-reaching change has become deeply compromised in the minds of those who see their communities being excluded from the dream of endless progress and whose economic security and expectations are attenuating.
In the quotation above that makes reference to fools, Dolgert (2016) is showing one thing that scholars are good at, which is to privilege the place of apparently dispassionate logic. However doing so potentially creates a misunderstanding about those who have lost respect for argumentation and who reject its outcomes. The consequential risk is a deepening of a divide between those who trust conventional reasoning processes and those who do not, with both parties directing abusive comments at those on the other side, as in the instance of the 2016 presidential campaign.  
Trump’s appeal may be further reinforced should people continue to lose faith in the validity of empirical argument and the testimony of experts. Rationalists, it is said, employ reasoning and logic in order to “leverage and validate knowledge, thus favouring order, stability, and closure over serendipity, variability and uncertainty” (Ackermann, 2015: par. 27). Yet in chaotic times this is no longer enough, with consequential emergence of what some call a “post-truth” society (Davies, 2016). Essentially when order and stability have failed to serve the people’s needs, reason as articulated in the mouths of those who benefit from the status quo becomes suspect. 
Dolgert (2016: 356) did acknowledge this kind of problem with his comment that “truth is no disinfectant for the bitterness that fuels the fulminations of the disaffected” while Mouffe (2000: 98) suggested that no special privileges can be accorded “to a so-called ‘moral point of view’ governed by rationality and impartiality and where a rational universal consensus could be reached”. That is, she rejects the idea that in times of social disorder a lasting consensus on major political issues based on reason can be achieved and maintained.
The failure of reason-based decision-making was also noted by Mouffe (2000: 95) who described how privileging rationality over other facets of what it is to be human ignores “the crucial role played by passions and affects in securing allegiance to democratic values”. Conflict is a normal and predictable part of the human condition, and so politics means “the ensemble of practices, discourses and institutions which seek to establish a certain order and organize human coexistence in conditions that are always potentially conflictual” (Mouffe 2000: 101). This is the context for what Mouffe calls agonistic pluralism where one’s political opponent is no longer viewed as an enemy somehow to be removed entirely from any societal influence. Instead, opponents are to be regarded as people who may be advocating erroneous views, but who have a right to defend their perspectives. This opponent may be seen as a legitimate enemy with whom we share common ground “because we have a shared adhesion to the ethico-political principles of liberal democracy: liberty and equality” (102). 
Those who abuse Trump supporters such as by calling them fools, racists or bigots have departed from showing an awareness of common ground, and present themselves as lacking respect for their adversary. This runs the risk of further marginalizing such persons, dismissing their valid grievances and more deeply alienating them. The pressing task for scholars (which is also what they’re good at) is to discover more about why explanations based on argumentation or empirical evidence are being rejected, how the standing of cogent debate can be rescued from the contempt in which it is held in times of radical change, and how Trump’s voters’ legitimate demands such as stemming from what is sometimes their parlous economic situation can be met. 
The reality that present-day clercs need to come to terms with, is, as Sarewitz (2016: 7) has illustrated, that “For many Americans, one thing that has gone wrong is that the promise of scientific and technological progress has not been fulfilled”. Sarewitz cited a New York Times analysis that Trump supporters can “most reliably be characterized by two attributes”. The first of these is that they identify as “Americans” by descent and second, they “live in regions of the country that have not only failed to benefit economically from innovation, but have been harmed by it” (7). 
The issue is that US science and technology policy, including as operationalized in the universities and scientific institutes, has lacked the creation of societal benefit as a specified priority, has ignored its role as servant to broad social needs and consequently has done nothing to address the decline in middle-class jobs, the destruction of manufacturing communities, and an increasing wealth inequality. The rhetoric that a rising tide lifts all boats or that trickle-down economics will deliver benefits to the least well-off is demonstrably in error but political decisions are still being made as if it were valid. Sarewitz (2016:7) concluded that “policy-makers should seriously consider what a system of socially responsible and responsive science would look like. The current system has failed the test”. Meanwhile, Trump’s voters might be justified in deciding that the scientific and intellectual elite is not part of the solution as far as they are concerned, but rather is part of the problem, having not contributed meaningfully to solutions that benefit least well-resourced citizens.
Embracing Dissent
Mouffe (2000:111) criticized “the typical liberal perspective that envisages democracy as a competition among elites” but which also involves valorising consensus at all costs. Her consistent position has been that any democracy must work unstintingly towards consensus-building but at the same time it must accept the inevitability of dissent. If an orderly and mutually respectful assessment of dissent is replaced by mutual abuse in the polity then the causes of dissent do not vanish but instead are likely to be inflamed.  Thus a political system that side-lines the hostility expressed by the dispossessed does not remove or neutralize that enmity – rather it just pushes it underground to erupt later in more violent and unpredictable forms, as suggested by the 2016 US presidential campaign.
Laclau (2005: 249) pointed to the ethical character of intellectuals’ work that should alert scholars to the danger associated with “the replacement of analysis with ethical condemnation”. This nature of this imperative is identified more specifically by Sivanandan (1996: 70) in whose view intellectuals are the   “best placed and best equipped to unmask governments, counter disinformation, invigilate the communication conglomerates … and … rekindle the drive for a just and equal society”.
But “The problem begins when condemnation replaces explanation, which is what happens when some phenomena are seen as aberrations dispossessed of any rationally graspable cause” (Laclau (2005: 249-250). The 2016 campaign saw an extraordinary efflorescence of abuse directed at Trump and his supporters, all of it likely to exacerbate cultural divides in the USA. Referring to fascism as one predictable outcome of populism, Laclau thought that “We can only begin to understand Fascism if we see it as one of the internal possibilities inherent to contemporary societies, not as something beyond any rational explanation” (250). One question for latter-day clercs is to do with what responsibility they might share for a degeneration into increasingly authoritarian governmental practices such as growing militarization of police forces (Radil, Dezzani, and McAden, 2017). Is the invective that some of them directed at Trump supporters also responsible for creating the basis for a society resigned to the existence of unbridgeable social divides and becoming open to accepting authoritarian solutions to its problems?
Laclau (2005: 169) has called for a broader conception of popular democracy, one that admits the expression of passionate emotional perspectives in ways not presently normalized in Western societies “where rationality – being individual or dialogical – is no longer the dominant component”. A lesser status for cold logic and a greater one for passion is a challenging concept for intellectuals to engage with. It could be argued, for example, that as yet no consensus exists on how rationality might be reimagined or modified. 
Conclusion
Mouffe (2000) contrasted what she saw as a modern failure of rationality (such as “deliberative democracy” (Elster, 1998)) with what she considered to be Wittgenstein’s more viable perspective that agreement on the modern democratic project “is reached through participation in common forms of life” (Mouffe, 2000: 12). In other words, it is not just through somewhat elevated forms of elite-level discourse but rather through coming to terms with how diverse actors in the polity enact their lives and emotions that a more enduring form of social contract can be created. What Mouffe described as “the contemporary proliferation of political spaces and the multiplicity of democratic demands” (2000: 17), simply cannot be removed from view via the cerebral processes of deliberative democracy in which elites are perceived to talk only to elites. The proponents of deliberative democracy possess a misguided “rationalistic conception of communication” (Mouffe, 2000: 71) that fails to grasp the emotion-wrought circumstances of many people’s lives, such as what persuades them and how they make their decisions. The 2016 presidential campaign revealed an assumption by many Trump supporters that the words uttered by those speaking for a fatally flawed establishment oligarchy comprising the socio-political elite and its servants such as in the media, are likely to be either distortions of the truth or outright lies.
Can current polities foster social practices that are pluralistic, democratic and egalitarian in character? If a descent into authoritarianism is to be countered then the perspectives of Trump followers must be understood and accommodated within an ongoing national discourse.  If deeply-felt and partially valid perspectives are excluded from the terms of public dialogue then the prospects of a reconciled nation become a vanishing possibility, and people’s anxieties and aspirations, instead of being candidly dealt with in the public sphere, become occluded from social awareness and create still deeper societal ruptures. 
As already described, instead of being regarded with contempt by their political opponents, Trump supporters need to be understood as full human beings who are behaving in what they see as their best interest, employing a cognitive process that differs from the one that intellectuals assume as normal. The common symbolic language that Trump employed during the 2016 campaign features the wall, Muslims, and greatness, collectively comprising a promised journey of threat containment and revitalisation of a former national eminence. Both scholars and media commentators need to learn this language of populism and the assumptions that underpin it (Kabaservice, 2017). If Trump’s devotees are acceding to a drift to authoritarianism then to arrest any such slide it will become crucial to provide alternatives to the abusive and divisive rhetoric that has characterized both sides of the media debate in the USA.  
The 2016 campaign suggests that the rationally coherent political arguments provided by well-educated commentators will probably not in the future be any more acceptable to Trump voters than they are at present, given the “increasing disaffection towards democracy” (Mouffe, 2000: 69) and towards its institutions that is presently evident in the minds of so many.  Even otherwise reasonable individuals who are Trump proponents may still be justifiably unconvinced by the positions taken by those who clearly have thrived from their ability to benefit from 21st century developments such as globalization.  Accordingly, “space needs to be provided for the many different practices in which obedience to the democratic rules can be inscribed” (Mouffe, 2000: 73).  
At the start of this paper Laclau (2005) is quoted to the effect that in turbulent times there’s not much point in trying to defend the status quo. Instead an innovative and proactive approach is needed where scholars will advance a case for the new, something that builds on the best of the past but still shows respect for different perspectives.
The nature and characteristics of Mouffe’s “space” are not yet agreed upon, but one first step could be critical self-assessment by the liberal elite within the media and by scholars on the topic of how unpersuasive their arguments have been to many of their fellow citizens, and what this might say about what their relatively privileged standing might be unintentionally communicating. Some reflection might next take place on the subject of whether Trump opponents have themselves fallen into “an ever-present temptation in democratic societies to disguise existing forms of exclusion under the veil of rationality” (Mouffe, 2000: 76).  In what ways precisely have our displays of logical argumentation excluded other members of our society? We could be open to what Dolgert (2016: 368-369) said, “Perhaps we are, in our own way, as spiteful, vain, petty, weak, subjected, enraged against the past, capitalized, consumerized, unfree, as those we purport to want to free from the chains of slave morality” (italics in original). Kazin (1995: 284) similarly noted how people “have always brought their prejudices and self-interested myths along with them. But then so have people who write and read books like this one, usually guarding a not-so-secret wish that other Americans were as rational and tolerant as we imagine ourselves to be”. These observations are helpfully self-critical but the trick is how to operationalize such sentiments into everyday political discourse.
If it is difficult for intellect to counter emotion, then Trump’s opponents will find little value in retreating to what they have been trained to believe is the high ground of coldly deliberative argument. Instead, emotion can be countered only by emotion, in particular on the terrain of humour along with debate carried out within a context of Mouffe’s agonistic pluralism. However the role of humour in addressing divisions in society is highly complex, since it may as readily provoke and harden antipathies as to heal disunion. Although exploration of the positive kind of emotion and humour that will build, not undermine, a society belongs in a subsequent paper, it is enough to say here that what is needed is humour that permits eventual creation of common ground. This means humour that the great majority of members of a society may relate to, including self-deprecatory humour and other acknowledgements of one’s humanity. This is in vivid contrast to the kind of cruel, divisive humour practised by the likes of Trump. As such it may serve to sway the uncommitted who form society’s middle ground.
The Enlightenment philosopher Voltaire never shrank from conflict and was a master of acerbic wit in his attacks on what he saw as reactionary forces such as the state religion of his day.  Yet he understood the importance to a just society of his opponents having the right to advance their beliefs in the public sphere. Voltaire’s biographer Evelyn Beatrice Hall attempted to sum up the essence of his beliefs with the words I disapprove of what you say, but I will defend to the death your right to say it (Hall, 1907). 
A contemporary of Benda was the Lutheran theologian and dissident, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who eventually was hanged for his beliefs in a Nazi concentration camp.  Many of his sayings illuminate the responsibilities of a committed thinker and activist, such as his call to action: “We are not to simply bandage the wounds of victims beneath the wheels of injustice, we are to drive a spoke into the wheel itself” (Kandiah, 2015: par 5). If social and economic injustice is a factor in the rise of Trump, then his opponents might be well-advised to address how justice might be served.
Finally could be a realization that the positions taken by citizens who are Trump followers cannot within a functioning democracy be dismissed out of hand. If those Trump-oriented positions are not to be considered as legitimate, then what does this say about Trump’s opponents’ commitment to a democratic polity? Any pluralistic democratic society must find ways in which its vast array of often discordant voices are permitted to be heard via mechanisms that are receptive to those voices and allow them valid forms of expression. 
Underpinning any such efforts must be the promulgation of ethical principles that the great majority of citizens could relate to and would accept. Inspiration may come from charismatic leaders who have emerged during periods of extreme conflict. Nelson Mandela (1994: 745) attested that “I reminded people again and again that the liberation struggle was not a battle against any one group or colour, but a fight against a system of oppression”. He also articulated the deeply moral position that:
I also knew that deep down in every human heart, there was mercy and generosity … Even in the grimmest times in prison, when my comrades and I were pushed to our limits, I would see a glimmer of humanity in one of the guards, perhaps just for a second, but it was enough to reassure me and keep me going (749). 
In the socially fractured context of 1960s USA one thing that Martin Luther King and the Kennedy brothers, John F. and Robert F., had in common was their ability to express compelling superordinate sentiments and aspirations. King will always be revered for his “I have a dream …”; JFK is perhaps best remembered for his “Ask not what your country can do for you ...” while RFK is similarly recalled for his “Some men see things as they are, and say, why. I dream things that never were, and say, why not?” Each of these statements captured the political moment, undermining the position of blinkered zealots and providing a source of inspiration to those who sought a more inclusive and principled society.
All of this is not to argue that communication scholars just should sit around waiting for the next charismatic leader to emerge. Rather, the job is to study what is most engaging, compelling and inspirational in such leaders’ rhetorical strategies, and to determine how they connect with and provoke their audiences in positive ways. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Trump has tapped into a deep vein of populist sentiment in his society. It is now the task of scholars to identify what is good, genuine, and life-affirming in that sentiment and to incorporate it into a new discourse that speaks to the people but in a way that promotes a free society rather than authoritarianism. 
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