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Unauthorized Fictions  
Political Con ict as 
Spectacle and the 
Question of Trust in the 
Age of Trump

inzenz Hediger and Feli  M. Simon

hy do supporters of former US president 
Donald Trump make short tribute videos which 
resemble mainstream action film trailers with 
their idol as the protagonist  And why does 
the Trump campaign use a similar trailer tem
plate for video of rallies and campaign spots  
This contribution traces the increasing use of 
cinematic storytelling templates in the digital 
media environment, particularly for Trump’s 
right wing authoritarian politics. e focus 
on tribute and campaign videos which appeal 
to the viewer’s tacit knowledge of the trailer 
format to make political con icts legible as 
dramatic confrontations. e argue that their 
stylization of political con ict as spectacle 



should be understood as an example of “ocular 
democracy  (Green ), in which the gaze, 
rather than the voice, is the source of popular 
empowerment. To the e tent that these films 
signal a threat to liberal democracy, it lies not 
in the narrativization of con ict in cinematic 
terms, but in the propagation of generalized dis
trust in combination with particularized trust in 
the figure of the demagogue. 

Ocular Democracy and the Rise of the Trump 
Tribute Trailer 

Intherunuptothe2016USpresidentialelection,shortvideo
tributestoDonaldTrumpappearedonYouTube,attracting
thousandsandsometimeshundredsofthousandsofviews
(Montreux2017a;2017b;Chapman2019;GuardianNews2018).
Madebysupporters,thesefilmsemulatethestyleandtoneof
contemporaryactionfilmtrailers.Theyusenewsfootagetobuild
anarrativeofTrumpasthestridentoutsiderwhotakesonthe
darkforcesoftheestablishmentinthenameofthepeopleand
endsupwinningagainstallodds.Themodelwastakenupbythe
Trumpcampaignitself,whichusedthetrailertemplateforwarm-
upvideosatralliesandintheall-important“closingargument”
finalspotofthecampaign(TheTelegraph2022;TrumpWhite
HouseArchived2020).Inthe2020electioncycle,supporter-made
tributetrailersappearedagain(MateyProductions2019;2020a;
2020b).Atrailervideowhippedupthecrowdonthemallon
January6,2021,andatrailer-stylevideoannouncedTrump’s2024
presidentialbidon“TruthSocial”(LibertySouthMedia2022).

Thesevideosappealtoa“knowledgetheviewersdon’trealize
theyhave,”atacitknowledgeofthetrailerasagenericform,
acquiredinpassingthroughtheirexposuretocontemporary



audiovisualculture(GregersenandLankjær2017,76).1 Con-
temporarytrailerssimulateafilmbyprovidingacondensed
summarywhichendsinacliffhanger,butsuggeststhatthepro-
tagonistwillprevail.Inaseemingparadox,trailersanticipatethe
coming attraction by creating an incomplete sense of something 
thathasalreadyhappened,andleavingonedesiringtofillinthe
gaps(Hediger2011,especiallychapter7).If“horse-racecoverage”
castspoliticsintermsofsports,trailervideoscastpoliticalcon-
flictintermsofimmersivefictionwithas-yet-openbutlargely
pre-ordainedoutcomes.

JulianSanchez,aconservativepunditwhomadeanameforhim-
selfdecryingthe“epistemicclosure”ontheright,hascriticized
the encroachment of cinematic templates on politics as a 
“cinematicepistemology”:votersseethemselvesasactorsin
quasi-fictionalplotsandcrowdoutrationalargument(Sanchez
2022).IfwedefinedemocracywithAdamPrzeworski(2019)asa
systemofgovernanceinwhichpartiesloseelectionsandaccept
defeat,andconsiderthattheTrumptributetrailersexpress
allegiancetoamovementwhichledtotheattemptedoverthrow
ofthedulyelectedgovernmentoftheUSonJanuary6,2021,
Sanchezwouldseemtohaveapoint.Democraticdeliberation
usuallyrequirespropositionalknowledgeandopenness.2By
contrast,aframingofpoliticsanchoredintacitknowledgeof
immersivefictionwithseeminglypreordainedoutcomesunder-
minesthisstandard,whichcouldexplainthedelusionsofpower
whichdrovetheinsurgencyofJanuary6. 

1 Theconceptof“tacitknowledge,”whichstipulatesthat“wecanknowmore
thanwecantell,”wasintroducedbyMichaelPolanyi(2009;2015).Foradis-
cussionoftacitknowledgeandcorporealityinfilmexperienceseeChristiane
Voss’article“FilmExperienceandtheFormationofIllusion:TheSpectatoras
‘SurrogateBody’fortheCinema”(2011).

2 “Ourknowledgehaspropositionalstructure;beliefscanberepresented
intheformofstatements,”istheopeningstatementofJürgenHabermas’
“TheoryofCommunicativeAction,”whichprovidesaframeworkforhis
theoryofdemocraticdeliberation(Habermas1984,8).



Goingonestepfurther,andfollowingapatternof“Weimar
analogies”whichcastTrumpismasthesecondcomingoffas-
cism(Bessner2017),philosopherJasonStanley(2021)marshalled
animpressivevisuallexicontoreadtherallyvideo/trailer
shownonJanuary6,2021asareiterationof1930spropaganda.
However,fascismcanbedefinedasthedefenseofthestate
againstperceivedinternalenemies—inthecaseofNaziGer-
many,Jews,Sinti,Roma,homosexuals,communists,etc.(Nolte
2008).Trumpvideostelltheoppositestory:thatofthestate,
intheguiseofthecurrentgovernment,astheenemy.Aline
fromoneofTrump’sspeeches,oftenusedinthetrailervideos,
summarizestheplot:“Ourmovementisaboutreplacinga
failedandcorruptpoliticalestablishmentwithanewgovern-
mentcontrolledbyyou,theAmericanPeople”(Montreux2017a).
Farfromaharbingerofimminentfascism,systematicdistrust
ofgovernmentandthestateisakeymarkerofafunctioning
moderndemocracy(Rosanvallon2008).Asamatteroffact,the
storyoftheleaderwhoreclaimsdemocraticrulefromacorrupt
eliteinthenameofthepeopleisasoldasdemocracyitself.The
figureofthedemagogosinstalledbythemassestochallengethe
nobilityiscentraltoAristotle’s—deeplyskeptical—assessmentof
democracyinhis“Politics”(Canfora2008,9).Whatismore,left-
wingversionsofthisstoryalsoexist(Mouffe2018).

Thetributetrailersshouldthusnotberelegatedtoafringearea
outsideofdemocraticpolitics,norshouldtheybetooquickly
readasadeviousmisappropriationofdemocratictropes,as
Stanleywarnsinhisearlierworkonpropaganda(2016).Rather,
thestorytheytellispartandparcelofthe“democraticpolitical
imaginary”(Trautmann2020),andtheirformandmodeofpro-
ductionareinherentlydemocratic.Inhisclassicstudyonthe
emergenceofpopularsovereignty,EdmundS.Morganspeaksof
the“necessaryfictions”whicharerequiredforgovernance:

Makebelievethatthekingisdivine,makebelievethathecan
donowrongormakebelievethatthevoiceofthepeopleis
thevoiceofgod.Makebelievethatthepeoplehave a voice or 



makebelievethattherepresentativesofthepeopleare the 
people.(1988,13f.)

Thetoolsofmake-believeinbothmodernrepresentativesystems
ofgovernanceandtotalitarianonesincludeasetofauthorized
storiesandsymbolsthatlegitimateclaimstopoweranddefine
aspaceofgovernance(Frank2021).TheTrumptributetrailers
emergeinamoreequitableanddemocraticmediaecology.
Asfanartanduser-generatedcontent,theyareunauthorized
fictionsofpopularsovereignty.TheyexemplifywhatPhilipp
Manow(2020)calls“the(de)democratizationofdemocracy”,
asurplusofpopulardemocracywhichposesachallengeto
established,liberaldemocracy.Inthefictionofthetribute
trailers,distrustiswarrantedbythepeople’ssenseofdispos-
session,andtrustisrestoredthroughthecaptureofdemocratic
processesbythepopulistinsurgencyundertheleadershipofthe
demagogos,whoservesastheconduitofpopularsovereignty.As
such,thetributetrailersproposeasolution,howeverimaginary,
foracoreproblemofdemocraticgovernance:namely,howtrust
ingovernmentcanbemaintainedand,ifnecessary,restoredin
complexsocietiesriddenbyconflictswhichthreatentoerode
thattrust.

Inthiscontribution,wefocusonhowtheTrumpvideosdramatize
thedynamicsoftrustandconflictusingthetrailertemplate,and
whatthatdramatizationentails.Thetrailervideoswarrantan
empiricalstudyconcerningtheirreachandimpact,butourfocus
inthecurrentessayistheoretical.Byframinginsurgentdemo-
craticpoliticsasaspectaculardrama,thevideosparticipate
inwhatJeffreyEdwardGreenhascalled“oculardemocracy,”
aconfigurationofpopularsovereigntyinwhichnotthevoice,
buttheeyesofthepeoplefunction“asasite…ofpopular
empowerment,”andinwhichpoweroverpoliticiansisexerted
throughthe“disciplinaryforceofthePeople’sgaze”(Green
2011,3and107).Distrustandtheemergenceoftrustinocular
democracy,then,isamatterofspectatorialaffect,andofthe
powerofthespectatorialgaze,trainedonboththeprotagonist



andtheirantagonistsinthedramaofpoliticalconflict.This
alsomeansthatspectatorialaffectandthetacitknowledgeof
cinematictemplatesareinherenttodemocraticdeliberation,and
notjustnoisetobefilteredoutonthewaytoarationaltheory
ofdeliberationfocusedonpropositionalknowledge(Chambers
2012).

Trump Tribute ideos as Trailers and Political 
Cinema

Theterm“trailer”initiallydesignatedablackstripattachedto
afilmprintforprotection.Inserialsfromthe1910s,thisstrip
wasusedtoannouncetheweek’sepisode.Withtheadventof
thefeaturefilm,theterm“trailer”carriedovertoshortfilms
consistingofclipswhichadvertisedthecomingattractions.
Cinematictrailersarestillconsideredtobethemosteffective
advertisingforfilms,becausetheyaddressacaptiveaudienceof
moviegoers.

Foracenturynow,theindustryhasbeencountingonthe
audience’stacitknowledgeofthetrailer’sformtofacilitate
communication.Basedonanextensiveempiricalstudy,EdTan
andValentijnVischarguethatviewersrecognizefilmgenresnot
throughstoryeventsbutbyprocessingofwhattheycall“filmic
realizationcues”(TanandVisch2008,301).Thesecuesinclude
whatDavidBordwell(1985)inhisneo-formalisttheoryoffilm
narrationcalls“style,”i.e.filmicsurfaceparameterssuchas
color,light,sound,music,orediting,whichheopposesto“deep”
featuressuchas“syuzhet”(orplot)and“fabula”(orstoryworld).
“Filmicrealizationcues”canalsobedescribedaselementsof
stylewhichtheviewerhaslearnedtoclassifyastypicalfor,and
thusindicativeof,specificgenresoffilm.InHollywood’sclassical
soundera,trailersusedvoice-overs,roll-ontitles,andawide
varietyofwipes(i.e.,imagetransitions),regardlessofthegenre
oftheadvertisedfilm.Audienceswouldinstantlyknowthatthey
werewatchingatrailerandprocesstheinformationaccordingly.



Wipesandtitlesvanishedaround1960,andsincethemid-1980s
NorthAmericanmainstreammovietrailershavebeenbuiltfrom
thesoundtrackup.Now,thebeginningofatrailerismarkedby
anelementofsound—usuallyafragmentofdialogue—paired
withasegmentofblackfilm.Continuityisestablishedthrough
dialogueandmusic,andvisualsareaddedinaneditingpattern
whichisuniquetotrailersandwhichtrailermakersdescribeas
“thegrid.”Inthispatternimagesfromascenewithdialogueare
interspersedwithotherimageswhichaddinformationandper-
spective.Thiseditingtechniqueallowstrailerstocondensethe
narrativeofatwo-hourfeaturefilmintoatwo-minutesummary.

Viewers often complain that trailers give away too much of the 
film,butthisisdonebydesign.Inasaturatedmediamarket
withhighlyspecifictargetgroups,moviegoersrelyontrailers
forinformationfirst,buttheytrustwordofmouththemost.
Trailersaredesignedtoreachtheintendedcoreaudienceofthe
film,buttheyarealsodesignedtokeepeveryoneforwhomthe
filmisnotintendedawayfromthecinemas,tominimizenegative
impressionsspreadbywordofmouth(Hediger2001).Trump
tributetrailers,TVspots,andcampaignvideoscarefullyemulate
thisstylistictemplate.However,theyarenotadvertisementsfor
films,buttoolsofaffectivemobilization.Theytellthestoryof
the Trump movement as a popular insurgency to help the viewer 
justifyandfeelgoodabouttheirvotingpreference.Theyaddress
viewersnotsimplyascitizensandvoters,butasmembersofa
protestmovementandparticipantsinaconflictofhistoricalpro-
portions,andjustascontemporarytrailersdo,theydeliberately
excludepartoftheaudienceaswell.

However,iftheTrumptributevideosaretrailersinform,butnot
function,andiftheyarealsonotsimplycampaignspots,then
what,exactly,arethey?

Fromamediastudiespointofview,thetributetrailersareUGC
or“user-generatedcontent”(CunninghamandCraig2019).Trump
tributetrailers,someofwhichweremadebyfilm-industry



professionals,mayalsobedescribedasasemi-professional
formoffanart(Barnes2022;Hediger2020).Forthefan,political
allegianceisnotprimarilyamatterofrationalcalculationand
materialinterest,likeunionorpartymembership.Infact,and
despitethemanysuggestionstothecontrary,thedrivingforceof
theTrumpmovementisnottheoften-quoted“economicanxiety.”
In2016,Trumpvotersonaveragehadtwicetheincomeofvoters
forHilaryClinton(Silver2017),andtheytypicallywereamongthe
wealthiestinpoordistricts(Blum2017).Trumpvoterseatcake
everyday,andthesolacewhichMAGA-supporterDonnaGail
findsinBrandosMontreux’tributevideomaywellbedescribed
asaformofpoliticalwellnessfortherelativelyaffluent.3Much
inthatspirit,inthecommentssectionofMontreux’“Trump:The
GreatVictory”(2017a)tributevideo,DonnaGailwrites:“When-
everIfeelalittledowninthedumps,Iwatchthisvideo.Italways
makesmefeelgood!MAGA!”(seefig.1).

Fromafilmstudiespointofview,thetributetrailerscanbeseen
asamateurfilms.TheTVspotsareadvertising,andtherally
videosarenon-artisticutilityfilms.Theyarealsofound-footage

3 Arecentstudyinexperimentaleconomicsshowsthatpartisangroupiden-
titywasabetterpredictorofpoliticalpositioningandpolarizationthan
assumptionsaboutrationalchoiceandmaterialinterests(Baueretal.2022).

[Figure1]AscreenshotofDonnaGail’scommentaryandtheresponsesitgenerated

(Source:Montreux2017a).



filmscomposedofdocumentaryandstockfootage.Incidentally,
thisclassificatoryfuzzinessprovesanimportantpoint:likeother
typesoftacitknowledge,cinematicknowledgehas“asweeping
presenceintheworld”but“cannotbeeasilyformalizedandput
intoexactwords”(Sen2009,x).Thiscanexplainwhyeveninthe
newdigitalmediaenvironment,whichissometimescalledthe
“post-cinemacondition”(DeRosaandHediger2017),“cinema”
hasproventoberemarkableresilientasanumbrellatermfor
audiovisualformats.Thepersistenceoftheterm“cinema”can
beseenasanindicatorthat“cinema”circumscribesadistinctive
realmofknowledge,ratherthanaspecificmedium,technology,
orartform.Itis,perhapsfirstandforemost,anameforwhatwe
knowabout,andthrough,cinema,butcannotsay.

So,ifTrumptributetrailersare“cinema,”canwealsotreatTrump
videosas“politicalcinema”?

Ifcinemawerepoliticalbydefault,wewouldnotneedacategory
like“politicalcinema”todesignatewhenandwherecinemais,
infact,political.Butifcinemawereapoliticalbydefaultitwould
notbethequintessentialmodernartithasoftenbeenhailed
tobe,letalonea“democraticemblem”(Badiou2009).Jacques
Rancière(2013)hasarguedthatinthetransitiontomodernitya
“regimeofrepresentation”makeswayforan“aestheticregime”
ofart.Inthefirst,artisdirectlysubservienttopowerandserves
torepresentandlegitimatetheestablishedorder.Inthesecond,
artacquiresthefreedomtoconcernitselfwiththeplayofform,
whiletheprivilegeofartisticrepresentationisaccordednotjust
totheking,buttoanyone.Thisalsomeansthatinthe“aesthetic
regime,”arthastonegotiateitsrelationshipwithpower,which
iswhymodernartincessantlyoscillatesbetweenthepolesof
autonomyandengagement,i.e.betweensettingitsownrules
apartfrompolitics,andtakingastancebyshapingpolitical
causesintoanaestheticexperience.

Byvirtueofitspopularresonanceanditsstrongpurchaseon
socialreality(whichisusuallytheorizedundertherubricof



“realism”)cinemaisperhapsmorestronglyentangledwithpower
thananyotherart.Narrativefilmstranslatecomplexsocialissues
intoaccessibleandmemorableemotionalexperiences,shaping
whataudiencesperceiveasrelevant,representable,andsocially
feasible.Cinematicrepresentation,inotherwords,isalsoaform
ofpoliticalrepresentation.Politicalrepresentationistheapproxi-
mativeproceduralsolutionfortheproblemofself-governance
inmodernsocieties(Möllers2021;Stasavage2020).Through
elections,thegovernedconsenttobegovernedbydelegatesfor
alimitedperiodoftime.Forcinematicrepresentation,theballot
boxistheboxoffice.Starsexpressandrepresentthedesiresand
aspirationsoftheirfans,rulingbycharisma,buttheyserveat
themercyoftheaudience(Dyer2019).Strugglesaboutcinematic
representation,liketherecentawardshowcontroversies(e.g.
#OscarsSoWhite,addressingthenon-nominationofGretaGerwig
forBarbie),areactuallypoliticalstrugglesaboutwhobelongstoa
polityandwhodoesnot.

InHollywood,thestandardresponsetocinema’sentanglement
withpoliticshasbeentoavoidovertpoliticalstatementswhen-
everpossible.Studiosoperatewithanethosofneutralitynot
unlikethatofaprofessionalbureaucracyintheWeberiansense.
Untilthe1960s,HollywoodstudiosusedtheMotionPicture
ProductionCodetomakefilmsinoffensiveandpalatabletothe
broadestpossibleaudienceonaglobalscale(Black1996).More
recently,HollywoodhasengagedinwhatThomasElsaesser
(2011,247)calls“structuredambiguity,”offeringnarrativeswhich
accommodatemultipleperspectivesandideologicalpositions,
ratherthanendorsingarigidideology.However,evenan 
innocuousformatlikethetrailerisembeddedinpolitics.The
Trumptributetrailersmakethisinherentconnectionexplicitby
takingaclearside.TheybreakwithHollywood’scardinalruleof
neutralityandenlistoneofcinema’smostrecognizableformats,
thetrailer,forapartisancause.Thesetrailersprojectaparticular
viewandpartisannotionofthedemocraticpolitynotasthe
inclusiveunityof“we,thepeople”butasacommunitybound



251byasystematicdistrustingovernmentandtheparticularized
trustinasingleleader.Inthisdynamic,aswewillsee,structured
ambiguityremainsinplay.

Cinematic Epistemology, Ocular Democracy, 
and the Question of Trust

InhisTwitterthreadfromJanuary2022,Sanchezobservesthat
QAnonfollowersandotherconspiracytheoristsontherightwere
increasinglyusingcinemaasaframeofreference(Sanchez2022).
Conspiracytheorieshave,ofcourse,beenaconstantelementof
democraticpoliticssincetheFrenchrevolution,withadecisive
upticksincethe1950s,particularlyintheUS(Hofstadter2016).
Yetthe“mistake”embeddedinwhatSanchezcalls“cinematic
epistemology”istobelievethatoutsidersarerightsimply
becausetheyareoutsiders.AsadefenderoftheEnlightenment,
Sanchezsetsouttounderminetheepistemicauthoritywhich
theconspiracytheoristsaccordtosuchcinematictemplates.In
theEnlightenmenttradition,thedemocraticsubjectisarational
actor.AsJasonFrankwrites,quotingJohnLocke,“Iftheking’spas-
sivesubjectswerean‘imagedotingrabble,’democracy’sactive
citizenswerearatio-criticalpublic”(Frank2021,2).Inorderto
becomerational,themembersofthispublichavetofirstbecome
iconoclastsandemancipatethemselvesfromthethrallofimages,
ataskwhichisneverfullycompleted.InSanchez’Kulturkritikview,
though,theadherentsofcinematicepistemologyfallpreytothe
“movielogic”andregresstothestateof“imagedotingrabble.”

However,theTrumptributetrailercreatorsarenotsomuchpart
ofan“image-dotingrabble”astheyareofan“image-making
rabble.”Ratherthandismissingthemas“low-information
voters,”defendersofliberaldemocracywouldbewelladvised
toassumethattheimage-makingrabbleknowwhattheyare
doing.Empoweredbyeasy-to-accessandeasy-to-usedigital
resources—includingonlinerepositories,recordingdevices,
andeditingsoftware—theyusethetrailertemplatetomakea



252 spectacleofpolitics,butitisaspectacleoftheirownmaking.It
isthegazeofthefilmmakerandtheirimpliedaudience,starting
withthemselvesintheimaginedpositionofthespectator,which
caststheprotagonistinaquasi-fictionalconflictandendowshim
withthepowertoresolveit.

Ratherthanavictimof“cinematicepistemology,”thebearerof
thisgazeresemblestheinauguralfigureof“oculardemocracy.”
Sinceantiquity,spectatorshiphasbeenassociatedwithignorance
anddependence:looking,viewinganillusion(onstage,oron
screen)istheoppositeofknowing,andofaction.Bycontrast,
the“emancipatedspectator”(inthewordsofJacquesRancière)
hasbeenfreedfromtherestrictionsofahierarchicalsocial
order:freetoseewhattheysee,knowwhattothinkofit,and
todowhattheythinkneedstobedoneaboutit(Rancière2021).
The spectator of the tribute trailer assumes the position of an 
emancipatedspectatorandendowsitwiththe“disciplinaryforce
ofthePeople’sGaze”(Green2011,107):theyknowtheycannot
trustgovernment,andtheyactaccordingly.

Asaformofholdingthegoverningtoaccount,distrustisindis-
pensablefordemocraticgovernance.Butsoistrust—“forthe
simplereasonthattrustexpandsthedomainofdemocratic
self-rule,”asMarkWarren(2010,310–45)argues.ForWarren,
distrustinliberaldemocracyneedstobeconfinedtoanarrow
sectionofgovernment.IntheUSvoterschanneltheirsystematic
distrusttowardsthelegislativebranchand,toalesserextent,to
theexecutive,whichexplainstheconstantlylowapprovalratings
ofbothCongressandthePresident,whilethejudicialbranchof
governmentandtheelectoralprocesshavetraditionallybeena
sourceandobjectofgeneralizedtrust,i.e.trustwhichgeneralizes
“fromfamily,clan,orcongregationtoextensiverelationships
amongcompatriots”(Warren2018,77).Tothisproceduralopti-
mismClaudeLefort(1981)opposesamoreskepticalviewwhen
hearguesthatbymakingpoliticsaseparatedomainofthought,
moderndemocraciesarepredisposedtototalitarianism.Striking
therightbalancebetweendistrustofcertainpartsofthe



systemandgeneralizedtrustintheinstitutionalarrangements
andrepresentativesofgovernmentisthuskeytodemocratic
governance.

Atrustingrelationshipisestablished,asWarrenwrites,“when
trustjudgmentsaremetwithtrustworthy responses by those 
whoaretrusted”(Warren2018,75). Butinmassdemocracy,those
responsesarealmostalwaysmediated,andveryfewpeople
knoworhavemettheirelectedrepresentatives.Tobuildtrust
insuchamediatedenvironment,politiciansandotherfigures
purportingtogovernwiththeconsentofthegovernedmustbe
responsivetotheirconstituents’expectationsoftrustworthiness
andregularlydisplayresponseswhicharepublic,generalized,
andverifiable.Massdemocracyrequires“infrastructuresof
politicaladdress,”asRaviVasudevan(2022,360)callsthem,which
projectanimageofleadershipthatenablesandsustainssystems
ofgovernance.Longandgruelingelectoralcampaignsareoneof
themostimportanttrust-buildingexercisesinliberaldemocracy.
Tobuildtrust,politiciansmustsubjectthemselvestopublic
scrutinyandpassaseriesofcharactertestswhicharelargely
unrelatedtotheirpolicies,withjournalistsactingasthesteward
ofthepublic’sinterest(Albalat-MascarellandCarrió-Pastor2019).
Thepersonalizationofpolitics,then,isafeature,notabug:not
asignofdecayofthepublicsphereandofdemocraticgovern-
ance,butindispensabletoamediated,ocularmassdemocracy
(McAllister2007).Thisalsomeansthatthegovernedare,
ineluctably,spectatorsoftheself-presentationsofthegoverning,
andassuch,theirprimaryroleistobejudgesofcharacter.

Inamediated,oculardemocracythegovernedareinaspecta-
torialrelationship(Smith2022)toapublicfigureappearing
byvirtueofthe“infrastructuresofpoliticaladdress,”andthe
trustjudgmentisprimarilyoneofallegianceornon-allegiance.
Imagesofvotersinteractingwiththecandidateinpolitical
advertisementsdramatizethistrustrelationship.Infilmstudies
terms,suchimagesshowadiegeticaudience,muchlikethe
audiencereactionshotsin“backstage”musicalsfromthe



classicalHollywoodperiod,whichserveasindicatorsofthe
artisticsuccess(orfailure)oftheprotagonist-performers.Trump
differedfromtraditionalcandidatesinthathefailedevery
charactertestineveryway,butneverthelesspersevered.Studies
showallegianceissubjecttoconfirmationbias,andthatconstit-
uentswilltendtostayloyaltoaleadertheytrustforlongerthan
iswarrantedbytheavailableinformation(BraderandRyan2017).
Onecouldarguethatcharacterjudgmentsinoculardemocracy
constituteakindoftacitknowledge,andthattacitknowledge
isslowertochangethanexplicit,propositionalknowledge.But
wearguethatakeytounderstandingTrump’sresilienceisthat
the“disciplinaryforceofthePeople’sgaze”(Green2011,107)lies
notjustinthepowertopassjudgments,butalsointhepower
toredeem.TheemancipatedspectatorsoftheTrumptribute
trailerswieldtheirpowerasfanstojudge.Grantingforgiveness
forthetransgressionsoftheiridolsisoneofthemanypleasures
offandom.Itgivesfansasenseofagencyandpower,astheir
act of forgiveness mimetically replicates the act of transgression 
bydefyingtheexistingnormativeorder.Inthismimetictrans-
gression,theemancipatedspectatorsaffirmthemselvesasthe
unboundsubjectofpopularsovereignty.The“People’sgaze”is
alwayspotentiallyaninsurgentgaze,andthesenseoflawless-
nessispartofTrump’sappeal.

Butexactlyhowdemocratic—oranti-democratic—isthe
emancipatedspectator’sgazeintheTrumptributetrailers?

IntheTrumpstoryline,theviewer’s(andvoter’s)distrustextends
totheentiretyofthegovernmentapparatus,includingthe
electoralprocess,uponwhichTrumpstartedtocastaspersions
evenduringhissuccessfulfirstcampaignforpresident.These
tacticsaimtounderminewhatWarrendescribesas“second-
ordertrust”ininstitutions(Warren2018,34).Thisisacaseof
distrustextendingbeyondthenarrowconfinesenvisionedas
productivebyWarrenandthreateningtounderminetrustin
thesystemofgovernanceasawhole.Duringsuchaconflict,the
candidate,muchliketheheroinanactionfilmfightingacorrupt



255bureaucracyorlarge-scaleconspiracy,istheonlytrustworthy
actor—aside,ofcourse,fromtheviewersthemselves.AsRainer
Forstwrites,“trustincharismaticleadersandin‘takingbackcon-
trol’oraggressivedemarcations(bothinternallyandexternally)
arealsoaresponsetosocialandpoliticalinsecurityandit
challengesdemocraticformsofconflict,compromise,andsocial
pluralism”(Forst2022).Trumpwouldobviouslyrepresentsucha
challenge.Buteventually,inthecourseofthestorylineandthe
resolutionoftheconflict,trustingovernmentisrestoredthrough
thecandidate’ssuccessattheballotbox.Thestoryline,then,
wouldseemtobeoneofacrisisoftrust,inwhichgeneralized
trustintheinstitutionalarrangementsofliberaldemocracyis
drownedoutbysystematicdistrust,andultimatelyreplacedby
whatForstandothersdescribeas“authoritariantrust,”i.e.trust
basedonexclusionarycriteria(usvs.them)orunquestioning
allegiance.Toauthoritariantrust,Forstopposesthenormative
notionofjustifiedtrust,i.e.trustforwhichreasonsaregiven.
Justifiedtrustcanbeachievedthroughpartialorimpartial
justification,i.e.idiosyncraticjustificationsbasedonpersonal
(andpotentiallyexclusionary)reasonsandmotivationsandjus-
tificationswhicharebasedoncommitmentstofairnessormoral
norms.

InthecaseofTrump,thepartialjustificationis,atfirstsight,
stronglyexclusionary.MuchofTrump’spoliticalappealseemsto
bebasedonracialanimus(Breunig,DeNeve,andFabian20204).
Trumpcuthisteethinright-wingpoliticsbymainstreamingthe
“birther”conspiracytheory,accordingtowhichthen-President
BarackObamawasineligibleforhisoffice(CarewandKelley-
Romano2017–8).TrumpalsoputaportraitofAndrewJackson
intheOvalOffice,the7thpresidentandpopulistchampionof
racialdemocracyforwhites,attheexclusionofnon-whites.There
isevidencethatraciallymotivatedepistemicoverconfidence

4 ThisstudyconfirmsourpreviousclaimthattheeconomicrootsofTrump’s
successareoverstated.



256 affectsbeliefsinallareasofpolitics,includingtrustordistrust
inscientificresearch,andotherpositionstypicallyheldbyloyal
Trumpsupporters(BenegalandMotta2022).TrustinTrump
wouldthusseemtostronglyberootedinracistsattitudes.
However,inthehistoryofAmericanpresidentialpolitics,other
candidateshavetried,andfailed,towinthehighestofficewith
campaignscenteredaroundracialanimus,fromStromThurmond
in1948andGeorgeWallacein1968toPatBuchananin1988.
Towinthepresidency,acandidatehastobuildacoalition.In
thecaseofTrumpthecoalitionincludedneo-Nazisandwhite
supremacistsalongsideevangelicals(anon-trivialshareofwhich
admittedly,areandhavebeenwhitesupremacists(Hawkins 

2021)),right-wingJewsandsupportersofIsrael(Cavari2021),as
wellasasurprisingnumberofHispanicsandevenasmattering
ofconservativeAfricanAmericans(inparticularcelebritieslike
KanyeWestorCandaceOwens).Thetributetrailersandclips
alwaysincludeshotsofAfricanAmericansandotherminoritiesin
thediegeticaudience.Thismaybedismissedasemptyrhetoric,
buttheremaybemoretoTrump’spersonaandthecomposition
ofhisaudience.“Veryfinepeopleonbothsides,”hisstatement
afterthe2017Neo-NaziriotsinCharlottesville,VA,(DrobnicHolan
2019),pointstothecoreofhispublicpersona:transgressive,but
strategicallyambiguous.

ictims of Condescension and a Champion of 
Fairness

Asindicatedpreviously,Trumpisnotthecandidateofeconomic
anxiety.Hisvotersareonaveragetwiceaswealthyasthoseof
Clinton.Rather,Trumpisthecandidateofstatuselevation,and
morespecifically,statuselevationthroughconsumption.In
Trump’scase,namerecognitionisluxurybrandrecognition.Ina
2013financialstatementheclaimedthat$4billionofhis$9billion
networthalonewereattributabletohisbrandvalue,andwhile
thatnumbermaybevastlyoverstated,theexcessivenatureof



theestimateitselfispartofthebrand(Nguyen2020,85).Trump’s
promiseisnotsosuchmuchthatofwelfareforall,butofself-
indulgenceforall(including,andstartingwith,himself).5 

ThisisalsothepoliticalmeaningofTrump’sperformativepre-
dilectionforfastfood.“Practiceswithfood,”asSheilaBock(2021)
writes,“sendpowerfulmessages”.Inearly2019,Trumphosted
theClemsonTigersbasketballandtheNorthDakotaStateBison
footballteamsintheWhiteHouse(seefig.2).“Wecouldhavehad
chefs.Butwegotfastfood,”TrumpsaidattheNorthDakotaState
Bisonreception,“Iknowyoupeopleverywell”(ABCNews2019).

Thenoteofcondescensioninthe(raciallycoded)remark“you
people”—whichrefersbothtotheteamsandthebroader
audience—matters.Thereisalongstandingtropeofwhite
peoplereferringtoAfrican-Americansas“youpeople,”andthe
majorityofthebasketballplayersareAfrican-Americans.Trump
hereembodiesandperformsacoredynamicofJacksonianracial
democracy:Theequalityofwhitesimpliesthateventhelowliest

5 ForTrump’saffinitywiththeworldofhomeshoppingseeHediger(2020).

[Figure2]Animageofjustifiedtrust:TrumpposinginfrontofLincolnwithfastfood

fortheClemsonTigers,January14,2019(Source:XandTheWhiteHouse2019).



ofwhitesstillhavenon-whitestolookdownon.Atthesame
time,theremarkcomesfromsomeonewhohimselfhasbeen,
andcontinuestobe,theobjectofcondescension.Itmayormay
nothavebeenacoincidencethatTrumpposedwithfastfoodin
frontofaportraitofAbrahamLincoln.ButbydoingsoTrump,
inanapparentparadoxanddeparturefromJacksonianracial
democracy,alignshimselfwiththosewhohehimselftreatswith
condescension.

Thetributetrailerstellastoryofovercomingcondescension
asamatterofpoliticalprinciple.Trumpwastreatedunfairly
bytheestablishment,thestorygoes,buthemanagedtoget
backatthosewhodespisedandmockedhim(includingObama,
whomercilesslyroastedTrumpatthe2016WhiteHouseCor-
respondents’Dinner).Trump’sstatedmissionthroughouthis
presidentialcampaignwasavenginghimselfandotherslikehim
whohavebeenallegedlytreatedunfairly,includingalloftheUS,
whohavebeentakenadvantageofbyEurope,China,NATO,and
others.Trumpthepoliticianandprotagonistoftributetrailers
isa(self-proclaimed)fighteragainstthehumiliationofunfair-
nessandfortheuniversalprincipleoffairness.Inthatsense,
trustinTrumpisnotactuallyauthoritarian,butjustified,both
partially—throughtheidiosyncraticmotifofasharedinterestin
self-indulgence—andimpartially—byreferencetotheprincipleof
fairness.Thespectatorialsubjectinterpellatedbytheprotagonist
ofaTrumptributetraileristhusindeedfirmlyanchoredinthe
democraticpoliticalimaginary,andinoculardemocracy.Any
threattodemocracyTrumpmightposecomesfromwithin.Or,
toputitdifferently:Trumptributetrailersdeveloptheirgreatest
valueasalessonindemocracyifwereadthemnotasfascist
actionspectacularsbutasHauntedWhiteHousehorrorfilms.



Conclusion: Boring is the New Unfair

AccordingtopoliticalscientistTomNichols(2021)andgeographer
BenAnderson(2021),populismthrivesinwealthysocieties
becausecitizensarebored.Thereis,writesNichols(2021,31),
“nomorereliableindicatorofasociety’sripenessforamass
movementthanunrelievedboredom.”Inaninterviewin2019,
comedianNormMcDonald,whofamouslyparodiedpresidential
candidateBobDoleonSaturdayNightLiveandneverspared
politiciansinhiswork,discussedwhyhechosenottomakejokes
aboutTrump(CTVNews2018):Trumpwastooeasytolaughat
andimpossibletolaughwith.Mostimportantly,however,Trump
washimselfanentertainer:heplayedaversionofhimselfin
wrestlingshows(Moon2022;O’Brien2020),andhisfree-flowing
presentationalstyleatralliesworkedmorelikeavariationof
stand-upcomedythanlikeaconventionalpoliticalspeech.6 Tele-
visionexecutiveslikeCBS’LesMoonves,sinceretiredbecause
ofa#metooscandalandhislonghistoryofsexualabusein
theworkplace,understoodthisperfectly.Trumpthecandidate
maynotbegoodforAmerica,Moonvesfamouslystated,but
hebroughtinadvertisingmoneyandmadeforgoodtelevision
(Bond2016).This,ratherthananalignmentinpoliticalcon-
victions,wasthereasonthatTrumpwasgivensomuchfree
airtimeinlivebroadcastsofhisralliesduringthe2016campaign:
Hisratingswerehigh.HisentertainmentvaluemadeTrumpthe
perfectprotagonistforpoliticalconflictasspectacle.Trump“The
Entertainer”wastheleaderthatcontemporaryoculardemocracy
needed:aleadernotoftheunemployed,butoftheunder-
employedandrestless.Trumpthrivesintheunauthorizedfictions
oftributetrailersbecauseheis,afterall,theenemynotsomuch
ofunfairnessbutofboredom

6 OntheaestheticsoftheTrumprallyseealsoJohannesVoelz’spaper
“TowardsanAestheticsofPopulism,PartI:ThePopulistSpaceof
Appearance”(2018).
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