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White Protectionism in America
Rogers M. Smith and Desmond King

Critics charge President Donald Trump with racism, but he insists he opposes bigotry and is an American nationalist, not a white
nationalist. We use analysis of Trump’s campaign rhetoric, his administration’s policies, and their reception to assess these rival
claims. In his campaign, Trump narrated American identity as a tale of lost greatness in which a once-unblemished America gave
way to globalist elites who have victimized many Americans, particularly traditionalist, predominantly white Christian Americans.
His policies have systematically expanded protections for such Americans and sought to increase their share of the American
electorate and citizenry, while reducing or eliminating initiatives designed to assist and increase the numbers of non-white, non-
Christian American voters and citizens. The evidence thus shows that although Trump does not explicitly endorse white
nationalism, his rhetoric and policies articulate not a consistent race-blind nationalism, but a vision of white protectionism.

W
hen President Donald Trump tweeted that
AfricanAmericanCongresswomanMaxineWaters
was “extraordinarily low IQ,” he invoked a

demeaning white supremacist trope (Trump 2018). But
when PBS correspondent Yamiche Alcindor asked the
president whether his embrace of the term “nationalist”
risked being heard as a call for “white nationalism,”Trump
dismissed the very question as “racist” (Scott 2018). Trump
proclaims that he opposes bigotry in all its forms; that he has
done more than any other president for African Americans;
that his nationalism embraces all Americans; and that it
opposes only a “globalism” that refuses to put America first
(Trump 2016d; Camera 2019).
Is Trump, despite his disavowals, a proponent of white

nationalism? Is he instead an opponent of bigotry who,
like many conservatives, is committed to color-blind pol-
icies? Or does he hold an emergent third position: is he a
leader who promises to “protect” whites against a rising tide
of unjust treatment (Jardina 2019, 45, 61)?
Analysis of Trump’s rhetoric and policies supports

the third hypothesis. Trump is neither an explicit white

nationalist nor a true adherent to color-blindness. He is
instead a white protectionist. That stance is significant.
By remaking the modern Republican Party in his image,
Trump has become the leader of modern racial conserva-
tives. Since the 1970s, the latter have supported color-
blind policies to prevent what they see as unjust racial
harms (Bonilla-Silva, 2017; King and Smith 2011, 16-28,
117, Lieberman et al. 2019, 474-75). Critics of what we
have called the “color-blind policy alliance” have long
contended that this insistence on ignoring racialized
identities makes anti-discrimination efforts impossible
and perpetuates white advantages (Golub 2018, 6-7; King
and Smith, 2011, 113-114). Trump, however, is changing
the racial policy game. By portraying more traditionalist
whites as victims of liberal measures favoring people of
color, Trump is shifting the core of racial conservativism
away from color-blindness toward policies designed dir-
ectly to protect whites, including unconstrained policing,
weakened civil rights enforcement, and franchise and
immigration restrictions. Instead of simply vetoing race-
conscious measures in the name of treating people without
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regard to race, the re-centering of racial conservatism facili-
tated by Trump stresses active measures to protect those
deemed white against perceived inequities.
“Whiteness” is an “ever-morphing social category” that is

“continually constructed” within “patterned sets of expect-
ations, obligations, and accountabilities” shaping how iden-
tities are conceived (Hughey, 2016, 213). This shift toward
white protectionism may convince some to embrace con-
ceptions of white identity more fully, even as others are
repelled. At the same time, Trump’s championing of
measures to protect most whites, while professing to treat
all equally, may also reshape what we have termed the rival
“race conscious” policy alliance opposed to color-blindness.
Many in this alliance are now even more suspicious of
allegedly universalistic programs and more insistent on
race-targeted initiatives like reparations—thereby
heightening policy polarization. Trump appears at best
indifferent to the polarizing consequences of his rhetoric
and policies, and often seems to welcome them.

Theoretical Premises: Racial Policy
Alliances and Racial Constructions
We build on our claim that American politics has always
been shaped by contests between rival racial policy alli-
ances, from slavery and anti-slavery coalitions, through
proponents and opponents of Jim Crow segregation and
disfranchisement, to post-1970 debates over color-blind
and race-conscious policies (King and Smith 2005, 2011).
We now contend that the political forces that Trump now
leads are reshaping those alliances, in ways that modify not
just policy disputes but even conceptions of racial iden-
tities themselves. For the latter, we build on scholarship
contending that political processes and agents contribute
not only to the salience and expression but to the construc-
tion of racial identities (e.g.Omi andWinant 1986;Dawson
and Francis 2015;Masuoka 2017, 6-8, 176; Brubaker 2017,
361-362, 373-374). W.E.B. Du Bois argued in 1920 that
the “discovery of personal whiteness” was “a very modern
thing, a nineteenth and twentieth century matter” that was
becoming a “new religion of whiteness” in his time (Du Bois
1920, 29-30). Such “discoveries” occur in part because
political entrepreneurs use resonant language to compose
narratives defining political identities, including racial iden-
tities, and labeling some identities meritorious (Charland,
1987, 133-150; Brown 2006; Smith 2003, 2015). If suc-
cessful, leaders then enact policies that make those identities
central to the everyday lives of those they govern.
Donald Trump is such an entrepreneur. It is vital to

grasp just how he is defining racial identities in his rhetoric
and constructing them through his policies. Though
Trump has certainly encouraged white nationalists, that
label does not capture his politics fully. If he were simply
reviving the white nationalism of earlier Americans like
Andrew Jackson, whom Trump admires, he would make

the direct claims to white superiority that were common in
American political life up through the 1960s. Despite his
many remarks critical of members of racial minority groups,
Trump has never done so, insisting he deplores doctrines
of white supremacy (Crowley and Haberman 2019). Out-
siders cannot judge whether Trump is a white nationalist at
heart, but unlike an Albert Beveridge or a George Wallace,
he is not one in his explicit rhetoric.
It is more difficult to distinguish between the hypothesis

that Trump is sustaining conservative support for color-
blindness and the hypothesis that he is shifting to an
emphasis on white protectionism. Though he has not used
the terms “color-blind” or “white protection,” he has not
disavowed either one and he hasmade statements consistent
with both. Furthermore, color-blind policies do protect
many entrenched white advantages, a source of such pol-
icies’ support. Yet the two positions point to three distinct
observable implications for both rhetoric and policies.
First, the rhetoric of white protectionism highlights not

the principle of color-blindness, but presentations of many
whites as especially deserving of governmental aid and
support—if not because whites are superior, then because
whites are unjustly victimized. Second, unlike color-blind
initiatives, policies of white protectionism weaken even
facially race-neutral civil rights regulatory measures aimed at
preventing discrimination against non-whites in arenas such
as policing, housing, education, and employment (King
2007, Fergus 2018, Thurston 2018). Third, the demography
of twenty-first-century America means that white protection-
ist goals, again unlike color-blind ones, imply the desirability
of actively restricting immigration to reduce growth in the
non-white share of theU.S. population, and restricting voting
to reduce growth in the non-white share of the electorate.

Summary of Core Claims
While not the first to promote these positions, Trump and
those he has mobilized do so more effectively than any
others in recent American politics. In rhetoric, Trump’s
campaign speeches first present the nation’s past as
unequivocally great, minimizing past, much less present,
racial discrimination and white supremacist traditions.
Second, Trump portrays many Americans today as victims
of the secular “globalist” policies of corrupt elites who aid
opponents of “Americanism,” many with foreign origins
and religions, while disadvantaging those most committed
to American values, especially traditionalist Christians,
who are predominantly white. Repurposing liberal multi-
cultural themes, Trump insists that the lovers of America
deserve to have their identities protected like other identity
groups, if notmore so, since the U.S. government has a duty
to put Americans first. Trumpmay tell himself that he treats
all Americans as equals, as proponents of color-blind policies
maintain. However, public opinion research, voting behav-
ior, and extremist group mobilizations all confirm that his

June 2021 | Vol. 19/No. 2 461

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592720001152 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592720001152


rhetoric has appealedmost to those Americans who have felt
their ways of life threatened in a changing America, espe-
cially conservative white Christians (see, e.g., Democracy
Fund Voter Study Group 2017; Sides, Tesler, and Vavreck
2019). They are the heroes of his story of America.
In office, moreover, Trump has adopted policies to aid

his core constituents that go further than his rhetoric to
protect the privileged status of white Christians, and all
those regarded as white in America. Given that who counts
as “white” is a continuing political construction, we cannot
dismiss the possibility that white protectionist policies,
which fall short of explicit white nationalism but go beyond
a principled, consistent color-blindness, may attract strong
support from American electorates in the years ahead
(Alba 2016).
As evidence for these claims, we first map two conver-

ging trends. These are the rising visibility of Donald
Trump as a public figure keen to oppose African Americans’
concerns, and the convergence of numerous disruptions
that have led many white Americans, especially white
Christian Americans, to feel they face unjust threats. We
then document how Trump’s campaign rhetoric formu-
lated the themes just summarized into a dramatic story of
embattled American identity. Next we detail howTrump’s
policies are rewarding his followers, especially whites, by
strengthening their capacities to protect their interests,
weakening civil rights initiatives that aid non-whites,
and buttressing the numerical predominance of whites in
the population and the electorate. Finally, we consider the
role of the Trump movement in bolstering senses of white
identity in some voters, in stimulating white nationalist
activism, and in propagating white protectionist candidates.
How far these trends protect and extend white privileges

may be the most important question in American politics
today.

The Emergence of Donald Trump
In prior careers as a real estate developer, reality show star, and
brand marketer, Donald Trump used his public statements
and actions to court celebrity more than consistency. Often
he took liberal positions. Yet more thanmost, Trump gained
notoriety for speaking and acting in ways that he proudly
proclaimed not to be “politically correct.” In the 1970s, the
Justice Department accused Trump and his father Fred of
violating the Fair Housing Act by discriminating against
renters of color, though the Trumps claimed they merely
fenced out undesirables. The charges went unresolved. In
1989, Trump took out ads denouncing the “Central Park
Five” accused, falsely, of assaulting a jogger. Even after their
exoneration, Trump depicted them with language many
judged racially derogatory. In 2000, Trump paid fines for
funding ads portraying Native Americans as irresponsible
casino owners (though he also opened up Mar-a-Lago to all
groups). In 2011, after he won a large fan base through his
books and television shows, Trump gained farmore attention

by boasting hewould prove that BarackObamahad not been
born in the U.S.A. He never did. Trump finally abandoned
the claim after his 2016 presidential nomination, though
many Republicans with high racial resentment scores still
believed it (Jardina and Traugott 2019, 71). By then,
Trump’s criticisms of African Americans and Latinos as
dangerous criminals were commonplace (Desjardins 2017).

These well-publicized stories, especially Trump’s
birther role, meant that after 2012 most Americans knew
Donald Trump as a flamboyant celebrity whowas far more
willing than most to maintain even disproven charges that
people of color posed threats to whites. As the 2016
presidential campaign began, 92% of Republican-leaning
voters felt familiar enough with Trump to have an opinion
on him, more than for any other candidate; 56% were
favorable, though 36% were not (Duggan 2015). Most of
the leadership of both parties did not take him seriously.
Tens of millions of Americans did.

The Perfect Storm for Trump
Like voters elsewhere, by 2016 many Americans were
growing receptive to leaders promising protectionist pol-
icies. Inmany lands, traditionally dominant groups, includ-
ing racial groups, were experiencing what Gest, Reny, and
Mayer call “nostalgic deprivation,” defined as “a perceived
threat to or loss of status – a sense of social, political or
economic deprivation” (2018, 1699). Increased numbers of
immigrants, often ethnoculturally distinct from national
majority populations and sometimes unauthorized, were
a common trigger (Ivarsflaten 2008; Gest 2018). Anti-
migrant sentiment was frequently augmented by alarming
economic changes, including heightening economic
inequalities, the outsourcing of jobs, stagnant middle-class
wages, reliance on foreign financiers, and trade deals per-
ceived as unfair, all combined with subordination to inter-
national organizations like the WTO, theWorld Bank, the
IMF, the EU, and NAFTA (Margalit 2012). In many
locales, some members of dominant groups also felt threat-
ened by emancipatory movements for long-marginalized
populations, including racial, ethnic, linguistic, and religious
minorities, indigenous peoples, LGBTQ+ communities,
and the disabled (Brubaker 2017, 371-372). Many sought
malefactors to blame (Gest, Reny, and Mayer 2018, 1712).

Donald Trump spoke vociferously to all these concerns
in ways that catapulted him to the head of a national
movement. He began his campaign by denouncing most
people Mexico was “sending” to the United States as
dangerous. He called for repudiating NAFTA, the Trans-
Pacific Partnership, and other American trade agreements.
He promised a ban on Muslim immigrants to combat
terrorism, while pillorying “political correctness,” usually
interpreted to mean redress for long-disadvantaged groups.
He especially championed Christian evangelicals, and he
claimed to speakmore generally for “forgotten” Americans.
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Trump won against the will of the GOP establishment,
moreover, because in the United States as elsewhere,
public distrust of established politicians and institutions
had been growing for decades, with political parties
increasingly displaced as the chief agencies for channeling
political loyalties and actions, including choosing candi-
dates. The reliance on primaries since the 1970s orches-
trated this displacement, aided by new social media that
enable candidates to communicate directly and fre-
quently with their mass constituencies (Brubaker 2017,
369-370). Trump won impressive primary victories over
a fragmented field in part via incessant tweets to his vast
Twitter following, either to circumvent mainstream media
messages or to drive their content (Schroeder 2016).
Trump exploited America’s distinct version of “nostal-

gic deprivation.”The nation’s political polarization centers
in part upon partisan polarization over racial issues (King
and Smith 2014, 968; Tesler 2017). As this division has
deepened, many whites have come to feel that they, rather
than people of color, are the primary victims of unjust
discrimination in America. A 2011 study found that while
both black and white Americans believed anti-black bias
declined from 1950 through 2000, many whites thought
anti-white bias had been rising, coming by 2000 to be
more extensive than anti-black bias (Norton and Sommers
2011). In 2016, more Trump voters saw whites as dis-
criminated against than they did any other group; most
believed that it was “average Americans,” not African
Americans, who were now getting less than they deserved
(Edwards-Levy 2016; Tesler 2017). In 2017, another
survey found that 55% of whites believed that whites
suffer discrimination in America (Gonyea 2017). Those
who view whites as discriminated-against often cite race-
conscious policies in employment and education as
examples. While professing to favor color-blindness, some
oppose even facially neutral policies that they see as
intended chiefly to assist non-whites (Tesler 2012, 2016).
As Trump has emboldened opponents of civil rights

enforcement, some proponents of race-conscious policies
have grown more adamant in return, concluding that calls
for “universalistic” or “color-blind” policies simply urge
neglect of racial inequalities. Those contentions inform
the debate over whether it is wrong to replace Black Lives
Matter with All Lives Matter, with the latter accused of
expressing desires to focus only on whites (Cargle 2018).
Some progressives fear that stressing universalistic policies
like Medicare for All will dilute needed attention to
race-conscious measures. Consequently, overt willingness
to advocate for reparations to aid African Americans surged
as the nation approached the 2020 campaign (Jamerson
2019). Conservatives have seized on that heightening polar-
ization as proof that whites are under threat today.
The gathering of these storms in the United States

formed a climate open to populist thunderbolts hurled
at prevailing economic, national security, immigration,

and education policies, and at the mainstream media.
Trump won support by advancing all those critiques,
and he added attacks on allegedly rising crime rates and
denunciations of those who call for police restraint in
dealing with suspects, generally black or Latino. He traced
the nation’s problems to corrupt politicians like Hillary
Clinton, who he charged—with some evidence—get pay-
offs from global economic elites, in return for favoring those
elites above everyone else. Trump did not specify just who
“the people” were that these elites had endangered, and
he used themes about economic and securitarian threats
common to populists elsewhere (Brubaker 2017, 366).
Few analysts doubt, however, that to Trump supporters,
protecting “average Americans” predominantly means
protecting white Americans. Data from the American
National Election Studies shows that during the Obama
years, many more self-identified white Americans came to
say that their white identities were “extremely” important
to them (Gest 2018, 38-39; Jardina 2019, 61). Voters
embracing white identity overwhelmingly supported
Trump (Sides, Tesler, and Vavreck 2017, 16; Jardina
2019, 234, 236-238).
Using public opinion data, Jardina contends that,

though white voters who score high on racial resentments
are Trump’s strongest supporters, many others who value
white identity chiefly display concerns to protect their
racial in-group, not hostility to others. Nonetheless, this
second, larger group of whites still largely favors Trump
(Jardina 2019, 33-34, 43-45, 82, 232, 236). Her data did
not permit her to study the construction of white identities
over time, nor to examine Trump’s rhetoric and policies in
detail (45, 61). But she posits, consistent with the argu-
ments here, that “politicians can activate white identity…
by drawing attention to potential threats to whites’ status
and campaigning to protect that status” (43).

Trump’s Campaign Rhetoric
When he announced for president, Donald Trump was
a veteran public speaker but an untested politician. His
message evolved during the course of the 2016 campaign,
often in response to what his audiences cheered. Still, his
June 16, 2015, speech announcing his candidacy made
plain the two themes of the story of America that frames all
his positions.
Trump lamented that America “used to have victories,”

but “we don’t have victories anymore”; and he ended with
his trademark promise, that “we will make America great
again” (Trump 2015). Neither then nor later did Trump
give much attention to ways in which America may not
have been great in the past. Instead, he urged a foreign
policy designed “to reinvigorate Western values and insti-
tutions” by “promoting Western civilization and its
accomplishments” (Trump 2016a). To many, “Western”
civilization means “white” civilization (Hood 2019).
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Trump maintained that “our American culture is the best
in the world,” and he insisted that “pride in our institu-
tions, our history, and our values should be taught by
parents and teachers and impressed upon all” (Trump
2016d). Occasionally Trump later indirectly noted the
nation’s history of racial discrimination, praising African
Americans as having “lifted up the conscience of our
nation in the long march toward civil rights,” but he
steadfastly blamed the modern difficulties of America’s
racial minorities on Democratic leaders, not on centuries
of unjust treatment. Traditional “American values and
cultures,” required no rectification; they should instead
be “cherished and celebrated once again” (Trump 2016f).
Trump’s second theme was a jeremiad proclaiming

that this once-great America had been plagued in recent
decades by a corrupt ruling class. In his announcement
speech, Trump attacked China, Japan, and especially
Mexico and Islamic terrorism; but he contended that
America’s “leaders,”whowere “stupid… losers…morally
corrupt,” were the nation’s biggest problem (Trump
2015). Trump accused recent leaders of surrendering
the country to “the false song of globalism.” Contending
that the “nation-state remains the true foundation for
happiness and harmony,” he promised that “America first”
would be his “overriding theme” (Trump 2016a). But in
the United States, there were now “two Americas: the
ruling class and the groups it favors, and then everyone
else” (Trump 2016b). The “Washington establishment,
and the financial and media corporations that fund it,”
were the “central base” of a “global power structure” that
rewarded America’s “corrupt political establishment” for
welcoming cheap illegal immigrant labor, helping com-
panies move jobs overseas, and cutting deals with countries
that sponsored Islamic terrorism (Trump 2016k).
Liberal policies, Trump went on to insist, added cultural

and violent physical victimization to the economic victim-
ization many Americans were experiencing. Trump did
not explicitly attack race-conscious policies like affirmative
action, one of many issues on which he made conflicting
statements prior to his candidacy. But Trump, who gener-
ally portrays issues in zero-sum terms, repeatedlymade clear
that he sawmost efforts to assist long-discriminated-against
minorities not as means of promoting equality but as
dangers to those who America has traditionally protected
(Schnurer 2017). He criticized Barack Obama for “speak-
ing up about America’s past errors,” instead of proclaiming
America’s superiority. Trump complained that concerns
about “racial profiling” or calls for checks on severe policing
and immigrationmeasures meant that “political correctness
has replaced common sense” (Trump 2016d). He excori-
ated “those peddling the narrative of cops as a racist force in
our society” for “hurting” law-abiding Americans (Trump
2016e, 2016j). He tweeted accounts of, especially, white
victims of crimes perpetrated by blacks, twice retweeting
from a Twitter user called “WhiteGenocideTM” (Kopan

2016; Confessore 2016, Holmes 2017). What Trump
termed his “new civil rights agenda for our time” featured
strong policing, school choice, and deregulation to promote
jobs—all policies presented without reference to race,
thereby eschewing explicit white nationalism but also any
efforts directly aimed at reducing racial inequalities (Trump
2016h). His proposals instead implied that the public
needed to be protected against race-conscious measures
and other liberal policies that only served globalist elites.

Trump promised to protect Social Security and Medi-
care, social programs more commonly perceived by whites
as beneficial to them than as aid to minorities (Jardina
2019, 4, 191-194, 202, 234, 258; On the Issues 2019).
Trump’s most specific calls for protection came on behalf
of Christians. His nomination acceptance speech criticized
the 1954 Johnson amendment depriving “religious insti-
tutions” of their tax-exempt status “if they openly advocate
their political views,” saying their “voice has been taken
away” (Trump 2016c). He went on to tell Christian
groups that “Christian faith is not the past but the present
and the future” of America. He contended that “our media
culture often mocks and demeans people of faith,” and
that “our politicians have really abandoned you.” Trump
promised that in his administration “Christian heritage
will be cherished, protected, defended, like you’ve never
seen before” (Trump 2016g; Trump 2016i).

With greater consistency and scope than many analysts
appreciate, these statements advanced a specific and, for
many, compelling narrative of American peoplehood that
paid off electorally. A wide variety of studies, including
experimental research, public opinion surveys, analyses of
voting statistics, and panel studies show that this victim
narrative connected powerfully with those with strong
attachments to traditionally dominant identities, includ-
ing white, Christian, and male. Using panel data for 2012
and 2016, Mutz found that people whose orientation in
favor of socially dominant groups (SDO) underwent
increases during those years also considered whites as more
discriminated against than racial minorities, Christians
as more discriminated against than Muslims, and men as
more discriminated against than women. Their sense that
“the American way of life is threatened” was strongly
associated with voting for Trump (Mutz 2018, E4332,
E4334-6). Though Trump spoke most explicitly to those
who believe in a dominant place for Christianity in
America, recent scholarship shows that those who “who
connect being Christian with being an American are also
more likely to hold racial attitudes that bolster white
supremacy” (Perry andWhitehead 2019, 280). Conversely,
white identifiers are more likely to believe that “being
Christian is important to being American” (Jardina 2019,
107, 125). One 2018 survey found that 54% of white
evangelical Protestants thought it would be bad for America
to become a non-white nation. They contribute signifi-
cantly to the slight majority of white Americans who say the

464 Perspectives on Politics

Article | White Protectionism in America

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592720001152 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592720001152


United States was better in the 1950s than today; the 56%
of whites who wish to limit immigration; and the growing
number of Republicans who say America is a Christian
nation (PRRI 2018).
Trump’s rhetoric gave both white nationalists and

believers in a Christian America renewed senses of legit-
imacy and opportunity during the primaries (Lopez
Bunyasi 2019). White supremacist posts accelerated on a
leading right-wing website, 4Chan, from the time Trump
announced his candidacy through 2018 (Thompson
2018). White nationalists like Richard Spencer and Jared
Taylor rallied to his cause. Spencer believed that though
Trump did not see himself as a white nationalist, he
expressed “an unconscious vision that white people
have—that their grandchildren might be hated in their own
country” (Osnos 2015). He contended that Trump was
“bringing identity politics for white people into the public
sphere in a way no one has” (Confessore 2016). In 2016,
Andrew Anglin of the neo-Nazi website Daily Stormer
celebrated Trump’s retweeting from the WhiteGenocide
account by proclaiming, “Our Glorious Leader and
ULTIMATE SAVIOR has gone full-wink-wink-wink to
his most aggressive supporters” (Anglin 2016). As 2016
proceeded, champions of white identity includingWilliam
Johnson, the chair of the American Freedom Party, and
former Ku Klux Klan leader David Duke, contributed
robocalls and other aid to Trump (Confessore 2016: Sides,
Tesler, and Vavreck 2019). Rachel Prendergraft, an organ-
izer for the Knights Party—a successor to the KKK—
maintained that the “success of the Trump campaign just
proves that our views resonate withmillions… . Theymay
not be ready for the Ku Klux Klan yet, but as anti-white
hatred escalates, they will” (Lopez 2019). Though many
white supremacists wish for Trump to go further, most have
celebrated his presidency and become more outspoken.
Trump’s inflammatory race-related statements may

well stimulate other airings of prejudice (Schaffner, Mac-
Williams, and Nteta 2018). The Trump White House,
to be sure, denies that he claimed that immigrants from
Haiti have AIDS, that Nigerians come from huts, and
that America needs immigrants from Norway, not “shit-
hole [African] countries”—though former Trump aides
have confirmed these stories (Lopez 2019). To admirers,
Trump’s criticisms of African American football players
protesting police killings of young black men, and his
characterizations of MS-13 gang members as “animals,”
express only support for law and order (Hayes 2018).
Some regard even his claims that there were “some very fine
people” on both sides at the Charlottesville white supremacy
rally, and that “both sides” were to blame for the ensuing
violence, as simply displaying his resistance to the demon-
ization of traditionalist Americans.
But it is incontrovertible that Trump fiercely supported

Senate candidate Roy Moore in Alabama, despite Moore’s
stating that America had been great in the days of slavery,

because “families were strong, our country had direction”
(Bump 2017). Trump praised Arizona sheriff Joe
Arpaio for keeping “Arizona safe” and pardoned him after
Arpaio was found guilty of criminal contempt for racially
profiling persons he suspected of being illegal immigrants
(Davis and Haberman 2017). Though Trump had parti-
san motives, his actions identified him with figures
widely perceived as hostile to non-whites. He also won
white nationalist applause when he tweeted that he had
instructed Secretary of State Mike Pompeo to “study the
South Africa land and farm seizures … and the large scale
killing of farmers,” giving credence to false claims that the
South African government was murdering white farmers
(Sankin and Carless 2018). When Trump later tweeted
that four first-term Representatives, all women of color,
two Muslim, should “go back” to the “totally broken
and crime infested” countries “from which they came,”
even Ted Cruz demurred from his “overheated” rhetoric
(Summers 2019). These statements and more mobilized
the two great narrative themes of Trump’s campaign: that
America was great in the old days (when it was a white
Christianmale-governed nation); and that good Americans,
especially Christians, now face assaults from dangerous
immigrants, foreign nations and religions, and unpatriotic
elites. Having won power on a narrative of victimization,
Trump has never ceased to advance it, in governing deeds
as well as campaign words (Brownstein 2019).

Trump’s Actions and Policies
President Trump’s policies go even further than his
rhetoric. We have previously documented the positions
of the racial policy alliances in American politics. The
color-blind alliance has not only opposed affirmative
action programs in education and employment. Because
many of the alliance’s members have always had white
protectionist concerns, they favor “tough on crime” pol-
icies, restrictive immigration measures, culling govern-
ment efforts for racially integrated housing, school choice
vouchers in place of integration orders, stricter tests
for eligibility to vote, and opposition to districting aimed
at empowering minority voters, among other measures
(King and Smith 2011, 259-262). Researchers also find
that many Americans’ positions on racial policies correlate
with positions on other issues that may not seem to
concern race, including health care, tax policies, same-
sex marriage, and the economy (Tesler 2015, 104). In its
first two years, the Trump administration acted aggres-
sively on all these issues in ways that moved from merely
upholding color-blindness to installing white protection-
ism. This change parallels Trump’s shift of Republican
economic policies from free trade to protectionism, and
indeed, his rallies often suggest that the chief beneficiaries
of his economic protectionism are more traditionalist
white workers.
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Appointments
Despite unprecedented turnover, Trump’s appointments
have sent clear policy signals. His first Attorney General,
Jefferson Sessions, once prosecuted Klan members, but
Sessions also criticized affirmative action policies and
complained without evidence about vote fraud (Levine
2016). In a 2015 interviewwith Stephen Bannon, Sessions
praised the race-based national-origins quota system the
nation adopted in 1924 and ended in 1965 (Serwer 2017).
Bannon, formerly a top Trump adviser, professes to be
anti-globalist but not white nationalist. Yet as chief execu-
tive of Breitbart News, he oversaw publication of white
nationalist writers (Smith 2017). Stephen Miller, still a
senior adviser, has similarly repudiated white nationalism
and denied that Richard Spencer was a “mentor” to him at
Duke. However, leaks of his e-mails in the years immedi-
ately preceding his joining the Trump campaign show that
he publicized white nationalist views (Garcia-Navarro
2019; Rogers and DeParle 2019). In office he has been
an ardent voice for severe immigration restriction meas-
ures, including the “Muslim ban” and family separations
(Rogers and DeParle 2019; Hatewatch 2018). Miller is
not alone. HUD added Eric Blankenstein to its general
counsel’s office despite the fact that he had previously been
compelled to leave the Consumer Financial Protection
Bureau after racist blogs he authored years before surfaced
—blogs he dismissed as irrelevant to his duties (Fadula and
Thrush 2019).

Policies
The signals sent by these appointments match Trump’s
policy enactments (figure 1). His measures adopt positions
favored by racially conservative Americans but with a new
focus on active white protection, rather than simply color-
blind efforts to constrain positive governmental actions.
Trump has fanned the anger of many white supporters
convinced that post-1970 federal policies have unjustly
favored people of color. Combatting this alleged white
victimization requires protectionist measures including
tolerating racial profiling in policing and reversing some
extant civil rights policies, subverting others through
deregulation or neglect, and favoring measures that go
beyond color-blindness, such as stop-and-frisk practices
and demands for identification triggered by racial and ethnic
identities, as well as anti-Muslim immigration restrictions.

If this trend persists and continues to garner the
support of voters who self-identify as white ethnics, then
the Trump administration will prove to be an agent of major
change to America’s racial orders. Color-blind measures will
be overshadowed by active white protectionist measures as
the core of today’s conservative racial policy alliance. They
will be pitted still more sharply against the race-conscious—
or in Justice Sotomeyer’s terms, “race sensitive”—measures

favored by the reformist policy alliance, perhaps generating
more radical counter-assertiveness by its proponents.

With only highly qualified exceptions, the Trump
positions summarized in figure 1 include most of the
policies long preferred by racial conservatives, while add-
ing policies that serve white protectionism. In many cases,
administration actions go beyond what Trump said in the
campaign or his later boasts in office. It is probable that the
voters and activists who care most about these policies have
taken note. They can see that Trump has sought to provide
invigorated defenses and accommodations for anxious and
angry members of his base, especially native-born white
Christian Americans. Those who have hoped not just for
color-blindness but for policies that bolster the positions of
whites against unwanted changes have had reasons to feel
satisfied.

A closer look at the policies listed in figure 1 shows why.
Though Trump did not campaign against affirmative
action programs, his Justice Department’s Civil Rights
Division soon prepared an initiative to sue universities
suspected of emphasizing race in their admissions policies,
including Harvard and Yale (Savage 2017). Attorney
General Sessions assisted long-time affirmative action
critic Edward Blum in bringing a lawsuit against Harvard’s
program (Alexander 2018). Similarly, Kenneth Marcus,
since 2018 the head of civil rights enforcement in the
Education Department, previously worked with groups
filing briefs against affirmative action (Green, Apuzzo,
and Benner 2018; Chen 2018). Both departments have
rescinded Obama-era guidelines for legally achieving
greater diversity and have prodded educational institutions
to abolish many such policies. The Trump administration
briefly challenged the constitutionality of the HBCU
Capital Initiative Fund, before deciding to increase fund-
ing for HBCUs (Historically Black Colleges and Univer-
sities) while reducing funding for low-income students at
all higher education institutions (Camera 2019). Though
some leaders of HBCUs have celebrated their funding
increases, the policies are consistent with the administra-
tion’s refusal to pursue racial integration goals.

In civil rights enforcement more generally, the Trump
administration’s stance mirrors Trump’s campaign theme,
that religious Americans, especially traditionalist ones who
are predominantly white, are the greatest victims of dis-
crimination today. Attorney General Sessions made mis-
treatment of religious groups the Justice Department’s
highest priority. The DOJ provided guidelines for all
executive agencies to insure they did not violate “religious
liberty protections”, forcefully pursued litigation on behalf
of religious groups, and created a Religious Liberty Task
Force so that “our employees know their duties to accom-
modate people of faith” (Sessions 2018). A “Conscience and
Religious Freedom Division” in the Office of Civil Rights
seeks to permit health care providers to refuse treatment to
certain patients on religious grounds (Leadership
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Figure 1
Trump policies and priorities of racial conservatives.
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Figure 1 (continued.)
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Conference on Civil and Human Rights n.d.). Attorney
General William Barr has continued Sessions’ prioritiza-
tion of religious liberty, contending that “secularists” have
been using law “as a battering ram” in “an unremitting
assault on religion and traditional values” in ways that the
Justice Department was “ready to fight” (Barr 2019).
As Barr’s stance showed, this agenda has not always

succeeded. Though Trump boasted that he ended the
Johnson Amendment by executive order, in fact the legis-
lative ban on endorsing candidates persists. The Trump
administration has therefore mobilized religious leaders to
get Congress to overturn the law, but so far, these efforts
have failed (Dias 2017). Still, religious conservatives cheered
when Trump’s Justice Department urged the Supreme
Court to rule that the Civil Rights Act does not protect
transgender persons (Moreau 2018). Trump’s Supreme
Court appointments Neil Gorsuch and Brett Kavanaugh
have provided added reassurance by showing their eager-
ness to hear claims that religious liberties of conservative
Christians are being abused (Weber 2019; Salozar 2019).
The Trump administration has ended federal grants to

groups working to oppose white nationalism (Raymond
2017; Beinart 2018). Though Trump announced that
monitoring anti-white nationalists would increase after a
white supremacist’s shootings in El Paso, Texas, in fact
they have declined (Einbinder 2019). The Trump admin-
istration has focused domestic anti-terrorism efforts on
Muslim groups, even though white supremacists have
committed more than three times as many violent crimes
and murders in the United States in recent years (Reitman
2018). A Veterans Administration official even discour-
aged the agency’s diversity officer from condemning white
nationalists (Desjardins 2017).
Trump officials eliminated an Equal Employment

Opportunity Commission requirement for large compan-
ies to disaggregate employee pay scales by sex, race, and
ethnicity, hampering anti-discrimination efforts. A federal
court overturned that action (Schmidt 2019). Other
Trump appointees cut back on the enforcement authority
of the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau’s Office of
Fair Lending and Equal Opportunity and delayed a rule to
protect racial and ethnicminority students with disabilities
against disproportionate adverse treatment. At this writing
Trump’s Education Department is considering eliminat-
ing all rules focused on racially and ethnically disparate
impacts. The Trump administration has not eliminated
the offices of civil rights created in most federal agencies in
the late 1960s, which monitor hiring, promotions, and
discrimination among employees. However, it has shifted
authority in these offices from career civil service employ-
ees to political appointees, changing the ethos of enforce-
ment (Savage 2017).
The Trump administration’s immigration policies

powerfully signal its protectionist themes by working
to limit the growth of the non-white population. Trump

has fervently pressed to build a wall along the nation’s
southern border, even if this requires shutting down the
government or making disputed constitutional claims to
emergency powers. That quest has yet to succeed, and his
effort to rescind the DACA program benefiting some
unauthorized immigrant children is tied up in litigation
(National Immigration Law Center 2019). But the agenda
is clear.
Trump did arrive at a judicially acceptable executive

order restricting travel to the United States from citizens of
six predominantly Muslim nations, to which he later
added four African and two Asian countries. His admin-
istration has also terminated Temporary Protected Status
for persons from four Central American nations as well as
Nepal, and it has ended the eligibility of Haitians for visas
used primarily by low-skilled workers. It has deployed over
5,000 military troops to the southern border, and it
created first a task force, then a new office in the Depart-
ment of Justice, to withdraw naturalizations from foreign-
born Americans, even in cases of minor misstatements in
naturalization documents (Benner 2020). These measures
all signal that Latinx and Muslim immigrants are not
welcome in Trump’s America.
Similarly, Trump’s message of protection for some

shapes his policies on voting rights.Trump appointed Kansas
Secretary of State Kris Kobach, a leading alarmist about
alleged vote fraud and an architect of anti-immigration laws,
to head a commission to investigate fraudulent voting
(Ingraham 2017). It found little evidence of any. Disbanded
in January 2018, the commission’s mandate was transferred
to Homeland Security (Tackett and Wines 2018).
Still, the Trump Justice Department frequently files

briefs in support of state measures restricting voting. It has
urged aggressive purges of voter rolls by state election
boards, the redrawing of political boundaries that dilute
African American voting rights, and stringent photo ID
registration and voting requirements. It joined a suit
against Kentucky to compel the state to cull rolls of voters
who had moved, and supported a similar effort in Ohio
(Wines 2018). The Justice Department and the Immigra-
tion and Customs Enforcement agency have also coord-
inated requests to states for data on voter records: millions
of North Carolina records have been subpoenaed from
the state elections board and forty-four county elections
boards, including many with low-income voters of color
(Faussett and Wines 2018). Political appointees, not career
lawyers, lead these actions.
In close elections, these vote suppression measures

have great partisan and racial significance. In the 2018
Georgia gubernatorial race, the successful GOP candidate
ran while serving as Georgia’s Secretary of State (Herndon
2018). In that capacity, Brian Kemp used the state’s
obscure “exact-match law” to excise over 50,000 voters
for differences between a registered name and a signed
name. African Americans, 32% of the state’s population,

June 2021 | Vol. 19/No. 2 469

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592720001152 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592720001152


composed 70% of the registrants affected (Cobb, 2018).
Even prior to that purge, the Brennan Center for Justice
estimated that under Kemp, 1.5 million voters in Georgia
have been removed from the rolls (Herndon 2018). The
Center also reported that in 2017, after Trump’s victory,
thirty-one state legislatures introduced ninety-nine bills to
reduce voter access (Brennan Center for Justice 2017).
Many of those measures have met stiff opposition. In

November 2018, Florida voters approved a constitutional
amendment to restore voting rights to over one million
ex-felons, though the state’s Republican governor and
legislature have blocked its full implementation by insist-
ing that ex-felons must pay all outstanding fees to the legal
system before voting (Stein 2018; Mazzei 2019). A related
controversy enhanced the significance of such efforts to
prevent any increase in non-Republican, non-white voters.
Secretary of Commerce Wilbur Ross ordered adding a
citizenship question to the census for the first time in half
a century. Critics contended this move would diminish
participation in the census, reducing its accuracy, while
also reducing representation for areas with many immi-
grant residents, and possibly abetting deportations. The
administration suspended its effort after the Supreme
Court required further justification (Liptak 2019).
Along with immigration, policing is the policy area that

most clearly invokes Trump’s promises of protection for
Americans portrayed as victims of violence. Here, too, the
administration’s policies have made clearer than Trump’s
rhetoric just whom to protected. Attorney General Ses-
sions first ordered a sweeping review of federal studies of
twenty city police departments’ practices, hoping to
reverse court-ordered consent decrees designed to limit
racially discriminatory police abuses (Bosman and Smith
2017). Sessions also declined to open new investigations
into police misconduct, despite continued police shoot-
ings of black men (Lowery 2018). He restored the transf-
eral of surplus military equipment to local police forces,
enabling them to create paramilitary units, as in Ferguson,
Missouri (Viswanatha 2017). On his last day in office,
Sessions issued a memo to prevent the Justice Department
from using consent decrees to reform local police miscon-
duct (Benner 2018).
Following persuasion by Kim Kardashian and Kanye

West, and faced by overwhelming bipartisan support
that included both the ACLU and the Koch brothers,
Trump did endorse and sign the First Step Act (Bennett
2018). It provides sentencing relief for elderly inmates
and those who received mandatory minimum sentences
and authorizes rehabilitation programs. Trump has since
often cited it, along with historically low African American
unemployment, as evidence of his commitment to all
Americans (Camera 2019; Trump 2019). However, Trump
has not retreated from his “tough on crime” rhetoric that
includes urging police to use “stop and frisk,” tactics that
have often been deployed in racially discriminatory ways

(Rucker 2018). His message has been that police should
have greater freedom and greater weaponry to engage in
the most controversial forms of policing.

Trump’s appointment of Ben Carson as Secretary of
Housing and Urban Development gave him an African
American cabinet member. But under Trump andCarson,
HUD moved quickly to end Obama-era efforts to pro-
mote racial integration in housing, as well as public housing
services more generally. The Justice Department and
HUD indicated that they would no longer file disparate
impact suits to advance the Fair Housing Act’s goal of
fighting racial discrimination (Arpey 2017). HUD went
further in 2019, proposing rules that wouldmake it difficult
if not impossible for regulators to find violations based
simply on demonstrated disparate impact, without evidence
of intentional discrimination (Vadum 2019). Carson’s
HUD has particularly targeted reversal of the Obama
“Affirmatively Furthering Fair Housing” rule. It required
localities to evaluate obstacles, including racial barriers, to
housing choice in their jurisdiction, and to specify rem-
edies as conditions of receiving federal funds. HUD
suspended the rule in 2018 (Arpey 2017; Furman Center
2018). The upshot of these initiatives was to turn away
from the pursuit of racially integrated housing and hous-
ing aid to the poor.

In his campaign, Trump championed vouchers for
school choice as central to his civil rights agenda, though
most leading civil rights groups oppose them. A champion
of school choice, private schools, and weaker federal
regulation, Betsy DeVos, is his Secretary of Education.
His Education Department then created a grant program
to promote vouchers. It rescinded guidance documents
designed to prevent racial biases in school discipline,
campus sexual misconduct, and discrimination against
transgender students and students with disabilities. The
Justice Department simultaneously cut back on efforts to
continue court-ordered school desegregation.

Scholars have argued for decades that racial conserva-
tism, along with economic conservatism, is strongly asso-
ciated with opposition to social welfare programs (Gilens
1999). Here, too, the Trump administration has served its
base. It has promoted state and national work require-
ments for benefits including Medicaid and SNAP, with
some exemptions for areas predominantly populated by
rural whites (Covert 2018). Its Federal Communications
Commission is seeking to limit Lifeline, a program that
assists low-income people, often indigenous communities,
people of color, and disabled persons, to obtain phone and
internet service (Morris 2018). All these policies signal
which Americans the Trump administration most values.

Trends in White Identity Mobilization
It is too soon to have clear evidence that the rise of Trump
has ledmore Americans to embrace white identities. Given
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his unpopularity, Trump’s overall impact may be the
reverse (Jardina, Kalmoe, and Gross 2019). But the studies
already cited show that Trump’s ascendancy hasmobilized
many white identifiers, making their policy preferences
loom larger (Jardina 2019, 232-236). History also suggests
that when those who are in a position to choose to identify
as white, or to ally with those who identify as white, perceive
whites as ascendant, many are likely to associate themselves
with white identities and interests. In 2015, Pew data
already indicated that most Americans with mixed back-
grounds felt they had more in common with whites and
generally identified as white, not as multiracial (Alba 2016).
Trump’s rhetoric portraying issues as zero-sum and prom-
ising protection from liberal elites, along with his policies
designed to aid traditionalist groups,maymake it seem even
more in their interests to so identify.Manymore Americans
may then come to feel they will benefit from white protec-
tionist policies.
The plausibility of this trajectory is evident in how

Trump’s success has emboldened white nationalists. These
groups increased sharply after Barack Obama’s election.
They faded in Obama’s latter years, as his agenda proved
less race-conscious than they expected (Southern Poverty
Law Center n.d.). The number and size of white nation-
alist organizations rose again under Trump (Ross, Hepp,
and Gardner 2018; Parker and Barreto 2013). The South-
ern Poverty Law Center reports that white nationalist
chapters grew from 100 in 2017 to 148 in 2018 and held
more rallies (Beirich 2019).Many of these groups’ rhetoric
say less about the inferiority of non-whites than about
the dangers of oppression that whites allegedly face—even
as they still valorize white achievements (Beirich 2019).
This adroit Trump-like shift enables them to fit into a
conservative racial policy alliance that is redefining itself as
focused on white protectionism.
Though many see colleges as bastions of liberalism, in

June 2018 an Anti-Defamation League Study reported
nearly 300 incidents of white supremacist groups distrib-
uting fliers and other materials on campuses in the previ-
ous academic year, an increase of 77% (ADL Center on
Extremism 2018). In many institutions, College Repub-
licans are also resurging and embracing Trumpian ideol-
ogy, proclaiming “we are the ones who are persecuted” in
modern America (Steinmetz 2019). Most College Repub-
licans distance themselves from white nationalism, but
most endorse the need to protect against policies aimed at
ending “white privilege” (Steinmetz 2019).
Trump’s impact on racial identities and politics in

America is also visible in the many Republican candidates
who are emulating his style and substance (Herndon
2019). These include much-discussed figures like Roy
Moore and Joe Arpaio, and others like Antonio Sabato,
Jr., who ran against Maxine Waters for Congress by calling
her a “hustler of hate,” andGeorgia gubernatorial candidate
Michael Williams, who drove a “deportation bus” around

the state; Brian Kemp countered by driving an armed
pickup to “round up criminal illegals” (Johnson 2018).
Overtly neo-Nazi and white supremacist candidates man-
aged to win five GOP primaries in 2018 (Coaston 2018).
So long as right-wing candidates did not openly identify as
white supremacists, the Republican State Leadership Com-
mittee agreed to aid them, overlooking many close ties to
white nationalist groups (Marans 2018).

Conclusion
There is, then, abundant evidence that Trump came to
power with the aid of a galvanizing story of America that
dismissed any need to address racial inequalities, or indeed,
any focus on equality. More than any other candidate, he
portrayed Americans as engaged in win-or-lose conflicts,
and he promised to protect traditionalist Americans, espe-
cially conservative Christians who are predominantly
white, against many forms of victimization, while also
preserving the social programs his constituents favor.
Figure 1 documents that in office Trump has gone

further, enacting policies that work with striking consist-
ency in the directions needed for white protectionism in
America. His administration has fought civil rights meas-
ures aimed at greater inclusion in public education, employ-
ment, and housing. It has ended efforts to curb racially
discriminatory police abuses and student disciplinary prac-
tices. It has limited predominantly non-white immigration
and favored barriers to participation by, primarily, non-
white voters. It has reinvigorated white nationalist groups
and inspired a plethora of Trump-like candidates. All these
developments have the effect if not the intent of making
many venues in America, and especially the electorate and
the citizenry itself, if not great again, at least whiter again.
That outcome remains contested and uncertain. Many

Trump-endorsed candidates lost in 2018. Many white
Americans as well as citizens of color repudiate Trump and
support removing him from office. Nonetheless, Trump’s
movement has shifted American politics toward a sharper
clash between two altered race-conscious policy alliances,
one now promising heightened protection for whites more
explicitly, one becomingmore assertive in favor of targeted
aid to non-white groups. Still in doubt is how far this shift
will go, and which policy alliance’s narrative of America
and Americans will hold the upper hand.
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