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Obama's virile image. However, all these attempts failed in the face of Obama's serene and unAappable 
demeanor, especially as the economic crisis erupted, while McCain, drawing on his vaster political experience, 
sought [Q impose himself as the more mature political candidate in suspending his campaign and calling off 
the first debate in order to rush to Washington to participate in emergency economic meetings at the 
White House in which, in the end, he played a rather mediocre role. His unimpeachable aura as a political 

"maverick" began to suffer such that when he treated Obama disrespectfully in subsequent political debates, 
McCain struck many viewers as an erratic, bitter old man. 
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As in the workplace, so it is in politics and the media: Under a regime of fear and terror, the fact or evidence 
of injury or hurt invalidates the speech of those who have suffered assaults and silences them. So in the 
return of violent sovereignty in national life, especially during the Bush era, the rule of terror has been quite 
deliberately extended to words themselves: Not only are they the instruments of intimidation and fear 
in the hands of political and media bullies who rule out of order the speech of everyone else, but also time 
and time again we witness that our very words are the targets of their aggression. In the current juncture 
we have the jarring realization that words - spoken or unspoken - Simply do not matter any more than 
facts, truth Ot ballots. Language and facts are bullied and terrorized along with the rest of us. It's not so 
much that language has been debased, emptied of content and stOlen (as George Otwell or Roland Barthes 
would have it) or simply suppressed (as under authoritarian regimes) but rather that the content of 
utterances does not matter. It carries no weight. It is made to look irrelevant and as powerless as those who 
speak it. The presumably normative world of words and facts is reduced to nothing. And what little 
mental and physical protections it used to afford us have been sttipped away. This was driven home by Bush's 
unwavering policies in the face of military, political and economic disasters they provoked the mind-numbing 
repetition of his claim that Saddam Hussein and Al-Qaida were allies. In his over-the-tOp macho world, he 
and his cabinet were never ever wrong. Failure was written out of the bully script as fact or speech. For a 
long time there was no empirical or linguistic accountability, and those in power weren't held to their 
words or deeds. 

Of course facts were never simply facts any more than ballots simply ballots or words simply words. 
Protocols of empirical testing, deliberation and interpretation have always been a matter of conventions that 
have emerged in fields of power. Yet what Cheney, Rumsfeld and Bush tried to do with their "War on 
Terror" was install a new regime of factuality and truth as instruments of government through fear in which, 
according ro Brian Massumi, "assumptions about character and intent [say about Saddam, the Iranians 
or Muslims] that cannot be empirically grounded with any certainty" but are based on "the felt reality of 
threat" that trumps everything else. He captures the new counterfactuallogic of truth in the following 
way: "Bush did what he did because Saddam could have done what he did not do [if he had had the 
means]." Like the bullying of persons, the bullying of language creates an open-ended field of pre-emptive 
aggression and terror based on a logiC "not subject to the same rules of non-contradiction as normative 
logic" (Massumi, forthcoming). Under this regime there seemed to be no talking back and no going back 
either. Then came Obama. 
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As crushing as the official consensus was in u.s. political and media circles between 2001 and 2008, in the 
world of publishing there.was nonetheless a veritable wave of books that denounced the crimes and misdeeds 
of the Bush Administration (largely ignored by major media outlets) that enjoyed the support of a network 
of websites, bloggers and activist movements such as MoveOn.com, VoteVets.com and the Courage Campaign 
that agitated in opposition to the political class and succeeded in creating an alternative public media 
sphere. Barack Obama brillianrly tOok advantage of this new sphere to launch his own candidacy outside 
of the major political organizations. With his arrival in the White House the question has now arisen: co '" 
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Will his new administration finally put an end to the culture of political intimidarion that has dominated 
the Unired States for the last 30 years and to rhe climate of fear that Republican politicians have fomented 
and exploited since September II? Of necessity my response will be a cautious one, for the foregoing 
analyses don't lend themselves to much optimism: after all, regime change does not equal cultural change. 
In the aftermath of the Vietnam War and the start of the deindustrialization of centers of u.s. manufacturing 
strong links were forged between deep-seated feelings of individual insecurity, collectitve economic uncertainty 
and distress at the diminishing fortunes of a superpower of the verge of decline. This gave birth to a culture 
of resentment and disrespect from which right-wing populism profited in three arenas of national life: 
the workplace, the media and politics. It will be very difficult to undo these links in the current juncture 
(which brings together almost identical conditions, i.e., the quagmires of Iraq and Afghanistan, economic 
crisis, etc.). This is all the more so in that these same ties derive their strength from a collective tradition that 
has shown itself remarkably tolerant of violent relations between members of civil society - from freedom 
of speech ,no matter how hateful, and the right to bear arms, to the high u.s. murder rate, the capital 
executions and the powers that management enjoys over employees in the workplace. 

As if to prove their point and put Obama on notice, in the weeks following the inauguration right-wing 
media pundits and bloggers such as FOX News hOSt Glenn Beck called Obama a racist (anti-white), 
claimed he would take citizens' guns away from them, and put out a call for armed resistance against the 
new administrarion. At the same time, Dick Cheney, newly retired, broke precedent and warned that 
Obama was putting the nation at risk of another terrorist attack. These attacks turned out to be the opening 
shots of a campaign to undermine Obama's political authority that has continued unabated ever since. 
It would appear that the new affective regime of counterfactuality and "felt reality of threat," established 
by the Bush administration as instruments of intimidation and fear, has received a new lease on life. 
Their main target now is the national health insurance bill that if passed could send the Republican party 
into political exile for a generation and remove one of the most potent means for employers to discipline 
and intimidate workers, the threat of losing one's medical coverage. As of this writing, Republican 
Congressional leaders, healthcare corporations and media celebrities like Beck and CNN's Lou Dobbs have 
carried their campaign of defamation and personal slander to town hall meetings by whipping up 
angry mobs to disrupt debates on the Obama administration's healthcare reform bill with inflammatory 
allegarions. They claim that Obama was not born in the United States and is a socialist (i.e., not American), 
and that - exploiting the "pro-life" logic of anti-abortion activists - he has included a provision in 
his bill for euthanizing the elderly and the infirm (in so-called "death camps" to be located in Kenya), 
prompting some to compare Obama to Hitler. 

Politicians and media hosts trotted out similar language before in the 1990S to target Hillary Clinton when 
she led the last concerted effort at healthcare reform. According to this peculiar logic, Obamas intentions 
are likened to those of abortion providers - wend life prematurely and cruelly. In this scenario, however 
calm and reasonable they are in demeanor, Obama and allies will always stand as the aggressors and the 
bullies in the eyes of the angty mobs and their sponsors. This is "felt" or affective politics at its most powerful, 
something which, unfortunately, has escaped most Democratic politicians and liberal commentators who 
have contented themselves with pointing out the obvious lies and misrepresentations. What they fail to realize 
is that what is at hand is another open-ended pre-emptive campaign of verbal and physical aggression, 
whose real goal is less to convince people of "facts" than to sow doubt and panic in the minds of a fearful 
public. I think it is difficult to underestimate the blow that Obama's election represented to some voters 
whose sense of dignity and entitlement depends on the consoling sentiment that no m.atter what happens 
to them, there will always be others less privileged than themselves in the American society. The worst 
recession in memory can only exacerbate and widen this shared sense of distress and victimization thar, as 
Corey Robin pOinted out, has often fueled conservative political vendettas in u.s. history. In this respect 
the deep emotions boiling over in reaction against our black president's healthcare bill may have less to do 
with the question of government's role in medical care or with the medicalization of the end oflife than 
with a tefusal by some to allow medical coverage be extended to the over 40 million uninsured who - in 
their minds, at least - are the undeserving poor - that is, people of color. Doubtless for them, the new 
plan carries the same social stigma as the old u.s. welfare system. To point our w them that in these difficult 
economic times they, too, may benefit one day from the advantages of a national health insurance system 
that covers every resident and citizen may only affwnt them: for to acknowledge and receive publicly such 
help would be tantamount not only to falling our of the great American middle class but also to joining 
voluntarily the ranks of people of color. In this view, better uninsured than no longer white. They reject 
the new multicultural polity underlying rhe national healthcare reform bill that would replace the old, 
segregated market-based system. Successful progressive healthcare reform could indeed spell the end of the 
Southern strategy based on the politics of white resentment. co '" 
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politics of fear, is in the process of dissipating national security anxieties by reversing many of 
the existing exceptional ami-terrorist measures, but without changing anything fundamental at bottom. 
This interpretation finds support in the fact that although the left wing of rhe Democratic Party, activisrs 
and rhose movements based on the libertarian culture of the Interner that propelled Obama's candidacy to 
the fore, there is little evidence for claiming rhat Obama actively shares their progressive politics as a 
whole. One has only to recall that during the campaign he lent his new political prestige to repressive 
legislation authorizing the expansive surveillance of citizens, the individual tight to own handguns 
and the death penalty for rapists of cnildren. And if in his inaugural address he rejected once again the politics 
of fear, called for the return to social solidarity and denounced rhe financial abuses ofWall Street, he 
has since underscored his will to pursue a military campaign against terrorist organizations (especially in 
Afghanistan), to argue for preventive, indefinite detention of terrorist suspects with no judicial review, 
and to retain the broad surveillance powers recently conferred on the executive branch. Moreover, he has 
opposed the idea of prosecuting those responsible for illegal measures of exception or those implicated 
in the great financial scandals (from Enron and Iraq to New Orleans and Wall Street). Finally, the great 
majority of the new members of his cabinet are former advisors of the Clinton administrarion and represent 
the right wing of the Democratic Party (closely connected to the Democratic Leadership Council), or 
come directly from the business world responsible for rhe current economic crisis. That said, we must not 
forget that in his first days in office Obama promulgated new ethical guidelines concerning lobbying, 
moved to close the Guanra.namo prison and the nerwork of secret CIA prisons abroad, renounced the use 
of torture (with qualifications) and committed himself to withdrawing u.s. forces from Iraq. 

In the end, it is difficult to see now the adminiStration and Congress, with its Democratic majorities, 
will reverse rhe public culrure of intimidation and bullying and impose a new politics of respect without first 
eforming existing legal and administrative structures thar have founded and underwritren the pervasive 
presence of violence in daily life. In fact, the national experience of the last 30 years of the de-democratization 
of political institutions and the workplace have left sensibilities raw and people in a state of profound 
insecurity, and it will be tne task of our political leaders to calm and reassure them. Dismantling this culture 
will require a political struggle led by the same progressive forces that mobilized against the Iraq War and 
the Bush administration and took heart in Obama's candidacy. Only such a struggle will allow these forces 
to prevail upon otherwise reluctant Democratic politicians to launch a series of fundamental reforms. 
By taking advantage of the current economic crisis that has discredited free-market doctrines and practices, 
such reforms would render possible a strict regulation of the private sector (governing financial markets 
and the ownership of media monopolies in particular) whose prerogatiVes have legitimized and developed 
the culture of intimidation since 1980; the creation of national health insurance, the absence of which 
has rendered the working population politically weak and economically vulnerable; a reaffirmation of workers' 
and women's rights; renewed support of public services; protection of consumers and immigrants; the 
dismantling of the u.s. p~ison system and support of public education. This will be a long road, but without 
such an undertaking the United States, which faces its worst economic crisis for several generations, wi11 
run the risk of seeing the hopes for reform and social solidarity raised during the last elections turn into a well 
of resentment and fear that vengeful right-wing politicians have already begun to foment and exploit to 
theit advantage. _ 
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