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 Current American populism—an endogenous product of liberal capitalism—

functions less as an interruption of liberal democracy than as the political form 

through which its contradictions are expressed. Starting from that premise, this 

essay traces how citizens, rendered economically superfluous and politically 

abstracted, reach for meaning through affective grievance—grievance that 

populism captures, reroutes, and converts into allegiance. By placing C.B. 

Macpherson’s critique of possessive individualism in dialogue with Dietrich 

Bonhoeffer’s analysis of moral incapacitation, A.N. Whitehead’s insights on 

simplified ideals, and Kant’s republican account of public right, this essay 

reconstructs the mechanisms by which structural dispossession is transformed into 

cultural antagonism. Through political-theoretical argument augmented with 

empirical illustrations, this essay provocatively demonstrates that American 

populism’s emotional economy reinforces the very structure it claims to resist and 

why any democratic renewal ought to begin with a reconstruction of personhood 
itself. 

 

Introduction 

American populism1, over its roughly century-and-a-half development, has evolved beyond a 
contingent political phenomenon to become a structural effect of liberal capitalism’s political 
economy: an epiphenomenon whose very conditions expose its own internal contradictions and alter 
the foundations of American personhood. It arises where the citizen remains formally enfranchised 
yet substantively abstracted from power, absorbed into what C.B. Macpherson (1965: 33) identifies 
as the “politics of choice” without the real capacity to determine the terms of life. The liberal-
democratic subject therein becomes less an active political agent than a consumer of representation, 
selecting between options pre-structured by market imperatives. Democracy is thus transformed 
from the rule of the people into the administration of political choice in the image of economic 
rationality, fulfilling Macpherson’s (1965: 46) paradoxical observation that liberal democracy 
evolved into, not just “the politics of choice” but one “in the service of a society of choices,” with “no 
necessary connection with democracy.”  

This paper proceeds from the claim that contemporary American populism emerges from a dual 
displacement: structural and existential. Structurally, citizens are rendered economically 
superfluous in a system that no longer requires full employment to sustain capital growth. 
Existentially, they are dispossessed of the very conditions of moral and political agency—liberty, 

                                                
1 “American populism” and “populism” are treated interchangeably. 
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dignity, and the recognition of personhood. The resulting political subject experiences a crisis of 
meaning, so to speak, where they are stripped of material power and the grammar of collective life, 
where their disaffection is recoded into the spectacle of populist grievance. In such conditions, the 
populist turn becomes less a reassertion of democratic agency than what I elsewhere describe as “the 
attempt to recover a lost moral reality, albeit in distorted form” and wherein “[t]he leader’s appeal” 
offers the semblance of restored “meaning, identity, and recognition” to a peoples now “abstracted 
out of politics” (MacNairn, 2025: 188). Yet “the mechanism of this restoration,” I argue, “is anti-
political, for […] it bypasses deliberation, negates opposition, and sacrifices pluralism for unity” and 
“[w]hat results is not the reconstruction of the demos but the enthronement of a spectral collective—
a people-without-institution, animated by ressentiment and represented by a figure who is above law 
because he is presumed to embody it” (MacNairn, 2025: 188). So, far from a return of the people to 
political life, this is a deepening of abstraction, producing what Dietrich Bonhoeffer (2015: 10) terms 
a sociological “stupidity”—not intellectual deficiency, but the condition of being “under a spell, 
blinded, misused, and abused.”2 

From this diagnosis arise two questions that drive both the scope and trajectory of this essay. First, 
through what mechanisms does American populism take hold among citizens who are formally 
enfranchised yet economically dispossessed—and how does possessive individualism, the conversion 
of citizenship into conditional personhood, and affective misrecognition transform participation into 
a market-style exchange of recognition that stabilises, rather than disrupts, liberal-capitalist power? 
Second, how does the collapse of the labour-personhood linkage—accelerated by automation and 
artificial intelligence—merge with spectacle-politics to reroute structural economic loss into identity-
based antagonisms, producing a perverted freedom-as-domination while leaving the mechanisms of 
abstraction intact? In pursuing these questions, my analysis moves from diagnosing the structural 
and existential roots of modern populism, to tracing how its emotional economy converts 
disaffection into loyalty and finally to assessing whether democratic renewal is possible without 
dismantling the economic ontology that underwrites conditional personhood. 

Methodologically, my analysis compares political theorizing to historical and contemporary socio-
economic examples to examine populism as a political form that intensifies and mutually reinforces 
a form of recognition—existing only through inequalities and civic disempowerment—rather than 
resolves the contradictions of liberal capitalism that led naturally to the misrecognition’s inception.3 
Drawing on Macpherson’s critique of possessive individualism, Bonhoeffer’s diagnosis of moral 
incapacitation, Alfred North Whitehead’s reflections on the power of ideals, and Immanuel Kant’s 
republican conception of public right, I interpret Trumpist populism not as a parting from, but a 
grotesque fulfilment of liberal democracy.  

The purpose of this inquiry is twofold. First, to clarify that American populism is not an external 
threat to the liberal order but an endogenous product of its political economy. Second, to argue that 
any viable democratic renewal must move beyond procedural reform to a reconstitution of 
personhood itself—valuing the human being not as an economic function but as a political agent 
capable of collective self-determination. In doing so, this paper contributes to critical democratic 
theory by reframing populism as a mode of democratic decay that operates through the simulation 
of sovereignty, offering recognition without agency. It situates the crisis within a longer trajectory of 
capitalist abstraction, thereby linking current political development to the structural conditions that 
wear at the very possibility of democracy as a project of humanization. By exposing the recursive 
logic through which populism manages resentment while preserving inequality, my argument 

                                                
2 Throughout this essay, terms such as “people,” “citizens,” “the working class,” and related collective designators are used as theoretical 
generalizations. They denote paradigmatic tendencies or characteristic sentiments within these demographics, rather than empirical 
claims about all individuals they nominally include.  
3 The comparisons between ideas and data that follow are meant to be informative theoretical generalizations and not iniquitously 
suggestive. 
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advances the debate on how political structures can be rebuilt on a foundation of equal recognition 
and substantive freedom—conditions without which democracy cannot survive.  

This project offers probable conjectures with no simple or final prescription. The aim is to lay the 
conceptual groundwork for a necessary public and scholarly discourse, one in which a sustained 
discussion about the future of democratic life in America clarifies the structures of abstraction and 
misrecognition at work. My goal, then, is to open—not close—the space in which the terms of renewal 
can be imagined.  

Misrecognition of Pain 

Populism does not emerge from sheer irrationality, but from what could be called rational affect. 
This builds from an assertion I make elsewhere that “[w]hen democratic life is driven by unmediated 
affect rather than institutional reason, the demos cease to be the source of sovereignty and become, 
instead, a vehicle for collective irrationality” (MacNairn, 2025: 183). This recognition, however 
inchoate, speaks to something essential having been lost; a political reflex of the abstracted citizen, 
one who is, by all accounts, fundamentally dislocated, unrecognised, and displaced within a system 
that has stripped away the intrinsic value of personhood and replaced it with performance metrics 
of market utility. And instead of targeting the economic structures that enact this ontological 
deprivation, populism misrecognizes the source of its pain. The wound is very real, the diagnosis, 
however, is wrong, channelling the emotional fallout of liberal capitalism—resentment, despair, 
shame—into symbolic gestures of vengeance rather than structural critique.  

This misdirection becomes clearer once the effect is situated within the economic realities that 
produce it. The stagnation of real wages for the bottom half of American earners—whose incomes 
have risen only 17-20% since 1979, a near-static trajectory across more than four decades—stands 
opposite the disproportionate gains of the top decile (World Inequality Database, 2023; Economic 
Policy Institute, 2024; 2025). Between 2020 and 2025, even amidst record corporate profits, the 
wealth gap expanded further, such that by 2024, the top 1% controlled nearly 35% of all household 
wealth and the top 10%, roughly two-thirds (Chung, 2025). For low-paid workers earning under 
approximately $806 a week, wage growth “slowed to 3.7%” in mid-2025 while top earners 
maintained 4.7%, and around 40% of workers, as a whole, failed to keep pace with inflation (Strauss, 
Jones, and Chávez, 2025; Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta, n.d.). These are not abstract metrics; they 
are the structural pressures that generate the very effect populism seizes upon. Under such 
conditions, the populist turn to cultural grievance is not a flight from reality but its distortion—an 
effective response to material dispossession that has been routed away from economic causality and 
toward symbolic antagonists. The result is a politics that amplifies the emotional truth of suffering 
while displacing its structural truth. 

Donald Trump’s 2016 and 2024 campaigns flourished in this context, framing economic despair not 
as the outcome of exploitative market structures but as betrayals of the forgotten man by coastal 
elites, immigrants, and globalists. This framing therefore was not a project situated in the 
reclamation of personhood, but of projecting loss onto scapegoats—offering the idea of agency 
through exclusion, domination, and showmanship—that is, shibboleths in the form of chants of 
‘build the wall,’ the fixation on tariffs, and the demonization of trans people and migrants, were (and 
still are) not policy but performance. 

American populism, I argue, therefore functions as an affective displacement—a recording of 
systemic disenfranchisement into cultural grievance. The economic trauma of deindustrialisation, 
for example, has been recast as the cultural displacement of white working-class identity. Yet 
manufacturing job loss in the U.S. since 2020 is primarily tied to technological productivity gains, 
automation, and corporate offshoring, not to immigration nor trade. Trade is estimated to account 
for only 15-23% of total manufacturing job declines, with productivity and economic shifts 
responsible for the remainder (Matthews, 2025). Nevertheless, populist rhetoric transforms this 
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economic reality into a cultural mythos—‘they’re stealing our jobs’ and the like—effectively 
weaponizing misrecognition for political mobilisation. As Macpherson (1965: 19-20) wrote during 
the Cold War, “when a substantial part of society senses uneasily that it is dehumanised but does not 
know quite how […] there is no use relying on the free votes of everybody to bring about a fully human 
society.” The same holds today: the mass base of contemporary populism is not irrational but 
disoriented. Millions who sense their dehumanisation are unable to point directly to its systemic 
roots. While the suffering is real, the being treated as inputs rather than persons is real; they both 
have been naturalised through decades of economic ideological structures normalising exclusion. 
And populism speaks to that pain but fails to liberate in any substantive way.  

While it largely claims to, liberal democracy does not express the will of the people, and Macpherson 
(1965: 39) makes the case clear for this, where he writes, it instead “exists to maintain a set of 
relations between individuals and groups […] which are power relations.” Populism, concealing this 
deeper structure of liberal power, functions as a pressure-release valve for these contradictions, 
reaffirming the liberal-democratic order by presenting rage against it as a legitimate form of 
participation. Rage, here, functions as a compensatory mode of political subjectivity through a desire 
to belong. That is to say, rage acts as a cathartic simulation of rebellion, authorised by the institutions 
it purports to resist. The performance becomes a substitute for structural critique. But this rage is 
not anarchic. It is instead, carefully directed to flow sideways toward the socially—and oftentimes, 
more—vulnerable. These targets serve as projections of the dislocation caused by abstract systems 
that remain opaque and untouchable.   

Nevertheless, rage becomes a mode of reaffirmation. The system permits and even invites emotional 
discharge, so long as it reinforces the foundational binaries of liberal-capitalist order (self/other, 
producer/dependent, citizen/invader). We can see this in contemporary policy efforts, where 
emotional appeals mask the reassertion of entrenched social orders. For example, as of mid-2025, 
over 489 anti-LGBTQ+ bills have been introduced in U.S. state legislatures, often justified as efforts 
to protect children or preserve family values—code for the restoration of a racialised, patriarchal 
moral order (HRC, 2025). Such language cloaks reactionary violence in the idiom of care, and for us 
here, it reveals how affect is weaponised in the service of hegemony. This supposed call to restore or 
defend the family is, in pragmatic effect, a call to reinscribe a radicalised, patriarchal, moral order as 
the natural ground of social life.  

The reduction of moral concern away from real exploitation and toward symbolic threat exemplifies 
what Bonhoeffer (2015: 10) recognises as a failure of independent moral judgment, wherein the 
“stupid person” is not unintelligent but politically incapacitated by their absorption into mass 
ideology. This stupidity is not a defect of cognition but a sociologically produced incapacity to 
recognise evil, especially when evil seems like common sense or righteousness. Populism 
manufactures this stupidity en masse through narrative capture. That is, it rewrites deprivation as 
dignity lost, and frames restoration not as justice but as revenge. This is not a breakdown of liberal 
democracy, I argue, but its effective recalibration. 

Following Bonhoeffer’s diagnosis of stupidity as a moral defect rather than an intellectual one, this 
form of populist rage becomes intelligible as a mode of willing irrationality. That is, it becomes a 
refusal to think beyond the horizons permitted by dominant power. “[T]he stupid person,” 
Bonhoeffer (2015: 10; 9) writes, “is often stubborn” and when “irritated, becomes dangerous by going 
on the attack.” This form of cultivated stupidity is not a failure of knowledge but a success of 
manipulation. The liberal-democratic system produces conditions of abstraction and alienation that 
engender affective dislocation, then offers retributive belonging through the theatre of cultural 
scapegoating. Thus, rage and reaffirmation are not oppositional forces but dialectically linked: rage, 
the emotional alibi of a liberal order in crisis; reaffirmation, the political function of that rage. 
Populism becomes that in which this affective circuit is enacted and normalised, giving 
disenfranchised subjects the vision of agency while foreclosing any possibility of structural 
transformation. In this sense, liberalism does not repress populism; it depends on it. 
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This is the great misrecognition, one in which the structural dehumanisation wrought by capitalism 
is felt but misnamed. The betrayal is interpreted not as the hollowing of labour protections or the 
erosion of social infrastructure, but as a fall from national greatness or cultural purity. Thus, the 
demand is not for justice, but, paradoxically, exclusion.  

Yet to be excluded is not simply to lack resources; it is to be erased from shared political identity. 
Exclusion denies one’s subject status, leaving only a form of survival without participation. Under 
populist logic, even the excluded are not recognised as persons but deployed as symbols or narrative 
props against other excluded groups. And the empirical record of recent years shows how this 
symbolic reordering of social antagonisms takes shape.  

Between 2020 and 2024, anti-immigrant sentiment reached its highest point in decades, with 55% 
of Americans supporting reductions to immigration (even as immigration itself increased to its 
highest recent level) (Paz, 2024; Border Report, 2024; Duzhak and New-Schmidt, 2025). The 
mismatch between perception and reality demonstrates how exclusion is produced symbolically. 
Resentment surges even as the material facts move in the opposite direction. This pattern is mirrored 
in the uptick of hate incidents targeting Asian American, Pacific Islander, and transgender 
communities, where 53% AAPI adults in 2024 and early 2025 reported race-based incidents (Stop 
AAPI Hate, 2025), and GLAAD (2025) documented 932 anti-LGBTQ+ incidents (over half directed 
at trans or gender-nonconforming people) even as overall hate-crime totals slightly declined 
according to FBI data (AAI, 2024).  

This focused radical exclusion is not a paradox; it is populism’s logic. It is the language through which 
dispossession is expressed, albeit misdirected. One, through the exclusion of another, can identify as 
‘not them’ and, in effect, part of that ‘not them’ subset and therefore as one with agency therein. 
Populism becomes a market phenomenon in this way. It presupposes the same possessive 
individualism that underpins capitalism: a society where energy is expended only under duress (the 
fear of, in fact, being ‘them’ in our example) and where power is the medium through which 
satisfactions (identity in our case) are secured (Macpherson, 1965: 38–40). Effectively, effort is 
exerted only under necessity and thus power is secured as performance, not cooperation 
(Macpherson, 1965: 38-40). Political expression becomes a market transaction whereby citizens 
pledge loyalty to a figurehead (or set) who offers symbolic inversion of hierarchy while leaving 
economic relations unchanged. Rather than demanding structural change, the Trump base demands 
immigration bans and moral purity, not to restructure capital, but to confirm symbolic membership 
within it. Their ‘rebellion’ obfuscates the real economy while affirming affective inclusion. This is 
why populism is not revolutionary. It leaves the mechanisms of abstraction intact, even as it promises 
revenge against those it falsely identifies as their architects.  

This marks the return of what Kant may call a perverted concept of freedom—freedom not as 
autonomy within a moral commonwealth, but as domination over others. Kant (1971) holds that the 
proper political condition must be one in which all are equally capable of self-legislation and equally 
entitled to political participation, not merely formally, but substantively. Yet populism presumes a 
hierarchy of persons, rooted in property, identity, and exclusion. Why? Because recognition here 
depends on dominating those even more excluded. Self-subjection becomes solidarity while 
oppression becomes belonging. This structure of misrecognition shows an impasse, where populism 
becomes not the opposite of liberal capitalism, but its emotional surplus. For it does not seek to 
rebuild political community; it instead seeks to reorder the terms of abstraction; it appears agentic 
but instead disempowers, and in doing so, it diminishes the remaining space in which real 
personhood might be reclaimed.  

Liberal Capitalism and the Conditional Person 

Central to citizen abstraction is an ontological violence, or the transformation of personhood into 
economic function. Under liberal capitalism, the human being is not valued intrinsically as a bearer 
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of rights and dignity, but extrinsically, conditioned by their productivity, visibility, and profitability 
within market systems. Liberal-democratic institutions, while nominally upholding equality and 
freedom, are structurally beholden to a market logic that defines worth through economic legibility. 
Those unable to conform to this logic—the unproductive, indebted, chronically un/under-employed, 
structurally excluded—are not merely marginalised, they are rendered non-persons. This logic 
operates by collapsing citizenship into a transactional identity. One is politically visible only insofar 
as one is economically legible. Participation in public life, therefore becomes contingent upon one’s 
utility within market exchange. Those who cannot ‘signal’ value—because they do not generate profit, 
command data, or perform stability—are excluded from both the moral and legal imagination of the 
polity. I argue that this economic exclusion becomes an ontological erasure.  

Social programs, where they do exist, are often conditional upon demonstrations of productivity 
(workfare, surveillance-based benefits) rather than affirmations of dignity. The homeless, for 
example, are not only without shelter, but they are also socially invisible. They cannot be organised 
within the metrics of labour, property, or tax contribution. The undocumented worker is another 
archetype of this dynamic: indispensable to certain industries yet excluded from legal and civic 
recognition. The result is a state in which one’s right to be seen is indexed to one’s profitability—a 
collapse of being into function.   

As Macpherson (1965: 44) observes, capitalism is not just a system of economic distribution, but a 
“double system of power” in which individuals are compelled to transfer their capacities to those who 
control the means of labour. This compulsory transfer is not incidental but constitutive—without it, 
there is no capitalism. The worker does not just exchange labour for wages; he relinquishes agency, 
subjectivity, and time to the imperatives of accumulation. Even the welfare state, designed to 
redistribute some of the losses, “can never […] equal the original and continuing transfer” 
(Macpherson, 1965: 48). Redistribution is therefore a mitigation of violence, not its negation.   

This degradation of personhood via economic- and capacity-transfer is increasingly apparent in the 
post-2020 America where nearly 40% of Americans report they would struggle to cover a $400 
emergency expense, a figure that climbs to around 50% when looking at those with only a high school 
degree—both of which are stagnated numbers from years previous (Federal Reserve Board, 2024). 
And what’s more, despite record stock market performance and historically low unemployment 
figures, wages have stagnated in real terms (noted earlier) (Trading Economics, n.d.). Such structural 
conditions of the working poor show the contradiction of advanced capitalism, that even amidst 
active economic citizenship, economic precarity has become normalised for vast swaths of the 
population who are visible as labourers but invisible as persons.4  

To further explain my point, I use Macpherson’s insights into the market society, one which redefines 
the human essence as acquisitive rather than creative. That is, when the liberal capitalist order 
“began to interpret the human essence as possession or acquisition,” it marked the end of a political 
ontology grounded in moral freedom and creative capacity of persons (Macpherson, 1965: 54). The 
replacement of purposive agency with consumer capacity necessarily excludes those who cannot 
acquire—those who, because of structural inequalities in health, education, or generational wealth, 
cannot perform the market’s rites of visibility. In the American context, this includes large racialised, 
radicalised, and formerly incarcerated populations, whose exclusion is enforced not only through 
policing but through the de facto ontology of market value. 

The violence of this system is not simply that some are poor, but that the poor are ontologically 
degraded. The capitalist “market society,” Macpherson (1965: 62) writes, “[compels] men to seek 
ever greater power to maintain even a modest level of satisfaction.” The consequence is the inversion 

                                                
4 Another example: Between 25-43% of U.S. workers in 2025 rely on some form of unstable, under-protected, gig economy-type 
employment, ones which do not provide a living wage nor basic social protections (Schrag and Kane, 2025; The Workers Lab, n.d.). These 
workers are indispensable to production yet denied the full status of human participants (within the system), existing within capitalism 
as instruments rather than agents. 
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of moral life, where power substitutes for dignity and accumulation for recognition. Unprofitable life 
becomes the unintelligible life.  

It is here that Bonhoeffer’s (2015) analysis of stupidity gains particular relevance. Liberal capitalism, 
especially its neoliberal form, generates stupidity not by denying information but by restructuring 
the person as a vessel of performance and therefore rendering reflective autonomy irrelevant or even 
obstructive to participation. This is why, even within systems that claim to uphold equality, the 
structurally excluded remain unseen. As Kant (1971: 74) holds, moral and political order must be 
grounded in the freedom and equality of person qua persons: “The freedom of every member of 
society as a human being” is followed directly by “[t]he equality of each with all the others as a 
subject.” But under capitalism, such equality is subordinated to a stratified system of economic 
utility. To function as a legal citizen is not to be treated as a full person unless one also meets the 
invisible conditions of market recognition. Thus, as Whitehead (1993: 44) claims, a society 
structured by “individual absoluteness”—the abstraction of persons from their social independence—
inevitably inverts freedom into its opposite. In such a society, the freedom to acquire overrides the 
freedom to exist.  

This contradiction is not accidental but foundational to capitalist society. The formal promise of 
freedom masks a substantive inequality in access to the conditions of life. Macpherson (1965: 61) 
writes: “to allow freedom of enterprise and of acquisition has been to deny equal access to the means 
of labour,” thereby denying “equal access to the means of a fully human life.” This promise of 
freedom, however, is materially circumscribed, as revealed by the extreme concentration of wealth 
in American society where by the end of 2024, the top 10% of Americans controlled a 
disproportionate share of household wealth (see above), while the bottom half of the population 
possessed less than 4% (CBPP, n.d.; Catherine, Miller, and Sarin, 2025). Freedom, under such 
conditions, arguably becomes the preserve of those who already possess it, foreclosing any 
universalisation. 

This asymmetry of capitalist society is mirrored in the operations of democracy, where financial clout 
and political leverage are inseparable, and participation itself is conditioned by material capacity. 
For example, billionaires contributed a record $2.6 billion in the 2024 election cycle—around one-
sixth of total federal election spending—while the top 100 individual donors accounted for nearly 
15% of all contributions (OpenSecrets, n.d.; The Guardian, 2025a). Such disproportionate influence 
is reflected in the persistent gap in political engagement, where lower-income Americans—
historically and in the present—are far less likely to donate, participate civically, or contact their 
representatives (Cook et al., 2014; Garon and Stacy, 2024). This is not merely a question of personal 
interest but a structural expression of who is materially resourced, politically recognised, and socially 
represented. It is under such conditions, Rahman Dag and Ozgur Tufekci (2025: 8) argue, non-
governmental institutions—corporations, private advocacy networks, financial consortia—can 
increasingly function as de facto “decision-makers,” shaping public sentiment and political 
outcomes. Their ability to exert decisive influence signals a deeper democratic “deadlock”: a political 
system unable or unwilling to respond to its own citizens, thereby ceding sovereignty to actors never 
subjected to democratic authorisation (Dag and Tufekci, 2025: 8). Therefore, the economically 
potent are also the politically proximate. Inversely, those at the bottom not only lack material 
security, but they also lack discursive legitimacy. The numbers are not simply economic; they are 
ontological. They tell us who counts as a subject within the liberal order and who remains 
conditionally human.  

It is precisely this structure of conditional personhood that populism exploits, recasting economic 
exclusion as cultural grievance. The conditional recognition afforded to those materially 
marginalised finds expression in electoral support, recasting economic exclusion as cultural 
resentment, producing a politics of identity instead of systemic critique. In the 2024 presidential 
election, exit polls showed the majority of white voters without a college degree—a demographic 
strongly concentrated in the bottom half of income distribution—voted for Trump (Hartig and 
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Keeter, 2025c; CNN Politics, 2024). Additionally, among voters earning under $50,000 annually, 
half supported Trump (a marked increase from his 2020 share) (CNN Politics, 2024; 2020). These 
patterns of support are not incidental, I argue, but reflect a form of recognition politics in which 
material/economic marginalisation is re-scripted as identity and resentment. 

Trump’s campaign promises spoke directly to this wounded subjectivity by offering not structural 
transformation but symbolic restitution. Vows to bring jobs back from China, restore American 
manufacturing, eliminate personal debt for hardworking Americans, and protect Social Security for 
real workers refigured the economically excluded as deserving victims—not of capitalism, but of 
globalisation, immigration, and liberal elites. This reframing produces a populist subject whose re-
humanisation is routed not through collective political agency but through the weaponisation of their 
exclusion against other marginalised groups. This replacement theory-type discourse encourages 
white working-class citizens to view immigrants, refugees, and non-white populations as threats to 
their already precarious status. Trump’s border wall, anti-Muslim travel ban, and crusade against 
woke institutions thus functioned as mechanisms of symbolic sovereignty, granting the excluded an 
illusion of regained power through the marginalisation of others. It is precisely here that 
Bonhoeffer’s (2015: 10) warning becomes urgent: the “stupid person” becomes “a mindless tool” 
unable to discern the evils they serve, and thus readily mobilised by appeals that convert structural 
dispossession into symbolic vengeance. The 2024 campaign’s vow to deport millions of 
undocumented immigrants, attacks on transgender individuals in education and sport, and threats 
to “shut down” the Department of Education operated as these symbols (Groves, 2025; Donald J. 
Trump for President, n.d.; Ma, 2025). These symbols inflict real and lasting harm while leaving 
untouched—and indeed obscure—the structural forces that produce mass economic insecurity. In 
this way, Trumpism grants a sense of belonging and potency only by the invitation to participate in 
the symbolic exclusion of others, reinforcing the very conditions of disenfranchisement it purports 
to remedy. 

Therefore, the conditional person is not only a passive victim of economic structures but a figure of 
political danger, their exclusion breeding resentments that are readily captured by ideologies, 
redirecting hostility toward the vulnerable rather than the powerful. In this way, the abstraction that 
created them is reinforced.5 

Liberal capitalism thus sustains itself not only by appropriating labour but by redefining the human 
in terms that secure its own reproduction. This is expressed in the passing of the “One Big Beautiful 
Bill,” granting tax-free overtime pay while simultaneously cutting healthcare and food benefits for 
the workers it claimed to reward—privileging capital accumulation, both individual and federal, over 
care (United States Congress, 2025). The same legislation allocated $170.7 billion to immigration 
and border enforcement, including I.C.E., amid widespread allegations of inhumane treatment of 
detainees, among other human rights violations (American Immigration Council, 2025; United 
States Congress, 2025; Acevedo, 2025; Ossoff, 2025).6 In such measures, the redefinition of the 
human is laid bare: worth is measured by economic output and compliance, while care and dignity 
are rendered expendable. 

Liberal capitalism thus does not require that all citizens flourish but only that enough believe their 
conditional status is justified or at least unchangeable. The market theory of utility maximisation, 
Macpherson (1965: 53) argues, was never a justification, but instead, a rationalisation that “assumes 
what it is supposed to prove.” The very idea that capitalism rewards effort, talent, or productivity 
cannot be substantiated without conditions of extreme inequality, monopolistic control, and 
inherited wealth. Yet it persists because the system that dehumanises also dictates the terms of 

                                                
5 That is, political life devolves into performance rather than participation; recognition becomes a matter of identity rather than agency; 
citizenship is reduced to spectacle rather than sovereignty—all of which has been laid out in part thus far. 
6 In revising this essay for publication, I, myself, must move past the language of “allegations.” Under Trump’s administration, I.C.E. 
agents and their proxies, acting with impunity, are committing human rights violations—including murder, assault, harassment, unlawful 
entry, and unlawful detainment—that contravene U.S. criminal codes and the Constitution.  
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intelligibility. In this light, then, the true radical challenge is not to rescue liberal democracy from 
populism, but to dismantle the economic ontology that produces conditional personhood. As long as 
access to recognition is mediated by market value, democracy cannot be more than procedural. As 
long as political life depends on economic visibility, liberty cannot be universal. The question then is 
not whether the system can be reformed from within, but whether it can be replaced with a new 
foundation for personhood. A foundation that affirms the human not as a consumer or competitor, 
but as an agent of collective and creative purpose. 

Trumpism and the Deepening Abstraction 

Trumpism, however, does not arrest the abstraction of the citizen nor provide a regaining of 
personhood; it consummates it. The promise to restore sovereignty was replaced by a political sphere 
in which the citizen no longer deliberated or acted, but watched, felt, and largely obeyed. Substantive 
discourse gave way to affective mobilisation, and the institutions of democracy were supplanted by 
rituals of loyalty. What remained of civic agency was transfigured into symbolic aggression, where 
cheering at rallies and consuming memes became substitutes for actual participation. Trump did not 
return the citizens to political life, I argue; he buried them under the weight of their own alienation. 
This transfiguration of civic agency found its clearest expression in the January 6th insurrection. 

The insurrection was not an expression of civic power but the apotheosis of political abstraction; a 
theatre wherein the disenfranchised performed their rage within a structure designed to pacify them. 
Now, in 2025, many Republicans continue to frame the Capitol rioters as “patriots”—Trump himself 
issued pardons for 1,500 of them—even as the legal system prosecuted them under statutes meant 
to safeguard the very system they believed they were resisting (Senator Sheldon Whitehouse, 2025). 
This contradiction—rebellion on behalf of the state’s mythos against the state's laws—exposes the 
citizen under Trumpism as simulacral; placeholders for a voice that no longer governs. Such a 
transformation reflects what Bonhoeffer (2015) identifies as the captivity of conscience under 
ideology. That is, when individuals cease to discern good from evil within the structure of reality and 
rely instead on their group’s sanctioned scripts, they forfeit the capacity for ethical judgment 
(Bonhoeffer, 1955). This is not a failure of will, to Bonhoeffer, but moral interiority gutted by 
ideological obedience. Trump’s populism accomplishes this, replacing deliberative engagement with 
an economy of loyalty wherein truth becomes whatever the leader says today, and virtue, whatever 
act demonstrates allegiance.  

The substitution of public reason with personal loyalty is not simply a cultural shift; it is a political 
regression. According to Kant’s (1971: 79) republican ideal, from which modern Western democracy 
pulls, the legitimacy of law must derive from public reason and be rooted in the equal participation 
of rational subjects. But under Trumpism, legislation is subordinated to the will of the executive, 
filtered through performative media blitzes, and often contradicted by the next tweet or press release. 
Illustratively, Trump issued 220 executive orders during his first term and another 183 in just the 
first 7 months of his second, demonstrating a pattern of bypassing traditional legislative processes 
(The American Presidency Project, 2025). More recently, his threats to invoke the Insurrection Act—
ostensibly to suppress “rebellion against the authority of the United States” (a phrase left arguably 
vague), including targets such as people’s movements in Los Angeles—further legitimise exceptional 
measures that delegitimise democratic norms (Daniels, 2025). 

Here, Macpherson's caution surrounding dominant-party systems proves prophetic as the populist 
movement under Trump increasingly operates with the structural logic of single-party rule (not 
through its legal status, but through its consolidation of power). By leveraging legislative dominance, 
media capture, and loyalty tests to dismantle opposition and concentrate authority, this movement 
enacts a de facto one-party state.7 In such systems, Macpherson (1965: 26) notes, real opposition 

                                                
7 In Republican-controlled states like Florida and Texas throughout 2024–25, state legislatures passed laws under the banner of ‘anti-
woke’ reforms that limited dissent, and by 2025, nearly half of all states had introduced legislation curtailing diversity and equality 
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becomes “apt to be regarded as close to treason.” Indeed, Trump’s language repeatedly brands 
adversaries as enemies of the state: judges are ‘deep state operatives,’ journalists are ‘enemies of the 
people,’ and opposition leaders are ‘traitors.’ Such discursive patterns collaterally condition the 
public to expect, and accept retributive action against dissent, reconfiguring democracy as a contest 
of loyalty rather than legitimacy. 

More deeply, Trumpism intensifies the liberal paradox, wherein liberalism promises universal 
freedom while structurally constraining access to the means of labour, production, and power 
(Macpherson, 1965: 40-1). Take, for instance, U.S. labour participation rates falling to 62.2% by July 
2025, marking a continuation of a downward trend in yearly averages despite unemployment 
holding steady around 4.1% (BLS, n.d.; BLS, 2025b). Simultaneously, corporate profitability surged: 
after-tax profits reached approximately $3.6 trillion annualised by the first quarter of 2025, 
approaching near-record highs (FRED, 2025; YCharts, 2025). Although real wages for the bottom 
60% increased between 2019 and 2024, this growth sharply decelerated in 2025, particularly in 
vulnerable low-wage sectors such as retail, logistics, and personal care (Gould et al., 2025; Schneider, 
2025). These economic stresses are exacerbated by deregulation and the weakening of labour 
protections championed under Trump, deepening the inequalities faced by the most vulnerable 
workers. This is not a coincidence. Here, the abstracted person is not only barred from political 
participation but also from the material conditions essential to agency therein.  

Ruling classes often remain blind to these daily precarities experienced by the governed, Whitehead 
(1993: 66) argues, instead pursuing aestheticized ambitions of power and order. The Trump-era 
rollback of environmental, labour, and reproductive regulations was framed less as a policy debate 
and more as a cultural restoration. Yet by 2025, twelve states had outlawed abortion without 
exceptions for rape or incest, revealing that this ‘restoration’ is far from universal, if restoration was 
even the intent (GEPI, 2025). The consequences are stark: maternal mortality rates have 
disproportionately increased among Black and Indigenous women—who were 2.5 times more likely 
to die in childbirth than White women in 2023—and have risen by 56% in Texas since 2019 alone 
(GEPI, 2025). Trumpism’s restorationist rhetoric thus obscures the structural causes of harm, 
recasting justice as control and further entrenching the abstraction of the citizen beneath a veneer of 
moral order. 

“Governments are best classified by considering who are the ‘somebodies’ they are in fact 
endeavouring to satisfy” Whitehead (1993: 45) writes, and in a similar, and more modern register, 
Dag and Tufekci (2025: 4) supplement, arguing that “[e]ven if a government comes to power with 
the free will of individuals, it must act within the framework of specific responsibilities. Failure to 
fulfil these responsibilities may mean its legitimacy is shaken.” However, under Trump, policy serves 
not, by all accounts, the demos, but the spectacle: the system itself—designed to gratify the 
grievances of an affectively mobilised, economically precarious, and politically disarmed base. This 
gratification, however, is not empowerment. It is the final dissolution of the public sphere into an 
arena of ressentiment, where symbolic victories—banning books, attacking norms—substitute for 
structural change. The result is a transposition of liberty, or better: “liberty’s own distorted 
expression—a form of ethical and political inversion” (MacNairn, 2025: 183).  

Understand that capitalism's promise of equal freedom masks the compulsion to transfer one’s 
powers to others just to survive (Macpherson, 1965: 41-3). This takes on a new form under Trump, 
where this coercive transfer into performance sees the labourer cheer for the billionaire who exploits 
him, the citizen rallies for the demagogue who silences him, and the mother celebrates the loss of 
her reproductive rights in the name of life. Trump’s vision of ‘freedom’—if it can be supported by any 
axiom of freedom—is not a republican freedom insofar as Kant sees it. For it is not law mediated by 

                                                
programs, restricting classroom content on race, gender, and LGBTQ+ issues, and undermining protest or free expression within 
educational settings (Lieb, 2025; Lesnes, 2024). These laws do more than mark policy differences; they embody a worldview that frames 
pluralism as disorder and political opposition as betrayal. 
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reason and equality, but the liberty of the strong to dominate the weak, disguised as popular will. 
Kant (1971: 127-8) explicitly warns that a “dual person”—a ruler who exempts himself from public 
law—violates the principle of right when he acts on maxims that could not be universalised.8 Trump’s 
refusal to accept electoral loss in 2020, his claims that the 2024 election may also be stolen in 
advance of any vote, general hypocrisies, and criminal history, instantiate this dual-personality logic. 
The sovereign becomes both judge and victim, ruler and exception, insulating himself from 
accountability by projecting every challenge as illegitimate. And therefore, the public subject, once 
defined by autonomy and voice, becomes a tool wielded against others, but never for herself. This 
further deepens abstraction. Not only is the personhood of the citizen unrecognised, but it is also 
actively deployed as a medium of power for others. 

Under Trump, this is visible not just in policy but in the moral economy of public life. The citizen is 
no longer invited to deliberate, to judge (in any real way), and when they do, they are slandered. 
Given instead the choice only to cheer or rage. But even that rage is no longer theirs. It is effectively 
choreographed, commodified, and consumed, becoming yet another symbol that no longer bids for 
participants and only requires believers. What appears as outrage is, in fact, reaffirmation.  

Neoliberal rationality, according to Wendy Brown (2015), transforms democratic subjects into 
spectators of their own unfreedom, where participation is reduced to affective alignment with 
ideological spectacles. In this, rage serves as consent. Its visibility legitimises the system by 
portraying affective release as democratic expression. Bonhoeffer (2015) notes that when moral 
discernment is surrendered to the collective ideology, individuals become instruments of evil forces 
they no longer comprehend, and thereby one fails to see that they have become the medium of 
destruction. Under the conditions of affective populism, that destruction is not hidden but staged 
and therefore far from threatening the liberal capitalist order, but instead re-stabilises it. This is not 
the restoration of democracy; it is the recursive erasure of its possibility. 

The System of Recursive Erasure 

The core paradox of populism is that it transforms its own failure into the mechanism of governance, 
sustaining legitimacy through performance—invoking the people even as it dismantles their power; 
denouncing elite corruption while consolidating executive control; demanding truth yet withholding 
it when expedient.  

This crystallized between 2024 and 2025 as the GOP reclaimed the presidency and both houses of 
Congress in an election with 64% turnout—a decline from 2020—with notable racial and ethnic 
diversification of the voter coalition but significant turnout drops among non-college-educated and 
marginalized voters (James, 2024; Hartig and Keeter, 2025a; Hartig, 2025; Hartig and Keeter, 
2025b). Rather than signalling a uniform collapse, these patterns express a complex interplay of 
mobilisation and exclusion across demographic lines. Compounding this, the House’s April 2025 
passage of the Safeguard American Vote Eligibility Act—mandating documentary proof of U.S. 
citizenship for voter registration or re-registration—raises concern that this ostensibly integrity-
focused measure will disproportionately burden women, transgender people, and low-income 
voters, threatening to disenfranchise millions (Morris and Henry, 2025). 

Beyond legal tactics, political participation is increasingly displaced by show. Since January 2025, 
for instance, White House communications have shifted almost entirely to X (formerly Twitter), 
where trade policy, health directives, and diplomatic positions appear as slogans, memes, or 
performative callouts. Policy explanation has all but vanished, and criticism functions as content. 
This does not just reflect shallow politics; it produces it. It cultivates citizens who consume rather 
than deliberate, rendering the administrative state legible only as a battleground of narratives while 

                                                
8 Kant’s principle of right holds that any action is just if it can coexist with the freedom of everyone according to a universal law; rulers 
who claim exemption from the law undermine this equality of freedom and thus act unjustly. 
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the real levers of economic and legal governance remain insulated. In this sense, political power 
under capitalism operates not as democratic rule but as investment in mass affect (Macpherson, 
1965). Elections become emotional markers rather than gateways to governance, and the public 
becomes not a constituent base but a medium of legitimacy. As Bonhoeffer (1955: 144) apprises, 
spiritual9 collapse begins when people cannot see the mask that power wears—“this mask”, he writes, 
“is not a disguise” but a sign of “disunion” and “beneath the mask […] is the longing for restoration.” 
American populism does not suspend elections or rights, but hollows them out, neutralising 
participation in exchange for allegiance. Its sophistication lies in transmuting powerlessness into 
choice and declines into renewal, making it less anti-democratic than post-democratic—its post-
modern form under advanced capitalism. And as such, populism’s displacement turns democratic 
form into authoritarian function—performatively plural, substantively exclusive. For it builds a 
polity in which participation is not expanded but emptied, preparing the ground for a politics in 
which activation is demanded yet deliberation is structurally foreclosed. 

Systems requiring extreme political activation for participation effectively exclude most citizens, 
especially when access to institutions is unequal (Macpherson, 1965: 21). Populism does not solve 
this exclusion but conceals it. Participation is no longer measured by substantive deliberation or civic 
decision-making but by symbolic alignment, mass rallies, and digital antagonism. This symbolic 
politics is not just superficial; it is structurally productive. When political power becomes 
instrumental to economic modernisation or elite consolidation, Macpherson (1965: 33-4) points out, 
choice itself is transformed into a managed illusion. In the populist moment, government is not a 
space for citizen rule but a capital investment in mass affect. The electorate becomes the medium 
through which legitimacy is extracted, and power is circulated without ever permitting its 
transformation. 

“The great convulsions happen,” Whitehead (1993: 67) writes, “when the economic urge on the 
masses has dovetailed with some simplified ideal end.” Slogans like ‘America First,’ ‘Protect Our 
Kids,’ or ‘Take Back Control,’ provide emotional coherence and demand no contradiction and 
therefore populism, in using such slogans, provides Whitehead’s simplified end. However, 
suppressing the messy deliberative work of pluralism, populism creates what Whitehead (1993:47) 
may term intellectual coordination subordinate to a singular effect, not reason. This monological 
will, one that denies the essence of right, that is, “a public will, from which all right proceeds” (Kant, 
1971: 77), cancels Kant’s public will—transparent, reciprocal, rational—by replacing it with an 
effectively appearance-driven pseudo-sovereignty. Therefore, each iteration of populist mobilisation 
further erodes democracy’s precondition. Even resistance adopts its form. With outrage but no 
institutional imagination, these movements risk replaying the same exclusion they claimed to 
challenge (to be discussed). This is not unlike the resulting government after the Bolshevik uprising 
in Russia.10 For movements that fail to redefine economic power replicate exclusion, showing us that 
protest without reconstruction becomes mere fuel for the very system it seeks to escape 
(Macpherson, 1965: 65). Therefore, recursive erasure ought not be seen as a temporary detour from 
democracy, but as the logic by which abstraction perpetuates itself.  

Early in 2025, this recursive erasure extended into jurisprudence, as over 40 anti-protest bills were 
introduced across 22 states—many targeting climate and Gaza-related demonstrations with severe 
penalties including long prison terms and withdrawal of federal aid (The Guardian, 2025b). Civil 
liberties groups warn these laws threaten First Amendment rights and aim to chill dissent through 
vague, punitive restrictions (The Guardian, 2025b). Though speech is nominally permitted, the 
practical effect has been to criminalise forms of embodied protest that once defined civil rights 

                                                
9 Spiritual, in a secular sense, denotes a deep existential dimension of human experience and social cohesions, rather than religious or 
supernatural phenomena. 
10 Following the 1917 revolution, the Bolshevik-led regime abolished the pre-revolutionary order yet centralised authority within a single 
party, limiting plural participation and constraining democratic development. In Macpherson’s terms, the failure to reconstruct that 
distribution of power resulted in a new form of exclusion, illustrating how movements that do not alter their society’s economic 
foundations risk re-inscribing the very dynamics they opposed.  
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activism, confining dissent to controlled spaces where it can be managed, marginalised, and pacified 
as deemed ‘necessary.’ Thus, the right to protest is preserved in abstraction but effectively nullified 
in practice. Bonhoeffer (1955: 34) sees that systems which strip morality of its public function, as I 
argue populism does, reduce duty to a private sentiment, rendering justice inert.  

Furthermore, a Kantian (1971) framework would point to the maxims sustaining populist logic as not 
being able to survive public scrutiny, and therefore, it must remain tacit to preserve power. That is, 
populism cannot be made public without fear of defeating its purpose. What this means is, if the 
regime were to admit that it enacts the will of the people only to bypass their rule, its legitimacy 
would implode, which is being seen in recent months across America. American populism, therefore, 
and leaders like Trump, survive in duplicitousness—what Kant (1971: 130) may have referred to as a 
“subterfuge of a secretive system of politics.” The paradox is public yet construed: it is made, by all 
accounts, spectacular, repeated, memed, and monetised. Populism is the politics of recursive 
concealment that operates in plain sight. Thus, populism—thriving on diversion—fortifies itself by 
orchestrating its own opposition. 

Rage and Recursion  

Not only does populism sustain itself through the orchestration of spectacle, exclusion, and 
performative legitimacy, but its logic extends into its opposition, as I pointed out above—that is, 
capitalist dissent often embodies the same structural dynamics it opposes. Citizens mobilise en 
masse, yet without the institutional or deliberative frameworks necessary to convert outrage into 
enduring power—this is the same structure implicated in populism’s national rise. Recent 
demonstrations exemplify mass antipathy and disapproval and are vitally expressive in this way, yet 
they are structurally impotent insofar as they share no platform, no negotiating bodies consolidated, 
and no policy outcomes materialised.11,12 Whitehead (1993: 50) writes, "intolerance is the besetting 
sin of moral fervour," such that without deliberative channels, moral energy hardens into 
antagonism, retreating into symbolic positions that cannot translate into political transformation.  

Similar structural constraints compound this impasse. Populist supporters and anti-populist 
protesters13 are bound by common conditions of marginality. Where one rallies behind leaders 
promising restoration through domination, the other resists without the institutional mechanisms 
or collective vision required to reconstitute sovereignty. Both lack substance, and without ethical 
autonomy, they become "the rational locus of rational activity and moral selfhood" and therefore are, 
in effect, facsimilia (MacNairn, 2025: 185).  

Furthermore, systems demanding extreme political activation for participation exclude most citizens 
(Macpherson, 1965: 21). And while digital engagement flourishes, only a small fraction participate 
in formal governance, showing its neglect; it is, in the words of Brian Adams (2024: 44), "not held in 
high esteem." Protest, therefore, thrives in visibility but fails to exert systemic influence, leaving the 
public expression of grievance disembedded from channels of political consequence.  

Economic precarity naturally reinforces this dynamic. As of mid-2025, total U.S. student debt 
reached approximately $1.64 trillion, burdening over 42 million Americans, while median rents 
increased 5% despite stagnant real wages (DOE, 2025; FRB, 2025; BLS, 2025a, b). Protest under 
these conditions becomes existential, near desperate, and therefore reactive over strategic—a 
rebellion against a system that denies what is perceived as nothing less than human dignity. This 
parallels historical precedents where chronic inequality,14 fiscal constraints, and declining trust in 

                                                
11 Recent demonstrations to which I refer include: the May Day demonstration, the Day without Immigrants boycott, Stand Up for Science, 
Telsa Takedown, No Kings protest, L.A. Deportation Protest, and Rage Against the Regime’s nationwide mobilisation, to name a few. 
12 Labour strikes at Amazon warehouses engaged roughly 1.4% of its U.S. workforce (TDU, 2025), while coordinated campus protests failed 
to yield legislative change (ACLU, 2025; The White House, 2025). 
13 “Anti-populist protesters” denotes opposition to the existing government and its policies, not a principled stance against populism as 
such. Whether this opposition is anti-populist in principle is beside the point. The term is used purely for illustrative purposes. 
14 With CEO pay grossly dwarfing the median worker wage by a ratio of 5 to 1, respectively (AFL-CIO, 2025). 
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governance,15 reproduce patterns of observance in past regimes, where structural scarcity of agency 
and solidarity prefigured instability. 16 

Rare episodes of violence, such as the assassinations of corporate executives, further mark the 
extremes of alienation.17 Yet law enforcement responses constrict civic space and threaten civil 
liberties—over 40 anti-protest bills across 22 states criminalising forms of embodied dissent (The 
Guardian, 2025b)—producing a self-perpetuating cycle in which protest, confined to managed 
spaces, validates the very structures it challenges and thereby becomes ultimately neutralised (City 
Journal, 2024; Sutton, 2025).18 

Thus, insofar as capitalist democracies structurally privilege the strong, perpetuating forms of 
institutional scarcity, freedom must be understood not as an individual asset but as a relational duty 
(Macpherson, 1965: 61-2; Kant, 1971: 126-7). Absent the ethical responsibilities that sustain such 
relations, protest devolves into negation rather than constituting a practice of constructive 
lawmaking.19 

The paradox is nevertheless clear. Anti-populist protest, like populism itself, thrives on spectacle, 
moral clarity, and emotional coherence, yet without institutional embedding or ethical-autonomous 
frameworks, it reproduces the abstraction it opposes. Recursive erasure is not a temporary deviation 
from democracy but the mechanism by which populism's structural logic extends into its own 
opposition. Resistance, unless grounded in collective ethical responsibility, institutional 
imagination, and strategic conversion of dissent into lawmaking, risks becoming the very fuel that 
sustains the post-democratic order it seeks to dismantle. 

Closing Remarks: Re-Embodied Citizenship 

To confront the crises of American populism is to recognise that it is a culmination and it is a logical 
expression within a liberal-democratic system where human value has long been equated with 
market performance, and where political participation is reduced to consumption. The citizen was 
abstracted from politics long before the populist emerged, though populism provides the 
contradiction necessary to confirm a liberal-capitalist order. In its recursive symptoms of an ideology 
that promises freedom while demanding obedience, it offers voice but suppresses free speech and 
calls for unity while engineering exclusion. Populism thus acts as liberal democracy’s downswing, 
confirming the liberal-capitalist order. The system built on formal equality and competitive 
individualism must ultimately erase substance in freedom to preserve itself. 

Macpherson (1965: 63-5) foresaw this arc, where, in the absence of a moral transformation, the 
liberal-democratic state becomes a machine for managing inequality and resentment. Populism 
performs this management not by addressing its roots but by choreographing its symptoms. This 
dramaturgy of governance obscures causality and collective agency, thereby disorienting the subject. 
Here, Bonhoeffer’s (1955; 2015) claim that the greatest threat to moral life is not evil per se, but the 
surrender of thought, is vital to our understanding here. He observed in 1944, writing from a Nazi 
prison where he sat charged for conspiring to kill Hitler, that when people give up reasoning, they 

                                                
15 For example, the U.S. deficits and debt service obligations of 6.2% of GDP alongside historically low public confidence (Congressional 
Budget Office, 2025; Jackson, 2025; PEW Research, 2024). 
16 In Russia, heavy reliance on foreign borrowing, persistent budgetary strain, and the fiscal pressures of rapid industrialisation limited 
the regime’s capacity to respond to growing labour unrest and peasant revolts, contributing to the eventual collapse of the Romanov 
dynasty in 1917. The Ottoman Empire followed a similar trajectory: its 1875 sovereign default and the subsequent establishment of the 
Ottoman Public Debt Administration placed key revenue streams under European oversight, exacerbating administrative weakness and 
intensifying local and nationalist challenges. See Toussaint, 2018 and Ferguson, 2008. 
17 In early 2025, Luigi Mangioni assassinated Brian Thompson, CEO of United Healthcare, in a highly publicised shooting framed by 
Mangioni in manifestos that echoed populist anti-elite rhetoric (City Journal, 2024). This act was soon followed by the shooting of Wesley 
LePatner, a Blackstone Group executive, symbolising the violent fringe where alienation turns to targeted aggression against corporate 
power (Sutton, 2025). 
18 All the while, populist durability is evident: Trump retained 89% approval among the Republican base (Gallup, 2025) even as economic 
and political crises deepened, highlighting the structural resilience of the system against reactive opposition. 
19 That is to say, it is anti-something without being for-something. 
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become instruments of power they no longer understand. This diagnosis is not abstract. Bonhoeffer 
watched an entire people abandon responsibility under the sway of shibboleths, uniforms, and 
enemies made visible. Today, this surrender does not arrive via totalitarian diktat, but through the 
algorithmic structuring of emotion and attention. Populism is distributed across platforms, 
legislatures, and courts as legal sanctions, as effectiveness, and as a procedural form that permits 
everything but transformation. What Bonhoeffer (2015) saw in the uniforms and slogans, we now 
find in the meme and livestream: the affective shorthand of mass participation that demands no 
discernment and arguably tolerates no dissent. And yet, Bonhoeffer’s (1955: 2015) theology was not 
a theology of despair. He called for action that springs from free responsibility before God and the 
world, and a moral courage firmly situated in the dignity of the other. Translated into secular terms, 
this means reimagining citizenship not as a right conferred by economic output, but as a condition 
of equal moral standing. It requires a shift from visibility to presence, from performative rage to 
relational responsibility. Whitehead (1993: 68) wrote, freedom must be reconciled “with the 
compulsion of the truth,” not with whim. And Kant (1971: 125) held that political legitimacy rests on 
maxims that withstand public reason and reciprocity. Thus, rooted in a concrete responsibility to act 
meaningfully for and with others and in resisting abstraction even when popular, even when it is 
easier, is our moral renewal (Bonhoeffer, 1955; 2015). 

As artificial intelligence and automation continue to displace labour, the old liberal linkage of labour 
and personhood collapses. The assumption that rights follow productivity is increasingly untenable. 
Recognising this decades ago, Macpherson (1965: 63) wrote that “our problem will not be to get 
people to work but to find something for them to do.” This is not a crisis of employment, but of 
meaning, a crisis of value, one could say. The question is no longer who contributes economically but 
who counts politically. 

If the citizen practices no politics outside of voting, the citizen has become a spectator, and a 
spectator needs a show. Reversing this means rebuilding public life around shared action, not market 
exchange. Deliberation, care, mutual aid, education, and stewardship must be re-centred as political 
practices. These are not auxiliary to democracy; they are its substance. This is what Whitehead (1993: 
64) called the “massively coordinated inheritance” of civilisation—not the repetition of cultural 
norms, but the nurturing of conditions for truth, responsibility, and mutual recognition.  

Macpherson (1965: 65) argued that democracy must be rooted in moral stature, not competitive 
possession. America now risks collapse not from external enemies, but from internal decay: climate 
abdication, punitive borders, criminalised dissent, and record inequality. The decline of American 
influence is not geographical; it is moral. Power that once flowed from democratic aspiration now 
feeds on authoritarian mimicry.  

If the crisis of populism is rooted in the abstraction and displacement of the citizen, then the only 
viable response is their re-embodiment—a movement forward into a solidarity grounded in dignity. 
If protest, voting, or leadership changes do not address the underlying erasure of personhood, then 
they cannot restore democratic life. If freedom, as Bonhoeffer warned, is misconstrued as mere 
license, then responsibility disappears and with it the ethical foundation of public life. If, as Kant 
insists, rights cannot be legitimised unless they are capable of being made public, then any politics 
that forecloses shared reasoning fails its own test of justice. And if, as Whitehead affirms, truth only 
becomes real through coordinated human action, then it is not enough to possess principles, they 
must be lived.  

If American populism is therefore to be ameliorated, then it cannot be through a rival spectacle that 
mimics its form while rejecting its content. It must be through a new anthropology: a refusal of the 
abstraction it thrives upon—a rebuilding of presence through moral affirmation. If democracy is to 
survive, it ought not begin with the economy, with politics, nor with party allegiance, but with the 
recognition of the human being, their personhood, as the first and final ground of legitimacy. In the 
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end, if America is to truly flourish, then its fate will hinge less on how efficiently it governs than on 
whether it remembers why it governs at all.  
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