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The Politics of Fear 

 

READING Are You Suffering From Election-Induced Fatigue &Related Trauma Syndrome?  

Paul Rudnick  11- 2-16 – New Yorker 

 

1. Whenever WikiLeaks dumps a new load of e-mails, what is your greatest fear? 

 

A) That there will be verifiable footage of Hillary Clinton taking a two-minute break, seated in 

a chair, with her eyes closed. 

 

B) That there will be a record of Hillary referring to her campaign as “My personal global 

conspiracy with unthinkably wealthy mega-Jews to conquer the universe and finally kill 

James Bond!” 

 

C) That a video of Tim Kaine will surface in which he’s sipping a wine cooler and using the 

phrases “hot-diggity” and “super-cool” to describe his relationship with Jesus. 

 

2. True or false:  

When people younger than thirty-five smugly remark, “I’m not voting, because the two 

candidates are exactly the same,” it’s perfectly legal to tase them until they drop their 

phones, Adderall prescriptions, bike locks, and those adorable knit Peruvian hats with animal 

ears and pompoms. 

 

3. What did you name your new kitten? 

A) Huma    B) Tiffany   C) Assange   D) Michelle   E) Manafort   F) Apocalypse 

G) Crooked Kitty 

4. How did you recover after watching the debates? 

 

A) I watched all of the balanced analysis on every cable network, while howling “shut 

up!shut up! shut up!” 

 

B) I went on social media and relentlessly declared my candidate to be the obvious winner, 

while blocking all haters and feeling like I’d actually accomplished meaningful social 

change. 

 

C) I stood outside in the rain, wearing only a T-shirt and sweatpants, until I could bring myself 

to promise my spouse that if he or she would unlock the door I’d stop obsessively analyzing 

Wolf Blitzer’s body language. 

 

5. Following every Donald Trump meltdown, his campaign manager, Kellyanne Conway, 

usually disappears for forty-eight hours. Where do you believe she goes? 

 

A) Sloughing off her leathery shell, she burrows deep beneath the Earth’s surface to 

absorb precious nutrients for the task ahead. 

 

B) She goes on a religious retreat, wooing God with a PowerPoint presentation titled 

“Purgatory, Not Hell: Give Kellyanne a Break!” 

http://www.newyorker.com/contributors/paul-rudnick
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C) She sits alone in a darkened room, chanting, “Ann Coulter still has a career, sort of.” 

6. You believe F.B.I. Director James Comey to be: 

 

A) An honest man caught in a difficult position. 

 

B) A smarmy, self-righteous creep caught in a difficult position. 

 

C) A plastic container of congealed vanilla pudding that likes to hear itself talk. 

 

 

7. After the election is decided, what will you do? 

 

A) I’ll take that sign off my lawn and resume speaking to my neighbors, once they’ve power-

washed the swastika off their plastic wishing well. 

 

B) I’ll beg the court to return my kids, who have been placed in an environment where no 

one will tattoo “it’s all about the supreme court nominees” on their foreheads. 

 

C) I’ll stop waking up in a cold sweat at 4 a.m., following yet another nightmare in which the 

Rasmussen poll disagrees with the latest Nate Silver numbers by 2.5 per cent, as the ghost of 

my mom hisses, “Margin of error. . . .” 

 

 

*********************** 

The nastiest election in American history. Partisan animosity at an all-time high.  Charges and 

countercharges regarding the candidates' courage, patriotism, religion,…morality, and 

mental health.  A raucous, bitter, and unpredictable presidential race. A witches' brew of 

personalities, innuendo, ideology, and rumor: each side attempting to demonize the other 

as well as the foreign governments with whom they are perceived to be allied. A campaign 

of intense exaggeration on both sides.   

 

What a relief it must have been when that race ended and Thomas Jefferson snagged the 

presidency from John Adams in the year 1800.   

 

I imagine most Americans will be equally relieved on Tuesday when the results come in - 

regardless of the outcome; because frankly just about everyone I have talked to is just done 

with this election. They are tired of the fighting and they are tired of feeling anxious, and they 

are sick of being afraid of what might happen.   

The use of fear in politics has been used since the founding our country. Fear has played a 

crucial role in this presidential race and has created unprecedented rhetoric and actions.  

People have been lining up for hours for early voting.  Survivalists have been stocking up on 

supplies.  Some polling locations have been moved out of public schools and the courts are 

making sure that there are no intimidation tactics on voters.   
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Even more serious, there has been the threat and literal use of violence.  When pitchforks 

and torches or a revolution is called for, we have reason to be afraid.  When the offices of 

the two major parties are destroyed or churches are burned, we have reason to be afraid.  

 

What causes Americans to be so fearful?  Fear based politics are most effective when 

citizens feel they have something to lose. Losing access to healthcare, losing control over our 

bodies, losing our jobs, losing money, losing our country to others, losing our children, losing 

the demographic we happen to belong to, or losing our firearms just to name a few. 

 

Consider the use of fear and the issue of gun control. This is the first presidential election since 

the 2012 Sandy Hook Elementary School shooting that left 26 people dead, 20 of them 

children.  One of the victims, seven-year-old Grace, painted the picture of the big-eyed, 

green owl, with blue wings that you saw at the start of our service.  Her parents gave 

President Obama a copy of it so he wouldn’t forget about all the victims of gun violence.   It 

hangs in his private office.  Obama told Grace’s parents and the rest of Newtown shortly 

after the tragedy that; “We can’t accept events like this as routine.  Are we really prepared 

to say that we’re powerless in the face of such carnage, that the politics are too hard?  Are 

we prepared to say that such violence visited on our children year after year after year is 

somehow the price of our freedom?” 

 

More recently, the President called the nation to action, if we “want to protect our kids and 

our cops from gun violence, we've got to get the vast majority of Americans, including gun 

owners, who agree on things like background checks to be just as vocal and just as 

determined as the gun lobby that blocks change through every funeral that we hold.”    

 

As an issue for the candidates, Clinton calls for repealing gun industry liability protections, 

implementing comprehensive background checks, and closing the Charleston loophole, 

which refers to the law allowing federally licensed dealers to sell firearms after a three-day 

waiting period for a background check, regardless of whether they have received the results 

of the background check. Her supporters fear that should she be defeated, more people will 

be able to purchase more guns and even more dangerous guns.   

 

Candidate Trump believes there would be fewer casualties of mass shootings if victims had 

guns. He opposes gun-free zones and was endorsed by the NRA.  His supporters fear that a 

win by Clinton would mean the appointing of an anti-gun Supreme Court justice.  

Meanwhile, in the run-up to this election, fearing gun restrictions are imminent, there’s been 

a 1/3 rise in gun sales compared to the same quarter last year.   

 

You can see that fear is a very powerful motivator in politics, for the issue of gun control, but 

to many others as well.   Author Scott Goodson writes that, “Fear is one of the most powerful 

tools to ignite a movement. Fear of the ‘other’, the ‘unknown’ and fear of the ‘threat’ is the 

oxygen that stokes the fire.” Goodson explains that just as our evolutionary ancestors 

reacted to threats with flight or fight, in the face of perceived threats during this presidential 

campaign, we either show aggression or we run away.  It seems in this election, aggression 

has won out. That’s worrisome because when the sympathetic nervous system kicks in, 

rationality often goes out the window.  Logic loses meaning and accusations on both sides 

https://ballotpedia.org/National_Rifle_Association
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that at any other time would seem outrageous, suddenly become TRUTH with a capitol “T” 

during a highly contentious election. 

 

One advertising professional, Rick Wilson, knows that fear works.   “Fear is easy,” he says, 

“Fear is the simplest emotion to tweak in a campaign ad. You associate your opponent with 

terror, with fear, with crime, with causing pain and uncertainty.”  Wilson understands the use 

of fear very well.  He was responsible for the 2008 ads that showed inflammatory excerpts of 

sermons by Barack Obama’s former pastor, Jeremiah Wright.  Wilson recalls, “I wanted to 

scare the living shit out of white people in Pennsylvania and Ohio.” 

 

If we know candidates are using scare tactics, why do they still work? Megan Garber in the 

Atlantic suggests we might blame it on the Ancient Greeks who introduced us to 

demagoguery.  In ancient Athens, “the demagogue was not just a leader of people, but a 

leader who led, specifically, by bullying/cajoling/converting charisma into influence.”   

Aristotle declared, “Revolutions in democracies are generally caused by the intemperance 

of demagogues.” 

 

Both Clinton and Trump have been charged with intemperance.  Should we fear revolution if 

either of them win? Trump has been compared to Voldemort, Mussolini, and an orangutan, 

but as a demagogue, Garber writes, politicians like Trump are thought to undermine the 

stability of a “by the people” form of government particularly by turning “the people” 

against each other.  Some say Trump is like the gadfly that pesters animals into such frenzy 

that the herd stampedes directly over a cliff.  

Garber concludes, “That one person’s threat to democracy is another person’s populist 

hero.” 

 

Steve Forbes points to Clinton’s brand of demagoguery as a “Democratic class warfare 

theme.”  Forbes believes that her policies aren’t, “So much meant to help raise the poor out 

of poverty (as we all want to do), but to tear down the rich purely out of envy.”   

 

When we consider demagogues and democracy, it boils down to trust. “But today, trust is 

breaking down in the U.S.,” says a University of Florida professor, “Not only trust between 

leaders and the people, but trust between different parts of the population.”  The trust factor 

is different for both candidates.  Voters distrust Clinton because of her past and distrust 

Trump because he has no track record. Thus Americans are fearful of the presidencies of 

both for different reasons.  

 

So if you have been pulled into this dark political race and the fears and anxiety it can 

produce, not to worry, it has happened to a large majority of American and even world 

leaders.  Even if you have just a small twinge of anxiety, I’m here to say, its ok.   In fact, it 

shows that we are truly engaged in what’s happening around us.  It’s the folks that ignore it 

that we should be concerned about.   But the best way to deal with the fear and anxiety is 

to so something.   

  

My son, although not old enough to vote himself, is knocking on doors today to get out the 

vote.  You might make phone calls.  Some of us make financial contributions to campaigns.  

You might attend rallies.  Some of us have lawn signs.   We just can’t be apathetic. 

http://www.buzzfeed.com/aliciamelvillesmith/he-who-can-not-be-named#.vtJJ2bL71
http://www.ew.com/article/2015/09/18/larry-wilmore-donald-trump-mussolini
http://www.forbes.com/sites/frederickallen/2013/02/06/donald-trump-sues-bill-maher-for-calling-him-the-son-of-an-orangutan/
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In St. Louis, Missouri they wanted to make sure their communities were involved in the 

election, so they have tons of lawn signs, but they don’t have candidate’s names and 

slogans on them. The signs identify the qualities that community members see as integral to a 

healthy community such as empathy, equity, and belonging.  

 

Coordinators from the U.S. Department of Arts and Culture led the LawnCare Campaign and 

invited people to parks to screen-print the yard signs.   The Campaign organizers believe that 

a “small action in the face of relentless TV ads and a 24-hour news cycle, [is an] important 

and empowering step toward reclaiming democratic participation. Democracy is a 

conversation, not a monologue.” 

 

It may be a little too late for us to start putting up warm and fuzzy lawn signs, but is there 

something we can still do to channel our fear and anxiety that we may have prior to and 

after Tuesday’s election?  In these last few days, I found the words of the late Forrest Church 

to be of some help.  He was living in New York and writing just a short while after 9-11.   

He wrote, “When our alarms warn us only against threats that imperil our safety, they fail to 

alert us to dangers that may jeopardize our humanity. ‘Whoever fights monsters should see 

to it that in the process he does not become a monster,’ wrote Nietzsche. ‘When you look 

long into an abyss, the abyss also looks into you.’” 

Church wrote that Courage is when fear speaks and the heart answers. After absorbing 

fear's best argument, the heart says no. He believed that everyone has the capacity to 

answer fear.   That wisdom can be summed up in three short imperatives: Do what you can, 

want what you have, and be who you are.  Those are simple guides to live by in the next 3 

days but they are practical for almost any time. 

Finally, when the ballots are counted, we may still have anxiety no matter who wins because 

change is coming. Power is power.  I think theologian Walter Brueggemann will serve us best 

as we enter that brave new world.  He wrote about the prophetic imagination. 

We have to imagine a bright future, and then we can begin to implement it.  We have to 

propose alternative futures to those in power and bring people together to make it happen.  

To get them excited about a promise of newness. You see, when the election is over, the 

work is not done.  We can be instruments for change.  We become the artists.  We only need 

imagine it.  Whether our candidate is in the White House or not, can we still not strive for 

change, for newness, for justice? 

We can use our fear and anxiety for good because they help us to see that changes need 

to happen.   Once we understand what we can control and what we can’t, we focus on 

those societal issues we can change and see them as opportunities, not problems.   

Just enough anxiety keeps us on our toes, gives us energy, and ultimately makes us better 

humans.  It says we are alive, we care.  It says we are engaged in living.  It challenges us to 

live our Unitarian Universalist values. Let this be a gathering place for imagining a new way to 

care for one another, a new way to build a country, a community, and a new way of being.   

May it be so.   
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