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Abstract 

 

A supposed war between Islam and the West has occupied a central role in the political 

discourse ever since the attacks on the twin towers in New York on September 11, 2001. 

Fifteen years later, in November 2016, Donald Trump was elected and inaugurated to 

serve as the 45th president of the United States. During his campaign, Trump claimed that 

radical Islam was incompatible with American culture. To support his claim, he pointed 

to Islamic terrorism. In 2015 and 2016 multiple attacks were perpetrated by Muslim 

extremists. A terror-organization called ISIS carried out the attacks attesting to divide the 

West. Desirous politicians were willing to answer their call. Trump was one of those. A 

“trojan horse” filled with malicious terrorists from the Middle-East were waiting to enter 

the United States, according to him. His opponent, Hillary Clinton, was going to wide-

open the gates for this threat with her policy of accepting refugees from war-ridden Syria. 

The only thing standing in her way, Trump claimed, was himself. Samuel Huntington 

predicted the surge of nationalism, chauvinism, and xenophobia that has been emerging 

in recent years. Simultaneously, the democratic institutions that have served to amplify 

prosperity in the West, are decaying. Trump’s occupancy is not an anomaly but a feature 

of a new trend in politics of the West. Populists in various corners claim that the clash of 

civilizations has begun and the time for political a correctness is over. 

 

Keywords: Donald Trump, 2016 election, terrorism, xenophobia, democracy, United    

States, Muslim ban, populism, Clash of Civilizations, MAGA. 
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Formáli 

Skil þessarar ritgerðar markar lok mín í grunnnámi í stjórnmálafræði við Háskóla Íslands. 

Ég hóf námið í ágúst 2016 og mun ljúka því nú í febrúar, 2019. Ritgerðin er metin til 

12ECTS eininga af 180ECTS eininga grunnnámi. Leiðbeinandi minn við ritgerðina var 

Maximilian Conrad og ég verð honum ævinlega þakklátur fyrir aðstoðina. Hjálp hans kom 

að gríðarlega góðum notum, og ég vona að honum hafi þótt samvinnan jafn ánægjuleg 

og mér. Innblástur þessarar ritgerðar spratt af skiptinámi mínu í Bandaríkjunum. Ég flutti 

út stuttu eftir að Donald Trump sór embættiseið sinn sem forseti Bandaríkjanna og var 

andrúmsloftið vægast sagt áhugavert. Ég kynnti mér uppgang popúlískrar hægristefnu 

víðsvegar um Evrópu og fannst Bandaríkin bera þess merki að vera í keimlíkri krísu. Að 

skrifa ritgerðina þótti mér áhugavert og mjög lærdómsríkt. 
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1 Introduction  

"Donald Trump, KKK, racist, sexist, anti-gay." In every State, enraged crowds cried in 

contempt for the newly elected president of the United States, arguably one of the most 

controversial figures in American politics. The 2016 US election was characterized in the 

media as a dispute between polarized groups with severe scarcity of common values. 

Trade, freedom of speech, health care, immigration, abortion rights, national security, 

guns; since the end of the Cold War, both Democrats and Republicans have politicized 

issues to gain popularity among different groups by taking a contrasted stance from one 

another on almost all issues. Both parties have used the tactic of "owning" issues to 

nurture disdain for the other. Islamic terrorism is one of those issues.1   

During his campaign, Donald Trump smeared Hillary Clinton for not taking a tough 

stance against "radical Islamic terrorism". The phrase proofed to be controversial in the 

realm of politics. Hillary, and Obama before her, refused to refer to terrorism as an Islamic 

phenomenon. Their rationale being that to subscribe terrorism onto the religion of 1.7 

billion people was misleading and counter-productive.2  Most polls predicted Donald 

Trump would lose the election against Hillary Clinton.3  His vulgar communication tactic 

and dividing rhetoric was caricatured as preposterous and even laughable.4  His chances 

of winning were also considered low. Some polls even predicted Hillary beyond 90% likely 

to win.5  They were wrong. Trump detected an arguably ill-conceived nerve within the 

social fabric of American culture. To ameliorate the problems facing the United States, 

Trump pledged to "Make America Great Again." Hillary Clinton and Democrats 

underestimated the latent domain of fear, racism, and xenophobia in the United States. 

                                                      
1 Richard Walker, “Political Polarization: A Dispatch from the Schoarly Front Lines”Brookings Issues in 
Governance Studies, Special Ed. (2006): 1-9, pp. 7 
2 USA Today, “Why Obama won’t say ‘radical Islamic terrorist’,” usatoday.com, September 29, 2016, 
(accessed June 20, 2018. https://eu.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/onpolitics/2016/09/28/obama-
town-hall/91245328/ 
3 Fox News, “How Two polls predicted Trump’s Surprise Victory,” foxnews.com, November 9, 2016, 
(accessed November 12, 2018). http://www.foxnews.com/politics/2016/11/09/how-two-polls-predicted-
trumps-surprise-victory.html 
4 Matthew Continetti, ”Donald Trump, Media Darling,” Commentary 142, no. 4 (2016): 56,55. 
5 Pew Research Center, “Why 2016 election polls missed their mark,” pewresearch.org, November 9, 
2016, (accessed November 12, 2018). http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/11/09/why-2016-
election-polls-missed-their-mark/ 



7 

 

The public sentiment, that America needed to return to previous political landscape of 

racial and cultural homogeneity, was more prevalent than most expected. In many 

respects, the election was an anomaly. Fake news, basket of deplorables, "Crooked 

Hillary", grab her by the pussy, rigged system, demagoguery, lock her up, unfit, nasty 

woman, social justice warriors (SJWs). The 2016 election was formulated with immense 

negativity and attack ads from both sides. Using their preconstructed political regiments, 

both candidates availed most of their TV air-time and rallies tarnishing the other 

candidate's character and policies instead of promulgating their own ideas of how the 

country ought to be governed.6  

1.1 Le Camp des Saints 

Donald Trump managed to capitalize the fear of terrorism executed by people from 

Muslim-majority countries by entangling it to the Syrian refugee crisis. In April 2016, a 

few months before the election, surveys showed voters seeing Hillary as more suitable to 

fight terrorism.7  But with his vulgar rhetoric and attacks, Trump was able to turn those 

numbers around. He stated that it was critical to meet the ideology of Islam with force 

because it was a breeding tool for terrorism. The United States was in dire need for a new 

immigration policy due to this reason.8  Trump called refugees a trojan horse of terrorist 

and if not stopped, Hillary Clinton would allow them to "pour into the country."9  

Portraying immigration as a trojan horse is nothing new. In his Le Camp des Saints, the 

author Jean Raspail composed racist literature portraying the new Algerian immigrants 

as a trojan horse who were invading France's vanguard with "starving brown and black 

children".10  His writing became a best seller, which provides doubtlessly accurate picture 

of the mood regarding the issue of immigration at that time in France when the book was 

                                                      
6 Washington Post, “Welcome to the next, most negative presidential election of our lives,” 
washingtonpost.com, July 29, 2016 (accessed November 20, 2018). 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-fix/wp/2016/07/29/clinton-and-trump-accept-their-
nominations-by-telling-you-what-you-should-vote-against/?utm_term=.02ef07374746 
7 Bethany Albertson and Shana Kushner Gadarian, “How Terrorism Could Affect the 2016 
Election,” Society 53, no. 5 (2016): 479-81. 
8 CNN “Donald Trump’s full Terrorism Speech”, youtube.com, August 15, 2016, (accessed June 12, 2018). 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2hptE3ewkD4&t=4s 
9 Same citation. 
10 Sam Harris, “On the Maintenance of Civilization – A conversation with Douglas Murray,” The Waking Up 
Podcast #21, September 7, 2017. https://samharris.org/podcasts/on-the-maintenance-of-civilization/ 
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published in the early seventies. Tremendously ironic, since a large portion of these 

immigrants were from Algeria, a country which was colonized by France for over a 

century.11  Terrorism during the period of 2015-2016 played perfectly in to Trump's 

narrative. Like Raspail, he was able to spark skepticism and contempt against the Muslim 

population. Like in Europe past a few decades, the issue of terrorism has been an 

advantageous attribute for right-wing politicians in the United States. This paper argues 

that the success of this tactic apexed on the 8th of November 2016. A populist, and one 

of the most controversial figures in the history of U.S. politics, was elected to become the 

45th president and leader of the largest military nation the world has ever seen. A TV 

celebrity with no experience in politics was elected into the Oval Office rather than a 

woman with decades of experience. Donald Trump successfully used terrorism in 2015 

and 2016 to his advantage during his stride toward the presidency.  

The paper will seek to show how, like many right-wing populists in Europe, Trump 

utilized the detrimental delineation of Muslim people in the public sphere to foster fear 

among American citizens. Although effective for his electoral gain, it was toxic and 

dangerous for the pillars of American democracy. It further argues that the precedent 

terrorist attacks during the period of 2015-2016 were significant components for his 

victory. Trump’s inauguration marked a stepping stone towards a new era of populism in 

the Western world. To support these claims, the paper poses, and seeks to answer, the 

following questions: How did terrorism between 2015-2016 in the West influence the 

election on November 8, 2016? How was Trump able to utilize these attacks? What tactics 

did he use? What effect could Trump's ethics have on democracy in the Western world? 

To answer these questions the paper uses content analysis. It is composed by using audio, 

visual and written material. Sources are in the form of podcasts, videos and existing 

literature. Trump's rhetoric is mostly in the form of visual content such as speeches, news 

interviews and secondary sources articles. Podcasts are used to examine the prodigious 

amount of rigorous data on the political climate in America, both prior to, and after, 

Trump's inauguration. Existing literature and archives on populism helped complete the 

picture of where the current era will lead, and what it means for democracy. 

                                                      
11 Douglas Murray, The Strange Death of Europe: Immigration, Identity, Islam, London; New York, NY: 
Bloomsbury Continuum, an Imprint of Bloomsbury Publishing Plc, 2017, pp. 115. 
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1.2 Layout 

The paper is composed of five sections. First, an illustration of how Trump's rhetoric 

stands in contrast with some of the essential prerequisites of democracy. Trump, 

accurately, sensed an underlying frustration within the American public. He presented 

himself as the only person with the capability to eradicate most problems facing the 

United States. Trump adopted many of the tactics used by politicians that have been 

equated with far-right populism in recent years. With smearing, slanderous attitude and 

fear-mongering, he convinced his voters that the system was engineered to deceive the 

public. Providing terrorism with a Muslim face, Trump sufficiently drove people towards 

skepticism and resentment towards Muslims. Democracy demands plurality and people's 

willingness to abide by its structures. Populism seeks to erode those principles. That 

ideology is on the rise in Europe. Populistic figures take advantage of a new era. They 

assert that they are the answer to the problems that inflict their societies, even when 

those problems need dramatization to acquire the politician with attention. But while 

these figures are willing to carry out their followers’ biddings, they also acquire the 

authority to negate democratic and constitutional principles. 

Secondly, a broad picture is provided of the discourse surrounding the topic of 

terrorism and immigration since the end of the Cold War in 1989. Samuel Huntington's 

theory, the Clash of Civilizations is used to expound the rhetoric on how cultural elements 

have created political regiments based on people's identity. According to Huntington, 

people's perception of the world is not based on ideology, but on which culture group 

one belongs to. Although carrying serviceable analytical pragmatism to the political 

landscape, Huntington's remedy, is worse than the poison. Although clashes have 

occurred between cultures, they mostly live in harmony in the West. Growing skepticism 

and concurrent terror attacks, might eradicate that harmony. Trump used the 

undercurrent to present himself as the remedy to terrorism and the fear it produced 

during his bid for the presidency. His divisive rhetoric triumphed.  

Thirdly, Trump's rhetoric surrounding the topic of terrorism is scrutinized. Transcripts 

of speeches and debates prior to the general election are analyzed to reveal how he 

managed to manipulate terrorist attacks by trivializing people's conception of what is 

happening within Muslim communities in the West and beyond. The proximity of the 
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Orlando shooting and the Nice attack are especially scrutinized. These two attacks, 

provided Trump with an opportunity, and Trump seized it. The debates, this paper argues, 

were a turning point in this election. Trump strived to open discussion about terrorism 

time and again, and when that opportunity didn‘t present itself, he changed the dialogue 

towards it. Trump had detected the utility of terror, the debates were his opportunity to 

take advantage of it. 

In the fourth chapter, the paper provides a short statistical analysis of the public 

opinion prior to the election. Using opinion polls, it examines polling-predictions 

compared to the outcome and argues that considerable numbers of voters did not vote 

in a party-line fashion but on an issue-based basis. The issue at hand being terrorism. The 

paper argues that independent voters and Democrats were persuaded to vote for Trump 

due to the political discourse on terrorism.  

The conclusion turns the focus back on democracy. Trump’s rise was not an anomaly. 

His occupancy in the Oval Office is a feature of an ongoing trend in Western nations. 

Terrorism simultaneously with migrants fleeing the Middle-East has nourished and 

amplified messages conveyed by individuals with cynical views of harmonious 

relationships between cultures. A new era has emerged. 
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2 The Harm 

2.1 Rigged system 

"If I lose, the system is rigged." Donald Trump said he would only accept the result of the 

election if he would win.12  Democracy and the rule of law are only as strong as the 

citizens' willingness to abide by the structures they entail. Public fear is a danger to both. 

Terrorism is an alluring topic for politicians but has costly consequences. Claudia Alvares 

points out that detrimental depiction of large groups of people in a democratic society 

can only be harmful to its democratic institutions. When feeling threatened, individuals 

within societies are more willing to circumvent democratic principles to eliminate the 

elements that they feel threaten their identity, freedom or values.13   

2.2 Terrorism as a concept 

Majority of people do not have a very sophisticated understanding of terrorism. Most 

people even lack the comprehension to conceptualize the word.14  Furthermore, people's 

confidence in understanding terrorism is also not in concert with reality. The vague 

perception of the conception terrorism is largely due to modern-day media which is 

bound to broadcast complex issues in an accessible manner.15  This phenomenon is 

commonly known as the Dunning-Kruger effect. It describes how people's confidence of 

having cognitive ability to comprehend political matters, oftentimes works in a negative 

correlation with their capacity to really understand them.16  Politicians can take 

advantage of this. Most of candidates' rhetoric in political campaigns is what William T. 

Bianco calls "cheap talk". On topics that voters do not have a sufficient understanding on, 

candidates are less beholden to provide the truth than on other topics. The political loss 

of misrepresenting subjects, even when called out, is peculiarly low.17  Due to this lack of 

scrutiny, political trickery, and populistic deception, unfit individuals can excavate their 

                                                      
12 Politico, “Why Trump says its all ‘rigged’,” politico.com, February 8, 2016, (accessed November 12, 
2018). https://www.politico.com/story/2016/08/donald-trump-rigged-election-226588 
13 Claudia Alvares and Peter Dahlgren, „Populism, Extremism and Media: Mapping an Uncertain 
Terrain.” European Journal of Communication 31, no. 1 (2016): 46-57, pp. 47. 
14 Bruce Hoffman. Inside Terrorism, Revised and Expanded Edition. S.l.], 2006. P. 1. 
15 Same citation. 
16 David Dunning, “The Dunning–Kruger Effect: On Being Ignorant of One's Own Ignorance,” Advances in 
Experimental Social Psychology 44 (2011): 247-96 pp. 247. 
17 Bianco, William T. American Politics : Strategy and Choice. New York: Norton, 2001.P. 69. 
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path to power. One of the key component of identifying populists is that they appeal to 

voter's frustration, regardless of how warranted that frustration is. They grant their 

voters their justifications for resentment by telling them that their problems have nothing 

to do with them. They are, however, being deceived and cheated by the government, 

elites, immigrants, or some other identifiable group.18  Timothy Snyder argues that 

Donald Trump successfully used this tactic throughout his campaign. Trump provided his 

supporters' problems with an identifiable face. The economy had a Chinese face. 

Overpopulation had a Mexican face. The threat of terror had a Muslim face. The real 

American people did not belong to any of these groups.19  Oversimplification and 

categorization of groups is dangerous, divisive and distorts the democratic process. It 

enables a sufficient majority of people to enact legislation and policies that work for the 

"real people" at the expense of other minority groups.20   

2.3 American Exceptionalism 

Trump used the long-standing conception of American exceptionalism.21  American 

exceptionalism is the belief that the American laws, norms, and freedom, is a historical 

exception. People take pride in being American and exemplify that pride in attesting to 

be unique.22  Politically, pride can be perilous. People can become apprehensive towards 

groups that are considered sharing the majorities' identity. They'll resist the coexistence 

with other cultures and want to return to times prior to the arrival of others.23  During his 

campaign for the presidency, in his speech in South Carolina, Donald Trump provided 

disgruntled Americans with a covenant to resolve the issue of unwanted aliens:  

                                                      
18 Jan Werner, What is Populism, p. 1. 
19 Sam Harris, „The Road to Tyranny – A conversation with Timothy Snyder,“ Waking Up Podcast, May 30, 
2017. 
20 Jan Werner, What is populism, p 57. 
21 Sam Harris, „The Road to Tyranny – A conversation with Timothy Snyder,“ Waking Up Podcast, May 30, 
2017. 
22 The Week, “What, exactly, is ‘American exceptionalism’? theweek.com, October 21, 2016, (accessed 
January 9, 2018). https://theweek.com/articles/654508/what-exactly-american-exceptionalism 
23 Sam Harris, „The Road to Tyranny – A conversation with Timothy Snyder,“ Waking Up Podcast, May 30, 
2017. 
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"Donald J. Trump is calling for a total and complete shutdown of Muslims entering 
the United States, until our country's representatives can figure out what the hell is 
going on. We have no choice, we have no choice, we have no choice."24  

Directly attacking the 1. amendment of the United States' Constitution, Trump called for 

a legislation that would violate people's freedom of religion.25  He further argued that as 

soon as he would take office, he would demand that the State Department would provide 

him with a list of "the many regions" where people could not possibly be adequately 

screened for entering-visa to the United States.26  The Republican party is known for being 

unalterably prone to the hallowing of the American Constitution. How did Trump manage 

to convince them to disregard this cherished principle? The answer is simple. He used 

American citizens' lack of comprehension of both terrorism and Muslims.  

When terror attacks occurred, regardless of whether it had been verified that the 

perpetrators were of a Muslim decent or not, Trump utilized the horror by saying that 

the attacks were the product of radical Islamic terrorism. He argued that people like those 

were "pouring into the country" and that the ruling administration (Obama's) was doing 

nothing except exacerbating the problem.27  In his speech on how to fight terrorism, in 

South Carolina, he promised that attenuating this problem would be easy and exerted if 

he'd be allowed to occupy the Oval Office.28  Trump's speech didn't only help applying 

the authorization of xenophobic rhetoric into American society, but directly played into 

the narrative of terrorist organizations. Terrorists hope to achieve populistic and radical 

reaction with their attacks. Structural chaos and disarray is often the primary purpose of 

the attack.29  Walter and Kydd call this form of violence attrition. The perpetrators seek 

                                                      
24 CSPAN, “Presidential Candidate Donald Trump Rally in Mount Pleasant, South Carolina,” cspan.org, 
December 7, 2015 (accessed November 12, 2018). https://www.c-span.org/video/?401762-
1/presidential-candidate-donald-trump-rally-mount-pleasant-south- carolina&live= 
25 Cornell Law School, “First Amendment,” law.cornell.edu, archives. (Accessed December 5, 2018) 
https://www.law.cornell.edu/wex/second_amendment 
26 CSPAN, “Presidential Candidate Donald Trump Rally in Mount Pleasant, South Carolina,” cspan.org, 
December 7, 2015 (accessed November 12, 2018). https://www.c-span.org/video/?401762-
1/presidential-candidate-donald-trump-rally-mount-pleasant-south- carolina&live= 
27 New York Times, “Here’s How Trump Has Responded to Recent Attacks,” nytimes.com, November 7, 
2017 (accessed August 20, 2018). https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/06/us/politics/fact-check-trump-
attacks.html 
28 CSPAN, “Presidential Candidate Donald Trump Rally in Mount Pleasant, South Carolina.” 
29 Andrew H Kydd og Barbara F. Walter, „The Strategies of Terrorism.“ International Security 31, no. 1 
(2006): 49-80. http://www.jstor.org/stable/4137539, bls. 51. 

https://www.law.cornell.edu/wex/second_amendment
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to convince the public of their capacity to harm and that nobody is ever safe. The 

objective of the attack is to divide people into groups which eventually leads to struggle 

and spark rash and impulsive reaction from the government.30   

Trump's usage of the terror attacks nearing the 2016 election was highly profitable 

for the short-term political gain, but unethical in terms of the prosperity of the American 

experiment. Trump claimed that he would annihilate ISIS. Yet, simultaneously, he played 

directly into their agenda. Division has been their proclaimed agenda since before Trump 

announced his candidacy.31  However, that might have been Trump's motive all along. 

Dzurinda points out that populists' main objective is not to constrain the threat that 

terrorism brings to society, but to stimulate and utilize the fear it produces. When in 

office, the elected leader gains the authority to implement policies that enhances his own 

interests, and the vested interests of the people around him.32  But, to what extent can 

such a practice persist without irrevocable damage to democracy? 

2.4 Democratic pluralism 

Rafal Riedel argues that pluralism is essential for the sustainability of democracy.33   

Pluralism is a policy-frame that safeguards the coexistence of two or more diverse groups 

within a political body. The structure aims to restrain struggle among different cultures 

and amplify harmonious relationship between them.34  In pluralistic societies, people 

adhere to a structure where different groups need to abide by the same law. As soon as 

the citizens are willing to exercise undemocratic power, even if it eliminates a threat, it 

creates a sphere for populism.35  Jan-Werner Müller says of populists that they are always 

antipluralists. They claim to represent the people, but those "people" are only 

constituents of a certain group, with a certain identity, that is only a part of a larger 

                                                      
30 Same citation. 
31 Sam Harris, “What Jihadist Really Want,” Waking up Podcast #43, August 17, 2016. 
https://samharris.org/podcasts/what-do-jihadist-really-want/ 
32 Mikulás Dzurinda, “The resistible rise of populism in Europe,” European View15, (2) (12): 171-172, 
https://search.proquest.com/docview/1851985923?accountid=27513. 
33 Rafal Riedel, „Populism and Its Democratic, Non-Democratic and Anti-Democratic Potential,“ Polish 
Sociological Review 199, no. 3 (2017): 287-98, pp. 293. 
34 Bohman, James. Public Deliberation : Pluralism, Complexity, and Democracy. Studies in Contemporary 
German Social Thought. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1996, pp. 18. 
35 Rafal Riedel, „Populism and Its Democratic, Non-Democratic and Anti-Democratic Potential.“ 
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society. They portray the people outside of that group as "the other". Us and them. We 

against our enemies.36   Populists, much like Islamic terrorists, seek to eradicate the 

harmony among different groups and nurture division and struggle. There is only one 

righteous group of people. The state doesn't only consist of borders, constitutional rights, 

and sovereign citizens. The State consists of a rightful nation that is an heir of the country 

it possesses. The identity of the State is defined by the nation.37  Identity is central to this 

idea. The Hungarian prime minister, Viktor Orbán, has used similar ideology during his 

campaigns. According to him, Europe is sick and cannot be healed until it is united as a 

single people. Hungary is endangered due to the adulteration of these multiple cultures. 

Their identity, therefore, has to be secured.38  The "real Hungarians" need to stand up for 

their rights to expunge the parasites.39  Trump, like Orbán, used the subjective American 

identity to segregate his group of the "real American people" from "the other people".40  

Evidently, Muslims were situated in the latter group. Segregation, creates a sphere for 

perceiving others as subhuman. Subhumanization is the attempt to devalue a group’s 

legitimacy within a society. This is aimed at people that have an identity beyond their 

nationality and is considered a threat towards the majority. It has served as a decisive 

tool during populist regime changes.41  

Trump used the underlying xenophobia and people's incompetence to understand 

terrorism. He tapped into a latent nerve full of resentful, angry and aggrieved citizens. 

"Make America Great Again." Trump never specified accurately to what time-period he 

was referring when talking about "again." But, alluding that Muslims were in large 

numbers terrorists, suggests that demographically, he wanted to return to a time where 

Muslims were not a significant part of society. Segregation is nothing new in American 

culture. It wasn't until the Civil Rights Act of 1964 that legal justifications for treating 

                                                      
36 Jan-Werner Müller, What Is Populism? Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016, pp. 3-4. 
37 Same citation, pp. 57. 
38 Tepesblog, “Orban’s historic speech puts Hungary on war footing,” youtube.com, March 18, 2016, 
(accessed August 20, 2018). https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EbINrdyAXlE 
39 Jan-Werner Müller, What Is Populism? pp. 57. 
40 PBS News Hour, “Watch Donald Trump announce his candidacy for the U.S. president,” youtube.com, 
June 15. 2015 (accessed August 20, 2018). https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SpMJx0-HyOM 
41 Yannis Stavrakakis, Jennifer Mccoy, and Murat Somer, "Paradoxes of Polarization: Democracy’s Inherent 
Division and the (Anti-) Populist Challenge." American Behavioral Scientist 62, no. 1 (2018): 43-58. 
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people based on their origin was deemed unconstitutional. Something that some scholars 

even say still exists today.42  Trump did not create the aggrievance people feel towards 

Muslims, but he aggravated the situation by convincing his voters that homogenous 

demographic wasn't only possible, but necessary if the United States were going to 

eradicate the threat of terror. Using polarizing rhetoric and zero-sum battle-cries at his 

rallies, Trump mobilized a congregation of people of whom believed that he could do no 

wrong and was the only hope for the United States escaping the catastrophic fate of a 

terrorist ridden, Muslim ran, Sharia State. Terrorism provided Trump with the powder for 

his gun. In return, he carried out their objective.  

Murat Somer and Jennifer McCoy point out that democratic crisis arises out of 

oversimplification of complex political issues, whereby two unyielding regiments are 

unwilling to question their own firmly rigid stance.43  For vast numbers of Trump's 

supporters, the United States didn't know "what the hell was going on." Therefore "they 

had no choice." It was time for America to stop being politically correct and get rid of this 

problem once and for all.44  Resentment of minorities in the United States preceded 

Donald Trump and will succeed him as well. His presidency will, however, be a stain on 

the progress made towards democracy in the last half a century. The question then 

remains: How far can the American democratic structures bend without breaking? 

2.5 A new era 

Democracy dies in darkness. In a Jewish newspaper in 1933, during Hitler’s rise, people’s 

lack of appreciation for the power granted by disgruntled citizens was amplified: 

“We do not subscribe to the view that Mr. Hitler and his friends, now finally in the 
position of the power they’ve so long desired, will implement the proposals 
circulating in Nazi newspapers. They will not suddenly deprive German Jews of their 
constitutional rights, nor enclose them in ghettos, nor subject them to the jealous 

                                                      
42 Washington, Keith "Malik". "In Order to Abolish Slavery in Amerika We Must Acknowledge That It Still 
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and murderous impulses of the mob. They cannot do this. Because number of crucial 

factors hold powers in check. And they clearly do not want to go down that road.”45  

Trump is not Hitler. However, as we have seen in Europe in recent years, a domain for 

such a figure is always lingering within the social fabric. Institutions keep politicians in 

check. But without people’s consent to their authority, their utility becomes obsolete. 
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3 The Culture Clash 

3.1 Identity 

Identity shapes people's behavior, desires, and their perception of the world. It is 

intrinsically linked to global inequality, how societies develop, and political affairs.46  The 

world has become faster and the ability travel and migrate to new surroundings has 

become more accessible for considerable amount of the global population. This comfort 

has, however, sparked a new era of identity recognition. Different cultures, nationalities, 

religions, classes, and, ethnicities, live together in what is widely known as multicultural 

societies. The velocity of this immense technological expansion, in an ever-shrinking 

world, has provided the human race with some strenuous questions. When cultures 

contradict each other's principles or ethics, it can simultaneously institute a sphere for 

struggle.47 

3.2 Islamic terrorism   

In September 2014, President Barack Obama gave a speech on his policy to eradicate the 

terror-organization ISIS. He proclaimed that the Islamic State was a minuscule fraction of 

Muslims merely perverting one of the world's great religions.48  Conservatives and other 

political opponents of Obama used his inclination against him to clinch political profit. 

They said Obama was merely attempting to divert people's perception from the real 

problem facing the nation: Islam. In response to this rhetoric, Obama pointed out the 

strategic uselessness of painting Islam with this broad brush and asked these 

conservatives what purpose it would serve to create animosity against such a large group 

and impair the relationship between the West and the very nations able to lead the fight 

against the roots of terrorism.49   
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The Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, or ISIS, was the most widely recognized terrorist 

group during Obama's presidency. The founder and leader of this group was a Jordanian 

man called Abu Musab al-Zarqawi. Al-Zarqawi originally established al-Qaeda in Iraq in 

his earlier years. After meeting Osama Bin Laden in 1999, however, al-Zarqawi deemed 

Bin Laden's altruistic approach towards Shia Muslims was unacceptable. He wanted 

complete rectitude of others in practicing Islam according to the standards of the Sunni 

sect.50  Zarqawi was killed in an airstrike in 2006. Shortly later, his comrade, Abu Ayyub 

al-Masri, announced the establishment of the caliphate in Syria, which would later 

become part of the ISIS territory.51  Obama decided to withdraw from Iraq in 2011. That 

decision would become a highly debated topic and a considerable amount of political 

ammunition for Republicans during his stride for a second term.52  In 2014, under the 

leadership of one Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, ISIS gained control over third of Iraq and a large 

part of Syria.53  The group started gaining strength accommodated with the reputation of 

ruthlessness and horror. Televised beheadings were broadcasted in the West which 

significantly influenced the political discourse.54  The beheading of the American James 

Wright Foley sparked an outrage in America, but simultaneously fortified the group's 

stature as a recognized global influence.55  With its newly established reputation in 2015, 

ISIS began to spread propaganda to influence Muslims in the West. Among other things, 

ISIS communicated their message in the online magazine, Dabiq. In their 15th issue of the 

magazine ISIS claimed solemnly that division is exactly what they were propagating. Like 

populists in the West, they claim that to aspire to promote multiculturalism within a 

single society is a hopeless goal.56   

These chains of events rekindled the fear of Islamic terrorism, a feature well known 

in America. In 2001 G. W. Bush issued the PATRIOTS Act in the aftermath of the attacks 
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on 9/11. The bill instructed law enforcement officials to profile and apprehend any 

individual who "looked suspicious." This meant that people who looked like being of 

Arabic descent were now a target of the police.57  For the past several decades, 

immigrants of Muslim descent have been under public scrutiny. That social feature is 

becoming increasingly evident today. Far-right leaders in Europe are vitalizing hateful 

rhetoric towards minorities using the surge of migrants from the Middle-East as 

leverage.58  Nationalism is on the rise and the people promulgating such policies are being 

provided with elected offices. The United States is geographically not in the same 

situation as the southern parts of Europe. However, still suffering from the so-called 9/11-

hangover, the United States is a fertile ground for skepticism and enmity towards 

outsiders.59  

3.3 The Clash of Civilizations 

Skepticism towards Muslims goes back decades in the American political discourse. 

Shortly after acquiring a job at Foreign Affairs, the CNN's political commentator Fareed 

Zakaria reviewed a dissertation composed by his advisor. The author was Samuel P. 

Huntington and his manuscript was called The Clash of Civilization. Huntington's paper 

was published in 1993 by the Foreign Affairs. A few years later his hypothesis was 

expanded into a book.60  Huntington's hypothesis argued that divisions during the cold 

war among First, Second and Third world nations, were not similar to the ones to come. 

The first world nations belonged to the West and were a feature of the freedom that the 

culture of European Christendom had supplied. Second world nations were Eastern 

European and an exemplar of communism and its failures. Third world nations consisted 

of the rest. Substandard nations, shattered by poverty, failed policies, and untamed 
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fertility rate.61  To provide a clear picture of future conflicts, Huntington argued, they 

ought to be analyzed and examined through the lens of cultural aspects. Subjective 

identity, i.e. religious identity, language, and customs would now determine people's 

political affiliations and the conflict between them.62   

For Huntington, the West represented freedom and all the great political ideologies 

that had emerged since the 1500s. These ideological achievements had created the 

special conditions of unity that prevailed in the end of the 20th century. The superiority 

of the West was preserved with its ability to wage war. The relations for the past 400 

years between the West and other civilizations consisted of complete subordination to 

the West. The military revolution of 1500s until 1750s, followed by the enlightenment 

and industrialization in 1750s until the 1900s, had perpetuated the West's superiority.63  

The 20th century was an exemplar that the West had won the ideological war by prevailing 

in the aftermath of the Cold War and, in the process, the West as a whole had fully 

completed its collective identity. However, this experience, this identity, much like the 

self-subscribed moral authority, was on the decline. The perseverance of indigenization 

among culture groups, such as the Islamic ones, was now lacking in the West. Islamic 

community, collectively, provided un-blurred guidelines of what it meant to belong to the 

Muslim community.64  The West as a collective whole, due to multitudinous nations, 

would dissolve and become several culture groups without a steady conception of what 

it meant to be a Westerner.65    

Huntington argued that a domain would emerge where the Islamic culture would 

take advantage of the Western political culture. The Sinic, the word Huntington used over 

the culture of Asian nations, would simultaneously seize the economic sphere.66  

Culturally, Huntington claimed, the West had become naïve. The lack of historical 

understanding had deceived the public into thinking that, as Fukuyama had argued, 
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history had ended. 'The mirage of immortality' had convinced people that human society 

was complete and was invincible. Huntington was convinced that time would prove such 

interpretation of the world to be a fatal error. Same error the Roman Empire had made 

which eventually led to its collapse.67  For the West, the problem would not be Islamic 

fundamentalism but Islam as a whole, and for Islam, the problems were not federal 

authorities of Western nations, but the West as a whole.68  He further claimed that the 

profundity of this problem was that the West would not be besieged by armed militias, 

but with high fertility rate of migrants who didn't speak their language nor shared their 

gods or culture. They would arrive, live off welfare and threaten the West's way of life.69   

Huntington provided a pessimistic view of the future for Western nations. He argued 

that although progress had been made in terms of technological, moral, and societal 

aspects, the dynamics of evolution would not be suspended in the West's favor. Conflicts 

of the past showed that unity was essential.70 However, if leaders in the West were able, 

and willing, to acknowledge the problems of embedding multiculturalism, extended by 

the administrations of George H. W. Bush and Bill Clinton, the tables could be turned. 

Huntington portrays a picture of doubtful skepticism towards multiculturalism in the 

West. New policies ought to be implemented to help people integrate to their new 

culture. Instead of accepting cultures that might contradict certain aspects of the 

preexisting cultural conditions, nations ought to demand of arriving citizens to change 

their habits and inhabit theirs.71  To support his claim he recited Theodore Roosevelt, who 

had said that what would certainly bring a nation to its knees "would be to permit it to 

become a tangle of squabbling nationalities."72  Since 9/11, Huntington's theory has 

gained immense attention, many arguing that Huntington had foreseen this cultural 

clash. Huntington's book, much like Trump's rhetoric, is highly prone to the righteousness 

of Western values, and skepticism to the Islamic culture.73   
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Huntington’s view has been met with criticism. Meer and Modood argue that the 

Islamophobia and the refusal of Europeans to allow Muslims to practice their faith is the 

main premise for the conflict Huntington describes.74  Edward Said has also critiqued 

Huntington. Said was mind-boggled by the attraction Huntington's theory received. He 

argued that the binary labeling such as "the West" and "the Islamic world" only confused 

and diverted people from the reality. He accused Huntington of having completely 

disregarded the plurality of the Islamic culture, and of oversimplifying the complexity of 

conflict among the West and the East. His harsh criticisms portray Huntington as a 

demagogue who, without any authority, calls for the necessity to relish the unipolarity of 

Western culture. Said says that the theory was regressive and that by creating dichotomy 

of cultures in an unstable hierarchy it could only lead to further fault lines, misery, and 

agony.75  

3.4 Trump as the remedy 

Trump saw himself as the remedy to the problems outlined by Huntington. He refused to 

be 'politically correct' on the issue of terror.76  With his 'straightforwardness', Trump 

wielded the ruinous image of Muslim cultural inferiority to gain popularity. Terrorism was 

evidence of the inability of harmonious coexistence of Muslims and Westerners.77  The 

United States could not close their eyes to the real problems of Islam. But, according to 

Trump, the problem had been worsened due to Obama's lack of competence, advertised 

by the unwillingness to utter the words, radical Islamic terrorism. Trump argued, that a 

leader incapable to utter the name of the enemy, was incapable to lead the country.78  In 

his view, the answer to the problem was to ban Muslims from entering the United States. 

Initially, when announcing this assertion, Trump didn't provide a clear message on how 

                                                      
74 Nasar Meer, and Tariq Modood, "Refutations of Racism in the ‘Muslim Question’," Patterns of 
Prejudice 43, no. 3-4 (2009): 335-54. 
75 Edward Said, “The Clash of Ignorance” The Nation, October 4, 2001. 
https://www.thenation.com/article/clash-ignorance/ 
76 Independent, “US Election 2016: Donald Trump refuses to be politically correct – and his supporters 
don’t want him to be,” independent.co.uk, February 7, 2016, (accessed December 11, 2018). 
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/us-elections/donald-trump-refuses-to-be-
politically-correct-a6859821.html 
77 CNN “Donald Trump’s full Terrorism Speech”, youtube.com, August 15, 2016, (accessed June 12, 2018). 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2hptE3ewkD4&t=4s 
78 Same citation. 

https://www.thenation.com/article/clash-ignorance/


24 

 

such a law would be implemented, nor how it would work in practice.79  But fear of terror 

triumphed over reason.  
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4 The Rhetoric 

4.1 Terror in the West 

In November 2015, multiple locations were attacked on a Friday night in Paris. Trump 

reacted to the so-called November Paris attacks saying: 

"It just never ends, we have to be strong and we have to be vigilant and I've been 
saying it for a long time."80   

Trump invested himself in the anticipation of future terror attacks. Evidently, it would 

prove to be the right strategic lever to pull. Half a year later, in June 2016, a 29-year-old 

Muslim man armed with an AR-15 assault rifle walked into a gay night club in Orlando 

and shot 49 people dead. The man had pledged allegiance to the terrorist organization 

ISIS and carried out the attack in their name.81  Trump immediately rose to the occasion:  

"This was going to be a speech on Hillary Clinton and all of the bad things, and we all 
know what is going on. And especially how poor she'd do, as president, in these very, 
very troubled times of radical Islamic terrorism."82   

He started his speech talking about Hillary and how she crumbled under distressing 

circumstances such as this one. After espousing his denigrating remarks, he shifted to 

what he knows best, talking about Islamic terrorism.83  Hillary Clinton struck another tone 

following the attack and did not directly attack Trump. "Today is not a day for politics." 

She started her speech referring to the shooter as a "madman filled with hate and guns 

in his hands."  Hillary immediately, subtly but surely, referred to this problem facing 

America being mostly gun-related.84  Gun regulations have for long been an issue owned 

by Democrats. When a shooting occurs, Republicans try to divert the conversation away 

from the guns by citing their 2. amendment rights.85  Hillary acknowledged that the 
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shooter had pledged allegiance to ISIS, but followed that statement saying that they were 

yet to know what other mix of motives drove him to kill.86  While Hillary refrained from 

talking about politics, Trump did no such thing and refused to be politically correct:  

"It's an attack on every single American to live in peace and security in their own 
country. We need to respond to this attack on America as one united people. With 
force, purpose and, determination. But the current politically correct response 
cripples our ability to talk, and to think, and act clearly."87   

In Trump's view, if the United States wouldn't act accordingly, there would "be nothing 

left." Trump created the deception that the Islamic terrorists had the capability of 

bringing the United States to its knees. Regardless of the statement's validity, the tactic 

was effective:  

"The only reason the shooter was allowed in the country, is that we allowed him and 
his family to come here. That is a fact. And it is a fact we need to talk about."88 

Trump directed the attention towards immigration. He professed that the United States 

was not in a position to vet immigrants properly and if he wouldn't be elected, these 

things would not cease to occur. Again, the United States didn't know "what the hell" was 

going on and the current administration would continue to let terrorists "pour into the 

country." He proceeded by pledging to keep his promise on the Muslim ban.89  The radical 

Muslims were at the shores and if not stopped, they would ruin the quality of the 

American life. Women, gays, Christians, and Jews would have no safe haven within their 

own borders. He smeared Hillary for saying that Islam was a religion of peace and for 

declining to link it to terrorism.90  Trump continued his speech and shifted his tone 

towards guns. He asserted his concern for the survivability of the Constitution. According 

to Trump, Hillary wanted to take away the guns from law-abiding citizens while 

simultaneously opening the doors for the people who wanted to slaughter them.91  
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Furthermore, Hillary was not able to be a friend of the gay community as long as she 

continued to support immigration policies that allowed Islamic extremists. Her mission 

was to allow these people into the country would that would suppress women, gays, and 

anyone who didn't share their views.92   

4.2 The Muslim Ban 

With all his criticism of Hillary, Trump needed to be able to identify the Muslims that 

America ought to ban. To deal with the problem of identifying terrorists, Trump said that 

he would want to change the current policy and undertake the method of profiling. To 

support his argument, he pointed to Israel and claimed that they had executed such a 

policy with great success.93  To treat an 89-year-old Swedish woman in a wheelchair like 

any other person was ludicrous in Trump's view for she couldn't possibly pose a threat. 

When asked how he would be able to assess who posed a threat and who wouldn't, 

Trump asserted that experts would be able to successfully do so. He didn't, however, 

specify who those experts were, or what methods they would use.94  Trump called this 

policy and its implementation 'extreme vetting'. To execute this policy Trump avowed 

that his administration would be "tough and extreme."95  

Hillary's speech in the aftermath of the Orlando attack was not only different in terms 

of terminology from that of Trump’s, but also in terms of its treatment. Trump spoke 

about eradicating the problem but did so without mentioning how he would put his 

words into actions apart from his vague idea of a Muslim ban.96  Hillary, on the other 

hand, spoke in more ethical terms about how she was going to treat the problem. So-

called "lone wolfs" would become a top priority. She vouched to put together a task force 

exclusively focusing on capturing radicalized homegrown citizens. Attacking the networks 
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that espouse terrorist propaganda, fighters, weapons, and money, would be the at the 

center of this fight.97  Hillary conceded that the shooter had been on the radar of the FBI, 

which was a failure on the government’s part. As she recognized the failure of the 

administration, she pointed out that due to his unreliability, the attacker shouldn't have 

been able to acquire the gun he used to carry out the attack.98  Hillary further pointed 

out the damaging tactic of scapegoating Muslims and argued that isolating them would 

not be the way forward. She attacked Trump's Muslim ban by saying that it would only 

serve to impair the well-being of law abiding, and the freedom-loving Muslim-Americans. 

She argued that this kind of approach to the problem played right into the narrative of 

the terrorists. If the nation were to progress in future endeavors, unification would be 

essential and, furthermore, would supersede the political and tribal divide among 

Americans.99  

The peculiarity of the two speeches after the Orlando shooting was that, while Hillary 

spoke about the complexity of this issue, Trump provided rhetoric that was interpreted 

as clarity. He spoke about how Democrats were trying to derail the public from the real 

issue, which was Islamic terrorism. Trump was hailed for being a "straight talker" and 

"telling it like it is."100  Simplicity. Trump provided Americans with the "good vs bad", "us 

vs. them". An enemy. Terrorism and immigration are complex issues with few correct 

answer or directions, but many wrong ones. Trump maintained the hollow, dangerous 

and divisive conception of collective guilt. Muslims, as a whole, were the problem, not 

only the minority among them who carried out the attacks. Hillary allocated an ethical 

response, while Trump claimed the political one. Fox News hailed Trump for his rhetoric. 

Bill O'Reilly, Fox's then top news-host and darling of the Republican party, spoke in similar 

terms as Trump in the aftermath of the Orlando shooting: 
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"It is troubling that the current commander-in-chief will not say the words "Islamic 
terror" to define the threatening enemy."101   

Like Trump, Bill O'Reilly exhausted his air-time focusing on terminology and the simple 

explanation for the problem: Islam and its followers.102   

A month after the Orlando attack, a 31-year-old Tunisian man got into a truck and 

mowed down people celebrating France's Bastille-day in Nice, killing 86 people.103  The 

rhetoric of both Hillary and Trump was remarkably similar to that in the aftermath of the 

Orlando attack. Hillary was, however, not able to use the tactic of diverting the attention 

on to guns. She spoke about the importance of strengthening the United States' ties to 

their NATO allies and affirmed that unity was the solution to overcome this problem.104  

As expected, Trump used the attack to smear his opponent. He repeated similar rhetoric 

as in the aftermath of the Orlando attack by saying again that Hillary was going to allow 

these very people into the United States.105  He had acknowledged the utility of these 

attacks to further his political agenda. Terrorism was paving the way to his presidency 

and he knew it. By promulgating fear of immigration and exaggerating the problem of 

terrorism, he diverted the public's attention away from his flaws and onto the issue of 

terror. Bill O'Reilly abetted Trump's stride towards the presidency. In O'Reilly's show, in 

the aftermath of the Nice attack, Trump said that "we", presumably speaking of the West, 

were now in a world war.106   

4.3 Make America safe again 

Four months prior to the election, on August 15 in South-Carolina, Donald Trump 

revealed his plan to defeat terrorism:  
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"Today we begin the conversation about how we make America safe again."107  

He began his speech by reminding listeners of the 20th century and how the West had 

defeated nazism, fascism, and communism. He then declared that another threat was 

transpiring in "our" world: the escalation of radical Islamic terrorism.108  Trump listed up 

such attacks in the United States in recent years. Fort Hood, (13 killed)109  the Boston 

Marathon, (5 killed and 263 wounded)110  Chattanooga shootings, (5 people killed)111  San 

Bernadino, (14 killed and 22 injured)112  and the Pulse club Orlando attack, (49 killed and 

53 injured)113  which he called the worst attack in their history since 9/11.  He shifted his 

focus on towards Europe:  

"We're seeing the same carnage and bloodshed inflicted upon our closest allies."114  

He referred to the Charlie Hebdo attack where journalists were killed for drawing 

cartoons of the prophet Mohammed.115  Trump followed up by conveying a reminder of 

the November Paris attacks in 2015 where 137 people were killed, the Brussels airport 

bombing in March of 2016, where 32 people were killed, the Nice truck attack in July of 

2016 that killed 87 people, and several more attacks that occurred during the same 

period.  He insisted that the evil of Islamic terrorism could not be allowed to continue.116  

Furthermore, Trump maintained that the flow of migrants coming from the Middle East 
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was metastasized with members of ISIS. This directly threatened the safety of both 

Europe and the United States.117   

Trump's rhetoric sparked concerns within intellectual circles. One month prior to the 

election, Bethany Albertson pointed out that at times of uncertainty and threats, 

politicians might become "all too eager to amplify alarm bells to promote their preferred 

policies."118  A case of this sort took place in America in the 2010 election when Muslim 

Americans wanted to build a Muslim community center near Ground Zero and were met 

with immense hostility. Republicans promulgated this fear by stating that this was an 

attempt by Muslims to triumph over America.119  Trump shared this belief and said during 

his speech on how to defeat terrorism that the oppression of women, gays, children and 

non-believers under the rule of radical Islam in various countries could not be allowed to 

spread in the West. The countries that would share his envision of the future would be 

the allies of the United States under his leadership.120  Trump honored the moral courage 

of Reagan in the aftermath of the Cold War for canonizing "freedom over communism." 

Obama had in his speech in Cairo in 2009 lacked such moral courage when faced with 

similar situation. Trump said that Obama tried to argue that America's record on human 

rights was equivalent to that of Egypt121.  In Clash of Civilizations, Huntington had pointed 

out that strong leaders would dichotomize cultures in terms of their superiority. He 

predicted that politicians would seek to invoke the validity of their own culture compared 

to others.122 While illustrating his plan to eradicate terrorism in August, Trump drew a 

link between terrorism, immigration, culture, religion, and nationality. Obama's "naïve 

words, were followed with even more naïve actions", as Trump put it. Obama had directly 

surrendered their capability to take advantage of the oil refineries and simultaneously 
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conceived fertile ground for the evolvement of ISIS everywhere in the world. The 

Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton had allowed this to happen. Her actions had set the 

terror organization on to the world stage.123  

4.4 Debates 

Three debates were held before the election. The first was broadcasted live on 

September 26 and was the most watched debate in U.S. election history with more than 

84 million viewers.124  The host of the event, Lesley Holt, finalized his questioning on the 

topic of homegrown terrorism. Before Holt finished his question, Trump intervened and 

smeared Obama's and Hillary's foreign policies in the Middle East, saying, among other 

things, that they had created ISIS.125 Hillary argued that the United States needed to 

create an intelligence network with the nations that experience terrorism. Many of these 

nations had a population where the majority were Muslims. She pointed out that Trump 

had persistently insulted those people, both home and abroad. If the United States was 

going to prevail in the fight against terrorism, they’d have to work in alliance with NATO 

and the Muslim community, not against them.126 Trump responded to Hillary’s 

accusations by saying that NATO could be obsolete within few years. Twenty-four 

seconds later he hailed the organization for opening up a “major terror division.” He 

further argued that NATO’s decision to do so was due to his arguments and criticism of 

the organization.127  This statement was determined false.128 With great similarity to their 

previous responses in the aftermath of terror attacks, Hillary conveyed arguments of 

complexity, while Trump provided simplicity.129   
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In the aftermath of the second debate, Trump's popularity rose.130  That debate had 

an even more resentful ambiance surrounding the candidates' attitude towards each 

other than the first one. A Muslim woman from the audience provided a question for 

both candidates regarding the rising phenomenon of Islamophobia and their plan on how 

to mitigate it. Trump vaguely conceded that the problem was "a shame" but immediately 

diverted the question towards terrorism. He spoke about San Bernardino and how those 

affected would never heal and mentioned those terrorist attacks in the West that had 

occurred in the past two years and 9/11. Trump argued that because Hillary wasn't able 

to identify and enunciate the problem, radical Islamic terrorism, she wouldn't be able to 

confront it either. He, however, would have the capability to efficiently defeat 

terrorism.131  Astonishingly, and without any rebuke from the host or the questioner, 

Trump was able to deflect the question about the problem of Islamophobia and, 

simultaneously, propagated fear-mongering towards Muslims. Hillary pointed out how 

acutely divisive Trump's rhetoric was but did not push him on the deflection itself.132  

The third and last debate was held 3 weeks before the election. During the debate, 

Trump was eager to talk about terrorism. He wasn't complimented with a specific 

question regarding terrorism but referred to the Islamic State multiple times saying at 

one point:  

"I'd really love to talk about ISIS."133   

Trump knew the political utility of the issue. He also knew that terror was the sphere 

where he could conquer the stage at Hillary's expense. When asked about how he would 

deal with the Assad regime in Syria, he was quick to finally seize his moment. He asserted 

that Hillary's endeavor to take in Syrian refugees would be a catastrophe due to the fact 
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that in large numbers the refugees would "definitely" be aligned with the Islamic State. 

He further argued that many of them were already in the country and people would only 

have to wait and see that this would prove to be "the great trojan horse of our time".134  

Trump invoked the message to his supporters beyond the Syrian refugees and argued 

that even Muslim-Americans were "in large numbers," also aligned with ISIS.135  Trump 

sought to convince listeners that Hillary was not aiming to mitigate the problem but to 

intensify it. He said that if she were allowed to take leadership over the country she'd 

enact policies similar to those implemented by the German Chancellor, Angela Merkel.136 

4.5 Angela Merkel 

Referring to Angela Merkel might have been a smart strategic move. Merkel had become 

controversial due to her immigration policies during her time as the German Chancellor. 

In the 1960s, war-ridden Germany implemented the Gesterbeiter programme, which 

translates to guest-workers program. The program was constructed around the idea that 

workers would come and help erect a new Germany.137  In a speech in 2010, however, 

Merkel said that the attempts of multiculturalism 'had utterly failed'.138  That stance, 

however, shifted in the subsequent years. Due to the severity of the migrant-crisis 

following the wars in the Middle-East, Merkel developed a more humanitarian stance for 

Germany towards refugees and allowed for an increase, by many factors, of asylum-

seeking migrants from the Middle-East.139  Merkel was seen as a leading force of a new 

era of unity. However, not everyone in Germany was as enthusiastic about her new 

policies. Far-right party membership grew, nationalistic demonstrations started 

becoming more visual, and attacks on immigrants became more frequent.140  Far-right 
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groups in America have always subsisted, although their relevance has varied. These 

groups favor homogenous nationalism and declare the right to own their land.141  Trump 

did not explicitly endorse hateful groups, but they vehemently endorsed him. The former 

KKK member, David Duke, said that he was Trump's "most loyal advocate".142  Jared 

Taylor and Richard Spencer, men who advocate for the supremacy of the white race in 

America and are against the mixing of races or cultures, have also supported Trump.143  

4.6 American xenophobia 

Unsurprisingly, a Pew Poll after the election reported that 74% of American Muslims said 

that Trump was unfriendly towards Muslims, compared to Obama's 4% in 2010. Another 

75% said there was "a lot of discrimination against Muslims in the U.S.144  That, however, 

as mentioned before, wasn't necessarily an indication of a political defeat. The climate 

surrounding the issue of terror had hyperbolized to such a degree that achieving such 

numbers in polls, although negative among some circles, might have served him well in 

the general election. He presented himself as an answer to the problems facing the 

country. Strong borders, jobs, better health-care, lower taxes and the eradication of 

Islamic terrorism. Trump had the answer. He asserted that elites were running the 

country and that they were attempting to keep the public in the dark by using the media 

against them. Trump used Twitter during his campaign to circumvent journalists, claiming 

that the media was ineligible to communicate the truth: 

"I use Social Media not because I like to, but because it is the only way to fight a VERY 
dishonest and unfair "press," now often referred to as Fake News Media. Phony and 
non-existent "sources" are being used more often than ever. Many stories & reports 
a pure fiction!"145   
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Since winning the election, Trump has not ceased to espouse the claim that the media is 

against him and still uses Twitter to dispense his views. Two years after the election he 

're-tweeted' volatile content from an organization called British First. The videos showed 

a Muslim man breaking a statue of the Virgin Mary, an alleged Muslim migrant attacking 

a boy in crunches, and Middle-Eastern men hurling men off rooftops.146  British First does 

not distribute such content for humanitarian reasons. The group attests to be against 

multiculturalism and numerous of their leaders have been charged with hate-crimes.147  

They administer so-called 'Christian-patrols' to, presumably, guard Christians against a 

Muslim invasion. In practice, however, they infiltrate and attack Mosques.148  Trump 

claimed not to have known enough about the group and professed that he was only 

opposing Islamic terror.149   
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5 The Public Opinion 

5.1 The climate 

The political climate among Western societies has taken an uncanny turn. Donald Trump, 

Marine Le Pen, Victor Orbán, Sebastian Kurz, Nigel Farage, Geert Wilders, and Jaroslaw 

Kaczynski. Politicians have in recent years used terrorism as leverage for their own 

political gain.150  News coverage of terror organizations such as ISIS, has overemphasized 

the threat it poses. This misperception is positively correlated among people who watch 

more news than the average person. A 2016 poll showed that 77% of people who watch 

news heavily believed ISIS posed a threat to the survival of the United States.151  Stephen 

Pinker argues that to believe that ISIS has ever constituted a significant threat to the 

existence of the most powerful nation on earth is "nothing short of delusional".152  Pinker 

also argues that television, social media, and other broadcasting capabilities create a 

misguided illusion of how violently people perceive the world. Contrary to people's 

beliefs, modern civilizations are significantly less violent than previous ones.153  

5.2 Us against them 

Terrorism has been a frequent topic in political discussions in the U.S. since the attacks 

on the twin towers in the morning of September 11, 2001.154  Since that event, terrorism 

has become somewhat synonymical to Islam in the political discourse. Bonanno and Jost 

point out the potent utility fear and death can have within the realm of politics. Studies 

have shown that this is especially evident among conservative leaders. By securitizing a 

problem, politicians can viably cultivate conservative attitudes and a rigid "good vs. bad" 

stance among their constituents. It also provides politicians with an authority to disregard 

opposing views.155  Republican politicians used this fear for their own gain before the 
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election of 2008 when they attempted to convince the public that Barack Obama was a 

Muslim. A fraudulent but effective method to persuade voters their way since a large 

portion of the American people are overly apprehensive towards people of Islamic faith, 

especially since 9/11.156   

For a candidate to win in the American presidential elections, winning swing states is 

essential. Ohio, for instance has not voted against a winning candidate since 1964 and 

the margin is usually around 3%.157  The polls before election night showed Hillary Clinton 

would win 216 electoral votes and Donald Trump would win 186. Among 11 States, there 

were 136 votes that could not be affiliated to either candidate due to the margin of error. 

These were the swing States of the 2016 election.158  Trump won 306 of the electoral 

votes and won Hillary Clinton, who acquired 232. Trump managed to win 7 of the swing 

states and 120 out of the 136 votes.159  A historical event in American politics, but also an 

opportunity to reflect on the current political landscape in America. The results suggest 

that, to an extent, Trump convinced the American people that Hillary's refugee policy was 

intrinsically linked to terrorism, and, if not stopped, the United States would suffer more 

attacks such as the one in Orlando and others. He claimed that Hillary wasn't only 

incapable to lead the fight against ISIS, but that she, as the Secretary of State, was the 

main reason for this for their emergence to begin with.160   

When feeling threatened, anxious people pursue to find a strong leader.161  Trump 

had a simple plan to deal with terror threat from the Islamic State. "I would bomb the shit 
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out of 'em I would just bomb those suckers."162  Nuanced and refined speech is not the 

most important component of a populist. Simplicity and appearing lucid, regardless of 

the complexity of the topic, is oftentimes more productive when addressing large 

crowds.163  As with many issues throughout the campaign, Trump failed to show 

significant comprehensive knowledge on terrorism. He did however modulate, 

successfully it seems, fear into the public sphere. Before the subsequent terror, a poll in 

June of 2015 showed that 49% of Americans were somewhat, or very, worried that they 

or someone they loved would be a victim of a terror attack. In the aftermath of terror 

attacks in, Paris, San Bernardino, Orlando, Chattanooga, and Belgium, these percentages 

increased.164  Growth in these numbers did not, however, necessarily mean that it would 

benefit Trump. Republicans have usually "owned" the issue of security. They portray 

themselves as more vigilant to any changes and promote a strong military.165  But Trump 

was not the typical Republican candidate. He had no experience in politics and was in the 

beginning not perceived as a serious candidate. In April 2016, a CNN/ORC poll found that 

Americans favored Hillary Clinton by significant margins on "handling foreign policy" 

(Hillary 61%, Trump 36%), and dealing with the terrorism (Hillary 55%, Trump 45%).166   

Several attacks had been perpetrated in cities of the West up until that point but seem 

not to have influenced trust towards Hillary in dealing with terrorism. With his rhetoric, 

however, Trump managed to turn these numbers around.  
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5.3 Polls 

Studies suggest that Trump successfully tethered the Syrian refugee crisis to terror 

attacks in the West. In September 2016, an American National Election Study (ANES) poll 

showed a positive correlation between how much people were worried about terrorism 

and the willingness of accepting immigrants from Syria. Overall, the poll showed that 32% 

of Americans opposed accepting Syrian refugees. Hillary's supporters were more positive 

towards the idea with only 11% opposing the idea, while 54% of Trump supporters were 

opposed accepting any.167  It is not surprising, given the rhetoric espoused by Trump, both 

regarding his own policies and the overexaggerated policies of Hillary, that most people 

who were disinclined to accept Syrian refugees were going to vote for Trump. He pledged 

to ban Muslims from America.168  Another poll from Gallup has since 2001 asked the 

following question: 

 "How likely is it that there will be further acts of terrorism in the United States over 
the next several weeks - very likely, somewhat likely, not too likely, or not at all 
likely?"169  

In 2015, in only a few months, people's reaction to this question changed significantly. In 

June that year, people worried about an attack were 13%. A few months later the same 

year, in December, that figure had risen to 32%. The terror attacks and/or Trump's 

rhetoric seem to have doubled the numbers! In 2017 the figure fell back to 17% but nearly 

half considered it somewhat likely.170  The same Gallup poll asked how citizens felt about 

the United States security against terrorism. It showed that in 2016 the figure (32%) of 

dissatisfied people was, also, double the figure in 2015 (17%) and triple the figure since 

2014 (12%).171 Now, many factors most likely contributed to these numbers. The terror 

attacks themselves, the news coverage and the rhetoric from Trump and other politicians. 

Regardless of the importance of any single factor, these results were to Trump's benefit. 

                                                      
167 Same citation. 
168 Al Jazeera, “Donald Trump calls for halt on Muslims enterint the US,” Aljazeera.com, March 11, 2016, 
(accessed November 20, 2018). https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2015/12/donald-trump-calls-halt-
muslims-entering-151207220200817.html 
169 Gallup, “Terorrism,” news.gallup.com, (accessed August 20, 2018). 
https://news.gallup.com/poll/4909/terrorism-united-states.aspx 
170 Gallup, “Terorrism,” news.gallup.com, (accessed August 20, 2018). 
https://news.gallup.com/poll/4909/terrorism-united-states.aspx 
171 Same citation. 
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A research poll conducted by the American Psychological Association showed that 

regardless of people's political affiliation, those who were more anxious about future 

terrorism, viewed Trump more favorably.172 Trump had a plan to ban Muslims while 

Hillary had a plan to take responsibility for the refugee crisis in Syria. In his effort to smear 

Hillary however, Trump immensely misrepresented her plan by saying she would admit 

620.000 refugees, when the correct figure was about 155.000.173 Despite the lack of 

credibility, the inflated figure Trump had fabricated was echoed in the media without 

correction.174   

5.4 Issue-voters 

Issue-voters have become a larger faction in American politics. Issue-voters cast their 

ballot based on the candidate's principles rather than on performance or loyalty. Hence, 

the candidate's stance on a particular issue determines how the individual will cast his or 

her vote.175  The Roper Center conducted a research and polled voting behavior 

concerning group categorization. The results showed that 31% saw immigration (13%) 

and terrorism (18%) being the most important issues.176  In comparison, polling in 2012 

did not see it as an issue to poll, or that it was in too small numbers to report.177  Hillary 

won 40% of voters construed to thinking that terrorism was the most important issue 

while 57% voted for Trump. She obtained only 33% of the voters caring most about 

immigration while Trump acquired 64%.178 After the election, regardless of political 

affiliation, people seemed to be in favor of Trump's proposal of a Muslim ban in large 

numbers. An unsurprising 84% of Republicans supported it, while 56% of independents 

                                                      
172 American Psychological Association, “Research Suggests Anxiety Over Terrorism Helped Trump Win,” 
psychologytoday.com, December 30, 2016. https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/mind-in-the-
machine/201612/research-suggests-anxiety-over-terrorism-helped-trump-win 
173 Politifact, “Trump says Clinton would bring in 620.000 refugees in her first term,” politifact.com, 
September 27, 2016 (accessed November 21, 2018). https://www.politifact.com/truth-o-
meter/statements/2016/sep/27/donald-trump/trump-says-clinton-would-bring-620000-refugees-her/ 
174 Fox News, “Hillary’s refugee plan to cost $400B?” youtube.com, June 28, 2016. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l7Bz-CgFEH8 
175 Samuel Kernell, Jacobson, Gary C, and Kousser, Thad, The Logic of American Politics, 8th ed. 
Washington, DC: CQ Press, 2016, pp. 412. 
176 Roper Center, “How groups Voted 2016,” ropercenter.cornell.edu, December 9, 2016.  
https://ropercenter.cornell.edu/polls/us-elections/how-groups-voted/groups-voted-2016/ 
177 Same citation. 
178 Same citation. 
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and 41% of Democrats favored it. Trump's simplistic, untamed, divisiveness conquered 

Hillary's empirically constrained arguments on the issue of ameliorating the threat of 

terror. As mentioned earlier, Hillary was favored by large margins on both foreign policy 

and on handling terrorism in April of 2016. This suggests that from April to November, 

Hillary managed to lose the public's faith on how to deal with terrorism.  
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6 Conclusion 

The United States presidential election of 2016 was a turning point in the country’s 

history. After two terms of the first African-American president, Barack Obama, the 

pendulum swung the other way. Donald Trump recognized an opportunity and he seized 

it. Mexicans were flooding the borders, China was stealing American jobs, and Muslims 

were killing US citizens. Trump presented himself as the remedy and convinced his voters 

that he would mitigate these problems. He asserted that a Muslim ban would tranquilize 

the threat of terror. It was time for the United States to stop being politically correct and 

face the real problem head-on and make America great again. In Trump’s view, the 

Islamic culture was not compatible with American culture. The war-ridden Middle-East 

bred terrorist, he claimed. Hence, they would not be welcomed to the United States. 

Trump is not equivalent to Hitler, but he excavated a path for such a figure to emerge. 

Timothy Snyder argues that people today are not smarter than the Germans before the 

rise of Hitler. Our only advantage is that we can use our history to conduct the future.179 

Although Trump did not publicly welcome their endorsement, he did receive support 

from a variety of individuals who think people of different skin-color cannot, and ought 

not to, live within a single society.180 

The dominos are falling. Terrorism has brought with it a trojan horse. This horse, 

however, is not filled with brown-skinned terrorists, but with avaricious domestic 

politicians, willing to affirm people’s beliefs about other people, their ideas and 

intentions. Democratic institutions do not surrender on their own. Their decay depends 

upon the public authority to bypass the democratic rules they incorporate. Without 

citizens’ vigilance, democracy becomes a mere idea, music notes without instruments. 

Before long, the musicians, the citizens, omit their notes, they forget how to play, and the 

music stops. 

 

 

                                                      
179 Sam Harris, „The Road to Tyranny – A conversation with Timothy Snyder,“ Waking Up Podcast, May 30, 
2017. 
180 Deeyah Khan, White Right – Meeting the Enemy, Fuse Films, United Kingdom: London, 2017, (accessed 
December 20, 2018). 
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