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For many of us, the immediate aftermath of Donald Trump’s decisive electoral victory has 

been a time of deep despair and mourning. There has been plenty of commentary trying to 

make sense of Trump’s win and the factors that led to it. But no analysis changes the fact 

that the outcome represents a serious blow to our most vulnerable communities, a sharp 

setback for causes of economic and social justice, and a profound challenge to whatever 

semblance of democracy America has been able to secure. We have lived through it 
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before, and it feels even worse the second time around. It is right that we take this as a 

moment to grieve. 

But even amidst our feelings of sorrow or hopelessness, we can recognize that political 

conditions are not static. As we step out of our grieving and look ahead, there are reasons 

to believe that a new social movement cycle to confront Trumpism can emerge. And in 

making this happen, we can draw on lessons from what has worked in the past and what 

we know can be effective in confronting autocrats. Our job will be to take advantage of the 

moments of opportunity that arise in coming months to hold the line against Trump’s 

authoritarianism — and also link them to a vision for creating the transformative change 

we need in our world. 

Here’s why we can expect a new wave of movements to arise. 

Trump is a trigger 

We have often written about the importance of “trigger events” in sparking periods of 

mass protest. Social movement organizers can labor for years in relative quiet, carrying 

out the long-term “spadework” — as civil rights icon Ella Baker called it — of 

consciousness raising, leadership development and building organizational structure. But 

there are also moments when issues of social and economic injustice are thrown into the 

spotlight by a dramatic or expected public event: A shocking scandal, a natural disaster, a 

geopolitical conflict or an investigative report revealing gross misconduct stokes 

widespread outrage and sends people into the streets. 

In these moments, activists who had previously faced a drought of public interest now find 

themselves in a torrent. The rules of ordinary politics seem to be suspended. And 

movements that can capitalize have unique opportunities to alter the political landscape, 

redefine the terms of debate around an issue and have impacts that ripple throughout the 

system. 

In 2016, Trump’s election itself served as a trigger event. A wide range of groups, from 

the liberal ACLU to the more radical Democratic Socialists of America, saw membership 

and donations surge as concerned progressives braced for what was expected to come 

from his administration. New groups also emerged, such as Indivisible, which began as a 

viral Google Doc about how to confront elected officials and compel them to resist the 

Trump administration. It then quickly grew into an organization with more than 4,000 

affiliated local groups by 2021. 

At the same time, outrage among women about Trump being able to take office in spite of 

his overt misogyny led them to mobilize in record-breaking numbers. A call to action went 
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out immediately after the election, and on January 21, 2017, the day after Trump’s 

inauguration, upwards of four million people rallied in Women’s March events, spread 

across every state in the nation. Scholars tracking participation identified this as “likely the 

largest single-day demonstration in recorded U.S. history.” 

This time around, the mood is different. The shock of “how could this ever happen” that 

many experienced eight years ago feels distinct from the gut-churning sense of “it is 

happening again” that is sinking in this time around. As the New York Times described it, 

there is a “stunned, quiet and somber feeling,” sometimes accompanied by resignation, 

rather than an immediate impulse to rise up in resistance. That said, established 

progressive groups that have created space for members to gather to make sense of the 

electoral outcome and plan a response have seen a strong response. Most notably, a mass 

call two days after the election organized by a coalition of 200 groups — including the 

Working Families Party, MoveOn, United We Dream and Movement for Black Lives 

Action — drew well in excess of 100,000 people, with thousands signing up for follow-up 

community gatherings. 

There will be more opportunities to come. It is highly likely that future trigger events will 

arise as Trump begins implementing his agenda. Although he won a commanding electoral 

victory, a significant portion of his gains can be attributed to rejection of the status quo 

and a desire on the part of voters to sweep out a broken political establishment. On a 

policy level, Trump is often incoherent. Although he presents himself as a champion of 

those left behind, he cannot deliver for working people. Instead, many of the things that he 

will attempt may prove to be deeply unpopular, from tax cuts for the wealthy and attacks 

on women’s rights, to unconstitutional power grabs and cuts to social services or public 

benefits. 

Should Trump begin to carry out the program of mass deportations that he has promised, 

resulting in separated families and shattered communities, conservatives could quickly 

find that their overreach has sparked backlash and defiance —- not only from defenders of 

human rights but even from business people alarmed at the economic disruption. In late 

2005, when the Republican majority in the House pushed through a piece of anti-

immigrant legislation known as the Sensenbrenner Bill — a measure which, among other 

impacts, would have created penalties for providing humanitarian services to 

undocumented immigrants — it gave rise to a series of massive immigrant rights protests 

in the months that followed. Hundreds of thousands marched in 2006, not only filling the 

downtowns of major cities like Chicago, Dallas and Los Angeles, but also flooding public 
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squares in places such as Fresno, Omaha and Garden City, Kansas. These actions 

galvanized the Latino vote and had lasting impacts in multiple election cycles that 

followed. 

Likewise, in the early days of Trump’s first term, his administration’s “Muslim ban” 

prompted rallies and civil disobedience at airports around the country. While the ban was 

being challenged in court, the actions served as major public flashpoints, 

both bolstering local groups and giving rise to national formations such 

as #NeverAgainAction, while also prompting cities to make vows to protect migrants. 

Public revolt can cut both ways: The rise of the Tea Party in 2009 became a significant 

hindrance to Barack Obama’s ability to pursue a progressive economic agenda. But 

whether such mobilizations come from the left or right, it is important to recognize that 

they can have significant consequences. 

Activism during Trump’s first term was able to create a sense of an administration that 

was embattled and mired in controversy, rather than one carrying out a popular mandate. 

While most presidents can expect to enjoy a bump in popularity following their 

inaugurations, Trump instead faced record-low approval ratings. And while 

conservatives passed a major tax law that favored the rich, they were unable to realize 

other top goals such as the repeal of Obamacare. With the 2018 midterms, movements 

played a significant role in creating one of the most dramatic swings in recent electoral 

history, propelling a wave that both swept Democrats into power in many states and 

deprived Republicans of control of the U.S. Congress, closing their window of maximum 

legislative power. 

Looking forward, Trump will trigger outrage. But outrage alone is not enough. It needs to 

be translated into action. Movements must be ready to capitalize on and extend the 

opportunities that Trump’s policies create. Here, preparation is helpful: By anticipating 

and planning for trigger events, movements can position themselves to take maximum 

advantage. 

Different strategies for change can work together 

When we track the impacts of mass protests, one of the most consistent things that we 

witness is that critics are eager to denounce activist tactics and preemptively declare new 

movements as ineffectual, even when they have scarcely just appeared. When mass 

protests erupted in Trump’s first term, there were a plethora of voices condemning them as 

pointless and even counterproductive. 
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In the New York Times, David Brooks conceded that the Women’s March was an 

“important cultural moment,” but argued that “Marching is a seductive substitute for 

action,” and that it ultimately amounted to little more than “mass therapy” for participants. 

“Change happens when people run for office, amass coalitions of interest groups, engage 

in the messy practice of politics,” Brooks wrote, contending that “these marches can never 

be an effective opposition to Donald Trump.” Such pessimism was sometimes echoed by 

left-wing commentators as well, who devoted more energy to dissecting the political 

limitations of the Women’s March than capitalizing on the opportunities it created to draw 

new people into long-term organizing campaigns. 

In fact, people newly activated by the march became part of many subsequent efforts, and 

the following year the mobilization fed directly into the #MeToo movement, which 

erupted after another trigger event — namely, publicity that shed light on the sexual 

abuses perpetrated by Hollywood mogul Harvey Weinstein. Not only did #MeToo 

have far-reaching implications for policy, in the legal system, and in other arenas of public 

life, it also significantly affected voting patterns, with the the Washington Post reporting 

on a “women-led army” that was “repulsed by Trump and determined to do something 

about it” driving abnormally high turnout in 2018 and 2020. 

But the even bigger problem for the argument of those who dismiss mass protest is the 

assumption that different approaches to creating change are mutually exclusive. To the 

contrary, key to both defeating Trumpism and winning what we actually want in the future 

is cultivating a healthy social movement ecosystem in which multiple approaches to 

change complement and play off one another. There is strong evidence from past 

mobilizations that mass protest in fact feeds such an ecology in many different ways. 

Following peak periods of unrest, which we describe as “moments of the whirlwind,” 

those who have been laboring for years in the trenches often remark on how the surge of 

interest and support significantly expands their horizon of possibility. 

Social movements alone have the potential to produce a response to Trump that both 

invites mass participation and that is connected to a broader vision for change. The 

alternative — relying on legal cases or other insider challenges to the administration’s 

policies, hoping that politicians will save us, or relying on Democrats, by themselves, to 

not cave or conciliate themselves to Trumpism — is a recipe for defeat and 

demobilization. 

The bright spots of the first Trump era came as movements not only rallied large numbers 

of people in defensive battles against the White House, but also carried forward popular 

http://www.afgazad.com/
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/24/opinion/after-the-womens-march.html
https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2022/01/womens-march-five-year-anniversary.html
https://wagingnonviolence.org/2023/11/metoo-didnt-make-difference-think-again/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/interactive/2022/supreme-court-abortion-ruling-midterm-elections/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/interactive/2022/supreme-court-abortion-ruling-midterm-elections/
https://wagingnonviolence.org/2014/11/berlin-wall-today-lessons-harnessing-moment-whirlwind/


www.afgazad.com                                                                           afgazad@gmail.com    6 

energy by organizing around a positive vision for change. Here, the model offered by 

Bernie Sanders was very important. Sanders achieved far greater success in his 2016 

primary challenge to Hillary Clinton than anyone in the Washington establishment could 

have imagined by running on a resolute platform of Medicare for All, free higher 

education, and confronting the power of corporations and the rich. Whether or not “Bernie 

would’ve won” in 2016 had he been in the general election, as many of his supporters 

believe, the senator was nevertheless vital in pointing to a model of how Trumpism could 

be combated with a progressive populist vision, rather than a retreat to the center and the 

adoption of “Republican-lite” versions of policy. 

Groups motivated to build active support for such a vision — which included progressive 

unions, community organizations investing in electoral work in a more concerted way than 

ever before, and new or re-energized formations such as the Democratic Socialists of 

America, Justice Democrats, Our Revolution, the Working Families Party and the Poor 

People’s Campaign — entered into contests that gave rise to the Squad at the federal level, 

as well as an unprecedented number of movement champions taking office locally. 

The Sunrise Movement, another group that contributed to this push, exploded onto the 

scene in 2018, playing a key role in putting the Green New Deal at the center of policy 

debate and, along with Fridays for Future, revitalizing climate activism. Trigger events 

around police violence ignited a new round of Black Lives Matter protests and a national 

reckoning on race that has helped secure important gains around criminal justice reform — 

strides toward which have continued in spite of backlash. 

This time around, we must be more clear than ever that our goal is to win over a majority 

of Americans. Movements should not be afraid to engage in polarizing protest, but they 

should be mindful of the challenge of producing positive polarization that reaches out to 

include more people in the fight for justice, while minimizing negative polarization that 

pushes away potential supporters. Crucial to this is always seeking to expand the coalition 

of allies, engage in political education to bring in newcomers, and not accept the myth of 

the righteous few, or the idea that the path to victory is through demanding ever-greater 

levels of moral purity among those we associate with, even if that means ever-greater 

insularity. 

The day after the election, Sunrise tweeted: “Trump loves corporations even more than 

Democrats do, but he ran an anti-establishment campaign that gave an answer to people’s 

desire for change.” As social movements respond to outrage over Trump’s policies and tie 

their actions to a real agenda for transformative change, they puncture the pretense that he 

http://www.afgazad.com/
https://wagingnonviolence.org/2016/11/win-populist-times/
https://wagingnonviolence.org/2016/11/win-populist-times/
https://peoplesaction.org/wp-content/uploads/George-Announcement-Letter-final-03.pdf
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/09/bipartisan-criminal-justice-reform/679668
https://wagingnonviolence.org/2024/07/why-protests-work-even-when-not-everybody-likes-them/
https://wagingnonviolence.org/2024/08/how-to-make-sure-disruptive-protest-helps-cause/
https://jonathansmucker.org/2011/11/01/radicals-amp-the-99-righteous-few-or-moral-majority/
https://jonathansmucker.org/2011/11/01/radicals-amp-the-99-righteous-few-or-moral-majority/
https://x.com/sunrisemvmt/status/1854238431020552550


www.afgazad.com                                                                           afgazad@gmail.com    7 

offers any sort of real alternative to a democracy ruled by elites and an economy designed 

to serve the wealthy. “We can stop him, and we must,” Sunrise added. “But it’s going to 

take many thousands of people taking to the streets and preparing to strike. And it’s going 

to take mass movements putting out a better vision for our country than Trumpism and 

proving that we can make it happen.” 

If ever there was a time to allow ourselves a space for mourning as we contemplate the 

fate of our country, it is now. But ultimately, only we can save ourselves from despair. 

David Brooks intended to be dismissive in characterizing collective protest as “mass 

therapy,” but in one respect he is onto something: There is no better antidote to 

hopelessness than action in community. 

Our past experience tells us that coming months and years will offer moments that trigger 

public revulsion. Social movements provide a unique mechanism for responding, creating 

common identity and purpose between strangers and allowing genuine, collective 

participation in building a better democracy. If we are to make it together through Trump’s 

second presidency and emerge in its aftermath to create the world we need, this may be 

our greatest hope. Indeed, it may be our only one. 

This piece first appeared on Waging Nonviolence. 
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