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What is the Resistance?
It’s important to start with a clear definition of terms, particularly when a term is relatively new and
has been used in many ways. Here is my working definition of the Resistance:
The Resistance is people working individually and through
organizations to challenge the Trump Agenda. The Resistance
includes people working as individual citizens, through their
professions as lawyers, artists, scientists or professional athletes. It
also includes organizations that run the gamut in terms of their levels
of professionalization: the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU),
Greenpeace, professional associations like the American Sociological
Association, and Indivisible are all playing parts in the Resistance. In
addition, the Resistance includes actors within the government itself
that are working at multiple scales, including the town, city, state, and
federal levels. The oft-discussed violent fringe that has stirred in
response to White supremacist activities around the US—the Antifa—
is also part of the Resistance to the degree that it is focusing
specifically on targeting the Trump agenda.
Although there is evidence that the Resistance represents a merging of movements—
including Black Lives Matter, Occupy Wall Street, the Women’s and Climate Movements—the
bonds between these movements and the organizations that coordinate them are fragile. 1 To
understand the emergence of the American Resistance, we need to look more broadly at the political
context from which it emerged.
Since Donald Trump won the presidential election without winning the popular vote, there
has been substantial and continuous protest against the Administration's plans for the United States.
Street demonstrations are some of the most visible forms of opposition to the new Administration
and its policies. Hundreds of thousands marched in pussy hats on the day after the inauguration;
thousands stood in airports to show support for an America that is open to immigrants; tens of
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thousands of people marched (some sporting brain hats) to support science; and hundreds of
thousands circled the White House to show concern for climate change and the ways the new
Administration is quickly undoing all the previous administration’s progress toward regulating
greenhouse gases. 2 In summer 2017, protest erupted around the US in response to White
Supremacists’ rallying and the President’s response to the violence in Charlottesville, VA. As
Americans repeatedly experience moral outrage in reaction to the statements and actions of
President Trump, protest continues in America and the American Resistance grows.
At the same time, the Resistance has extended into Congressional districts. Constituents
have flooded the town hall meetings of their Congressional members to voice their concerns.
Pressure from members of the Resistance has been credited as one of the reasons why the
Republican-led Congress has failed to repeal the Affordable Care Act, 3 as well as why the Democrats
won in local elections around the US in November 2017. 4 People working within the US
government itself have also resisted through rogue social media accounts and data preservation. 5
Even numerous members of Presidential advisory panels have resigned, with the entirety of the
Presidential Committee on the Arts and Humanities quitting with an explicit message of resistance. 6
In late August, a US State Department science envoy stepped down from his appointment. The first
letters of the paragraphs in his public resignation letter were an acrostic spelling the word
“impeach.” 7 In other words, the election of Donald Trump has revitalized democracy in America.
People are no longer bowling alone, 8 they are marching, yelling, and working together.
Although there have been numerous claims about how the election of Donald Trump will
galvanize the progressive movement—spanning issues of race, class, gender, and sexual
orientation—little has been written about how the progressive movement has come together to
form the Resistance. 9 This book documents the American Resistance, focusing on the issues that
are mobilizing participants and the tactics they are employing. It concentrates on three specific
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components of the American Resistance: Resistance in the Streets, Resistance in the Districts, and
Resistance from Within. It concludes with a discussion of what the Resistance means for democracy
and politics in the United States. The Resistance is America's response to an out-of-touch
Democratic Party, a President who shows no interest in compromise, and the reach of conservative
donors' usage of Dark Money. In this chapter, I discuss these three factors and how they have led
to the American Resistance we see today, and I provide an overview of the book.

The 3Ms of Politics in America and the 2016 Election
Almost a year after the 2016 election, a majority of post-mortem discussions have focused on
problems with the Electoral College, Russian interference with the election, and, of course, FBI
head James Comey’s focus on Secretary Hillary Clinton’s emails. 10 At the same time, there has been
varying discussion about what I have called “the three M’s” of politics in America and how they
contributed to the outcome of the 2016 election. They are: 1) the Man, 2) the Message, and 3) the
Members. 11
People who live and work inside-the-Beltway, like the politicos who run campaigns, think
tanks, and advocacy groups in Washington, DC, focus much of their attention on the differences
between the men (in this case, the man and woman) who were the candidates for the office. As
one might expect given the outcome of the election, there has been a lot of talk about the ways that
Hillary Clinton was not a great candidate. 12 It is worth noting that plenty has also been written
about how Donald Trump was a less than ideal candidate, with a lot of discussion of his
temperament. 13 I have previously discussed the dangers of relying on a charismatic candidate to win
elections; it can be problematic for a number of reasons. “Only people with charisma can use it to
their advantage, and it is unclear whether elected officials who win by means of charisma have
strong political coattails.” 14
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Even though President Barack Obama was a very charismatic leader with a strong message
of change who had mobilized a grassroots movement to get himself elected in 2008, his coattails
proved to be quite short. During his eight years as President, the Democratic Party lost control of
both houses of the US Congress, which is not uncommon. At the same time, the Party lost control
of statehouses around the country, which is much less common. 15 As of March 2017, Republicans
controlled both chambers of the state legislature in 32 states, whereas Democrats controlled both
chambers of the legislature in only 14 states (three states split control and Nebraska is unicameral
and nonpartisan). 16 As Dickinson summarizes, the eight-years of the Obama Presidency “papered
over the fact that the party was being hollowed out from below. Over Obama's two terms,
Democrats ceded 13 governorships to the GOP…Across federal and state government, Democrats
have lost close to 1,000 seats. There are only six states where Democrats control both the legislature
and the governor's mansion.” 17 Based on these recent trends, some critics have pronounced the
Democratic Party to be “in shambles in statehouses across the country.” 18
At the same time, the difference between the two candidates’ messages (and the
implications of these differences) in the 2016 election was notable. Although Donald Trump’s
success involved a mix of factors, numerous accounts have discussed the ways that the candidate
succeeded, in part, by promoting a message that Cox and colleagues have termed “fear of cultural
displacement,” which resonated with the white working class. 19 In contrast, the Clinton campaign
has been criticized for simplistic messaging focused on the point that a vote for candidate Clinton
was a vote against Donald Trump. 20
While there are clear differences between candidates Trump and Clinton and their messages
in 2016 and even though the message is important, it is the members that matter, for they are the
voters: the political base of democracy in America. It is this aspect of politics that is commonly
referred to as the grassroots. This notion was borne of the idea that politics must be grounded in
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everyday citizens who are rooted in their localities. In other words, in contrast to the man or
woman who runs for office and the message that his or her political campaign promotes, the
members are not controllable by the campaign. As much as political consultants focus on the
framing of the message and capitalizing on an exceptionally charismatic candidate, it is still the
opinions of the citizen base that decide elections. 21
Barack Obama’s 2008 campaign was renowned for its mobilization of grassroots supporters
around the country. The campaign “trained some 3000 full time organizers, most of them in their
20’s; it organized thousands of local leadership teams…; and it engaged some 1.5 million people in
coordinated volunteer activity.” 22 It employed an organizing strategy that cultivated the use of
information communication technologies in innovative ways. 23 As Melber puts it, the Obama
campaign was “the most wired supporter network in American history.” 24 In fact, the 2008
campaign to elect Barack Obama President of the United States has been described by many, as a
movement and proof that the “bottom could prevail over the top.” 25
Even though many people, including me, interpreted the outcome of the 2008 election and
the way the campaign connected with its members as a turning point for the Democratic Party, 26 no
one predicted that the Party would turn away from this model in future campaigns, relying on easier
and less time-intensive options. In the introduction to their book on the Tea Party, in fact, Skocpol
and Williamson discuss their attempt to compare Organizing for America 27 to the Tea Party
movement after the 2008 election. After the election, “[Organizing for America] was essentially
dormant at the grass roots, with phone banking and email alerts proceeding in ways typical of
routine party politics.” 28 More recently, Sifry has noted how Obama’s grassroots army was
consolidated inside the Democratic Party. 29 The implications of the decision to embed Organizing
for America, which had access to the Obama campaign’s 2.2 million members and 13 million email
addresses, in the Democratic Party’s infrastructure and entrust it to mainstream democratic party
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operatives have been extensive. Sifry calls it the “seminal mistake” of the Obama presidency “one
that set the tone for the next eight years of dashed hopes, and helped pave the way for Donald
Trump to harness the pent-up demand for change Obama had unleashed.” 30
The immersion of the Obama grassroots efforts inside the Democratic Party also
contributed directly to the clash between the Clinton and Sanders’ campaigns that was one of the
hallmarks of the 2016 election. In the aftermath of the 2016 election, schisms within the party
continued to be visible as the DNC struggled to name its new chair. 31 In many ways, the distinction
between the candidates to head the Party were similar to the distinctions between Bernie Sanders
and Hillary Clinton during the Presidential elections. One of the main points of contention was the
ways that the Party capitalized on the charisma of Barack Obama instead of working to engage its
members who had been empowered and engaged during the 2008 campaign. One of the candidates
for Party chair—Keith Ellison—noted the overreliance of the Democratic Party on President
Obama (the man) and his message: “The tremendous popularity of Barack Obama, his amazing
rhetorical skills, his just unparalleled ability to explain things and to inspire people really is the fuel
that we lived on. Because of that, we lost a lot.” 32
Ellison’s candidacy was supported by the more progressive leaders of the Party, including
Bernie Sanders, Elizabeth Warren, Chuck Schumer and John Lewis. Nevertheless, he lost his bid to
lead the Democratic Party to former Secretary of Labor Tom Perez, who some saw as representing
the Party establishment. Overall, the whole process was interpreted as a swipe at the more
progressive side of the Party. 33 The outcome of the race to lead the Democratic Party and the
friction that has ensued provides clear evidence that the battle within the Party, which includes
decisions about how to engage its members, is far from over. 34
The Resistance was born, in part, to fill the gap left by this fragmented and ineffective
Democratic Party. While the Party continues to fight over its future, the Resistance has grown
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outside of it. 35 At the same time, the Democratic Party has tried to capitalize on the spirit and
momentum of the Resistance to energize itself. In summer 2017, the Democratic Party coordinated
Resistance Summer to “harness resistance to President Trump in a national effort aimed at building out
state and local party ranks.” 36 Given the Democratic Party’s longstanding member problem, it
makes sense that they would try to build on the Resistance’s momentum. How this process plays
out in practice, however, is still unclear. As an article in Newsweek reflected, “Party leaders may want
to stick to the organizing nuts and bolts—and leave the splashy activism to Resistance groups.” 37

How an Unyielding President Trump Fans the Flames of the Resistance
While the Resistance builds on some strong progressive social movements, it has also benefited
from the moral outrage of Americans who were not previously politically engaged or connected.
Since the inauguration of Donald Trump, many have noted how the new President has been a
veritable shot in the arm for American democracy. 38 This shift in engagement is quite remarkable
particularly given the lull of the eight years of the Obama presidency, which asked very little of Leftleaning Americans beyond voting. 39 Since the election, however, progressives of all stripes have had
much to yell about. And they have come out in droves: marching, chanting, and calling their elected
officials regarding efforts made by the Trump Administration around a range of progressive issues,
including education, the environment, immigration, and healthcare. These high levels of civic
engagement are in stark contrast to the disconnect observed in the recent past, 40 but harken back to
the good-ole-days noted in earlier observations of the vibrant civic life of Americans. 41
Among scholars of civic participation and social movements, there is a general level of
consensus that social networks—connections to the people you know and organizations with whom
you are affiliated—play an important role in mobilizing individuals to participate in all forms of civic
activities, from voting to protesting, to participating in organizations. 42 In other words, social
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networks between friends and family play a huge role in mobilizing people to participate civically,
through social movements or political campaigns; it is the social glue that connects many of us. 43
Although there is agreement that social ties provide much of the impetus to get us to participate,
research has found these social ties to be slipping and, as Putnam so famously said, people now
bowl alone, not in groups. 44
To understand the growth of the Resistance, it is important to look also at the ways that
disconnected individuals have been found to mobilize. In other words, what gets disconnected nonjoiners off their sofas and onto the streets and into town hall meetings? Individuals who are not
already connected through social ties to social movements have been found to mobilize when they
experience what has come to be known as moral shocks: “when an event or situation raises such a
sense of outrage in people that they become inclined toward political action, even in the absence of a
network of contacts.” 45 President’s Trump utilization of the Congressional Review Act to undo the
Obama legacy, 46 his administration of executive orders that include efforts to implement a travel
ban, a ban of Transgender people from serving in the US military, and withdrawal of the US from
the Paris Agreement on climate change, along with his personal attacks via social media have
continually outraged a large proportion of the American public. As a result of these repeated moral
shocks, the Resistance has been able to grow through people who were already engaged in
progressive politics, as well as those who are new to it.

How Dark Money Has Led to the Resistance
At the same time that the Democratic Party struggles and the President stokes outrage, there is a
growing pull of Dark Money in American politics that has contributed to the current political
situation in numerous ways. Thanks to the Citizens United decision in 2010, 47 companies and
individuals can advocate for or against candidates and issues through donations to tax-exempt social
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welfare groups [501(c)4s] and, in some cases, super PACs. 48 Donations to these groups fall outside
the spotlight of strict disclosure requirements regarding who gives them money and how they spend
it, hence the name Dark Money. 49 Although Dark Money donations span the political spectrum—
including trade associations, social welfare groups, and unions—the term appears to have narrowed
to focus on those funds from individual philanthropists and corporations supporting conservative
causes and candidates. In fact, The New York Times’ editorial board made a direct connection
between these funds and the Republican Party’s success in the 2014 Mid-term elections with the title
of their November 2014 Op-Ed: “Dark Money Helped [the Republicans] Win the Senate.” 50
Since the publication of the book Dark Money in January 2016, 51 discussion has narrowed
even further to focus on coordinated efforts lead by the Koch Brothers in specific federal, state, and
local elections and campaigns. One of the most well-known organizations that benefits from these
funds—Americans for Prosperity—has been credited with supporting conservative political
candidates and blocking numerous progressive initiatives around health care, Medicaid, and climate
change. One strategy they employ is to support primary race opponents against incumbents who
hold moderate positions on issues related to healthcare and the environment. 52 As the author of the
book noted in an interview on NPR, Dark Money is “not just campaign money. It's a full-service
operation.” 53 Americans for Prosperity, along with a number of other groups actively connected to
the Tea Party benefited directly from resources made available through Dark Money. 54 As
Williamson and colleagues note, Dark Money has “been crucial to the funding of the Tea Party
phenomenon at the national level.” 55
Although most of the critiques of Dark Money have been directed toward the political Right,
Dark Money is increasingly common on the Left. One of the most well-known Dark Money
contributors on the political Left is Tom Steyer, who has spent millions through Next Gen Climate
Action. 56 In the summer before the 2016 election, this organization hired staffers from the Bernie
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Sanders Presidential campaign to work on its 2016 efforts. 57 And Steyer is not alone. Many liberal
donors, including George Soros and Michael Bloomberg, contributed Dark Money to Super PACs
and social welfare groups in attempts to sway the outcome of the 2016 election, although it did not
work. In fall 2017, Steyer spent over $10 million to advertise a campaign to impeach President
Trump. 58 These efforts on the political Left and Right give a small number of wealthy individuals
even more power in the political system; thereby consigning much of the power in our democracy to
darkness and shadow.

Looking at the American Resistance
It is within this context—of an out-of-touch Democratic Party, a President who shows no interest in
compromise, and the reach of conservative donors' usage of Dark Money—that the Resistance
emerged. In the wake of the 2017 election, which was described as a “tsunami” for Democrats, 59
the Resistance must figure out how to keep individuals—many of whom are completely new to
activism—engaged. To restate the well known and potentially trite adage: this movement is a
marathon and not a sprint. For the Resistance to achieve its policy goals, individuals who have
participated in protests in the streets must also participate in more sustained activism that employs a
diversity of tactics. As we have learned from the Civil Rights Movement, 60 marching in the street on
one Saturday (or even one Saturday a month) is not enough to create social change. Diversifying
tactics is particularly important given the level of protest that we have seen since the inauguration. 61
As a long-term organizer who has planned large-scale protests in the US since well before the 2016
election said to me in September 2017: “People are sick of marching on Washington.” 62
At the same time, there are numerous challenges facing the organizations that are working to
coordinate the efforts of the individuals participating in the Resistance. As we can see by the lists of
co-sponsors at some of the biggest marches to date, these events were supported by coalitions of
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organizations that run the gamut in terms of their levels of professionalization 63 and the issues that
are their main area of focus. The Women’s March, for example, included “partners” like the
Pussyhat Project, which shared knitting patterns for the infamous pink pussyhats; advocacy groups
including the National Organization for Women, Sierra Club, and National Bar Association; as well
as unions including the AFL-CIO and SEIU. 64 It is my contention that these groups, which include
some unlikely bedfellows with long histories of competition, 65 will need to figure out ways to
continue to work together if the Resistance is to be successful. In the Chapters that follow I
document the Resistance, focusing on the individuals and organizations that make up this unique
movement.
Protests and street demonstrations have been a well-known tactic of progressive political
groups in America since the Civil Rights Movement. Although research on social movements has
looked at movement-to-movement transmission, research has yet to explore the potentially
overlapping motivations of participants who join social protests that are concentrated on one
specific issue. Chapter 2 presents the overlapping motivations of the Resistance in the streets by
presenting data collected from surveys of participants at some of the largest protests that have taken
place since the inauguration of Donald Trump. It focuses on who is in the streets, what mobilized
them, how they are connected, what unifies them, and what threatens to break them apart.
Right after Donald Trump won the 2016 election without winning the popular vote, two
former Congressional staffers got together to write a handbook to empower citizens in their
communication with their elected officials. 66 The Indivisible Guide, which initially was shared as a
GoogleDoc via social media, outlined what its creators called a "Tea Party-Inspired Strategy" for
targeting Congresspeople in their districts. Since its release in December 2016, the guide has been
rebranded as a movement and its website helps coordinate local groups in every Congressional
district in the US. Chapter 3 documents this Resistance in the districts, focusing on the tactics

Fisher, American Resistance, Chapter 1, page 11

outlined in the Indivisible Guide and similar guides that have gained traction in its wake. Since the
inauguration, town hall meetings with elected officials have been flooded by constituents around the
United States. Constituents have turned out en masse to discuss immigration policy and healthcare
reform, among many other issues. In a number of cases, these meetings have overflowed onto the
streets and elected officials have even refused to attend.
At the same time that the Resistance has been mobilizing people to march in the streets and
yell at their elected officials in town hall meetings, the Resistance has also spread within the US
government itself. Chapter 4 looks at the Resistance from within the government and the many
forms it has taken. Amid fears that the Trump Administration would wipe climate-related
information from its Websites, scientists working both within and outside the government began
guerrilla archiving the environmental data that had been stored on government servers. 67 Right after
the inauguration, in response to threats that the Trump Administration would limit information
diffusion by its agencies via social media, rogue social media accounts have sprung up, ostensibly
representing government employees that disagree with the Trump Administration’s agenda. At this
point, well over 100 accounts have been created on Twitter to present alternative views from inside
the US government. In addition, sub-national entities—including cities and states—have challenged
various Trump Administration policies, such as the travel ban and the decision to remove the US
from the Paris climate agreement. This chapter documents these various forms of Resistance from
within the US government.
The book ends with Chapter 5, which discusses the overall effectiveness of the Resistance,
synthesizing my discussion of the Resistance in the Streets, Resistance in the Districts, and
Resistance from Within. It explores where the Resistance is going and the challenges it will face
along the way. In particular, the chapter will consider the tensions among factions of the
progressive coalition that I have already outlined in this chapter. The chapter ends by outlining what
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to expect in the 2018 election and what the outcome of the election will mean for the Resistance and
this resurgence of democratic participation in America.
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