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 spectre ofunchecked government and citizen-sponsored armed violence in Waco, 
Texas. There a drama unfolded that would result in the largest terrorist bombing 
on American soil in the 20th century: in April 1993, the FBI attacked the Branch 
Davidian cult's compound with gas grenades and armored personnel carriers, and 
the ensuing fires wiped out all the residents. In 1995 white supremacists Timothy 
McVeigh and Terry Nichols retaliated by blowing up the Federal Building in 
Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, killing 168 people. 

So bullying as a style of political discourse had been brewing for some time. 
Begun most famously in the U.K. in the 1970s by then Prime Minister Margaret 
1hatcher-the Iron Lady-against old guard Tories and the Labour Party, and 
continued by Silvio Berlusconi in Italy, it has its most recent devotee in the new 
mercurial President of France, Nicolas Sarkozy. Bullying had its homegrown U.S. 
versions in the figure of Ronald Reagan, as when, in an unprecedented act, he 
summarily fired the entire workforce of eleven thousand striking U.S. air-traffic 
controllers in 1981; more recently, Rudolph Giuliani brought the bare-knuckled 
tactics he was known for as U.S. Attorney for New York, to the mayor's office 
during the 1990s (1993-2001). Through spectacular arrests of criminals and 
innocent civilians alike, and the brutal removal of the homeless from the streets 
of New York, Giuliani installed a climate of fear and intimidation. Perfecting the 
art of punitive threats and retaliation, he cowed dissident city administrators into 
silence by smearing reputations of his critics and sending the police to rough up 
citizens. He even went so far as to declare all citizens to be so many "law-breakers 
in waiting," thereby edging a climate of fear towards one of terror: no one, high 
or low, was safe from the long arm of the mayor's office or the NYPD (Herbert 
1999,2000; Tomasky 1999). 

However, even New Yorkers, whose developed instinct for pushing back they like 
to see reflected in their politicians, grew weary of Giuliani's thuggish behavior 
during his second term, especially when it extended to his wife during nasty 
divorce proceedings. Nationally, a tolerance for political thuggery seemed to be on 
the wane in the aftermath ofdocumented Republican physical intimidation ofpoll 
workers in Florida during the recount ofballots of the 2000 Presidential elections. 
The success of the Republicans' tactics provoked, in January 2001, the turnout of 
thousands of protestors who greeted George W. Bush's inauguration motorcade 
with rotten eggs and signs reading "Hail to the Thief]" (largely unreported by 
media outlets). The thralldom of political bullying in which public opinion was 
held seemed to be poised to lift. Then came the terrorist attacks in September 
2001. 

The Return of Manly Men 

That day countless reports of (white) male heroism and sacrifice spawned, 
in the words of a New York Times headline, "the return of manly men" in the 

popular imagination, those "newJohn Waynes"---6 feet, 200 lbs-whose physical 
prowess elbowed aside the masculinity embodied by Leonardo DiCaprio-types, 
"the vaguely feminized natural child-man of the 1990s" (P. Brown 2001: 4). In 
one stroke, despite the fact that the unpopular mayor's negligence to replace 
flawed police and firemen's radios cost hundreds of lives, Giuliani's stirring news 
conference after the attacks transformed him into "America's mayor" in the eyes 
of grateful New Yorkers and the national press. 

Superimposed upon the widely broadcast video clip of George Bush's paralyzed 
reaction to the news of the attacks were new images of the President ordering 
Special Operations forces to Afghanistan to bring Bin Laden back dead-or-alive, 
which sent his fragile approval ratings to dizzying heights. This heralded what 
was to come: a presidential masculinity not in the traditional sense of effective 
competence and protection, but rather as a hyperbolic contrived image. We have 
been served up many photo-ops ofa fearless President confronting fundamentalist 
Islam's alleged primitive masculinity, its will to death and its tyranny through 
terror. An image it was indeed: we later learned from the retired President of 
Mexico Vicente Fox that the cowboy crusader against the infidels is afraid of 
horses (Fox Qyesada 2007: 139). Not to be left out, U.S. politicians and media 
commentators welcomed the prospect ofnational renewal through war and called -< 

for strong interrogation tactics of those taken prisoner in the "War on Terror" that ." 
o 

the White House had just launched (Robin 2004: 155-58). TV studios rushed to 
~ 
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anti-terrorist unit that in each episode employs torture and extrajudiCial killings 
as regular tools of the trade. The series has been both a critical and popular success 
(Purdum 2003) and, according to investigative journalistJane Mayer, the Pentagon 
in turn drew inspiration from the TV series for pursuing its techniques of torture 
which always seemed to work on the small screen (Mayer 2008: 196). It was as if 
viewers and the media arrogated for themselves the right over life and death of 
the old punitive sovereignty (as Michel Foucault would say) which, according to 
Hobbes, had been mythically left to the absolute sovereign in exchange for civil 
peace and protection; in the U.S. this reassertion of the old right arguably began 
in the 1970s with the reinstatement of the death penalty (now commonly viewed 
as barbaric by the international community) in which the State served as the 
instrument of personal vengeance for grieving families and affiicted communities 
(Agamben 1998: 106; Butler 2004: 50-100; Thurschwell2008).12 

In destroying the World Trade Center, AI Qaida's Saudi sympathizers exceeded 
neoconservatives' long wished-for dream of a national crisis to unite the U.S. 
behind the common purpose of restoring U.S. military and economic hegemony 
abroad and completing the neoliberal revolution at home (Klein 2007; Project 
2000). September 11 delivered into the hands of the Republican Party a 
traumatized nation, and our new masters put Americans through the political 
equivalent of a collective military boot camp; torn from the familiar surroundings 
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ofsafety and home, we found ourselves stripped of our old identity. Allegiance to 
the old public virtues-respect of the Bill ofRights, the Geneva Conventions and 
the rule ofdomestic and international law-was mocked and dismissed as quaint 
and soft by our new drill sergeants. From then on a state ofemergency replaced 
the rule oflaw and set itself up as the norm (Agamben 1998,2005; Butler 2004; 
Dayan 2008).13 We were pressured to submit by leaders who claimed to protect 
us through politically expedient Code Orange terrorist attack warnings, and 
harassed and threatened us if we so much as voiced doubts concerning their new 
policies (JeW and Johnson 2004). It would appear that the hope was to induce in 
the U.S. population "an infantile dread, an uncanny awe--and great expectations," 
an attitude of surrender followed by transfiguration (Shatan 1977: 600). Evcn 
military chiefs-of-staff and long-standing allies weren't spared: in the rush to 
invade Iraq, Donald Rumsfeld and his civilian deputies humiliated and removed 
reluctant generals who questioned the wisdom ofgoing to war unprepared14 while 
Colin Powell bullied hesitant allies. 15 As Richard Goldstein, reprising the slang 
of gansta rap, put it in his essay titled, "Neo-Macho Man," Bush, Rumsfeld and 
Powell were "the men," and the military and we civilians alike were their "bitches" 
(Goldstein 2003). 

-<	 Political machismo was once again the order of the day, and campaigns were o 
"'"	 launched against enemies on all sides whose manliness was relentlessly questioned ;;;: ..., 
o	 (Goldstein 2004). For example, Arnold Schwarzenegger, governor of California, 

140	 denounced Democratic politicians as "girlie men" before the assembled delegates 
of the 2004 Republican national convention in New York. Later that fall Karl 
Rove organized an unprecedented media smear ofdecorated veterans such as John 
Kerry and Max Cleland (a triple amputee no less) whose sacrifices and actions 
his henchmen belittled and mocked and whose patriotism they questioned. This 
should have not surprised us, for the Bush campaign targeted rival Republican 
John McCain during the 2000 presidential primaries by launching a rumour 
suggesting that he had a bi-raciallove-child and that his Vietnam War experience 
ofimprisonment and torture unmanned him and rendered him mentally unstable. 
The attacks left voters stunned; however, with U.S. public opinion and the media 
obsessively focused on issues of "character," the virus of doubt spread quickly, 
infecting large numbers of mass viewers (Zernike 2008). 

In order to work, campaigns of fear and intimidation must constantly surpass 
their existing limits to keep potential victims off-balance, and thus they forever 
seek out new targets to feminize and degrade. For example, at the time of this 
writing (September 2008) these types of attacks have been replicated ad nauseam 
in the current U.S. presidential campaign and even within the Democratic party: 
during much of the primary season Hillary Clinton underscored her qualifications 
to be commander-in-chief and to deal with the threat ofIslamic terrorism at the 
expense of her rival Barack Obama, whom she characterized as being indecisive 
and soft. 16 Later that fall, it was Republican presidential candidate John McCain's 

turn to discredit Obama as a mere celebrity in ads comparing him to Paris Hilton 
and Brtiney Spears. And things have reached such a pass that political bullies 
switched targets from military heroes to the handicapped and the injured tout 
court, as when Rush Limbaugh mocked Michael J. Fox, suffering from Parkinson's 
disease, as faking the symptoms of his illness, or when Bill O'Reilly claimed that 
an adolescent kidnap victim, who had been sequestered and sexually abused for 
a year, actually enjoyed it. They seemed to express radical hatred of weakness and 
infirmity that was bent on cleansing them from the public media sphere (CBS 
News 2006).17 This gratuitous verbal violence echoes the vastly more programmed 
and violent versions practiced in Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo Bay, where it 
would appear that in the words of critic Kathy Philips, "manlincss no longer 
means protecting the weak but torturing the randomly rounded up, a 'harder', 
more manly position" (2006: 200). 

Bullying Language 

As in the workplace, so it is in politics and the mcdia: under a rcgimc of fcar 
and terror, the fact or evidence of injury or hurt invalidates the speech of those 
who have suffered assaults and silences them. In the current return of violent 

-< 
sovereignty in national life the rule of terror is quite deliberately extended to o 

"'";;;:words themselves: not only are the instruments of intimidation and fear in the ..., 
o
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else, but also time and again we witness that our very words are the targets of 
their aggression. In the current juncture we have the jarring realization that 
words-spoken or unspoken-simply do not matter any more than facts, truth 
or ballots. Language and facts are bullied and terrorized along with the rest ofus. 
It's not so much that language has been debased, emptied of content, and stolen 
(as George Orwell or Roland Barthes would have it) or simply suppressed (as 
under authoritarian regimes), but rather that speech does not matter. It carries no 
weight. It is made to look irrelevant and as powerless as those who speak it. The 
presumably normative world ofwords and facts is reduced to nothing. What little 
mental and physical protections it used to afford us have been stripped away. This 
is driven home by Bush's unwavering policies in the face of military, political and 
economic disasters they have provoked and the mind-numbing repetition of his 
claim that Saddam Hussein and AI Qaida were allies. In his over-the-top macho 
world, he and his cabinet are never wrong. Failure is written out of the bully script 
as fact or speech. There is no empirical or linguistic accountability. Those in power 
aren't held to their words or deeds. 

Ofcourse facts were never simplyfacts any more than ballots simplyballots or words 
simply words. Protocols of empirical testing, deliberation and interpretation have 
always been a matter of conventions that emerge in fields of force and discourse. 
Yet what Cheney, Rumsfeld and Bush have tried to do with their War on Terror is 



Tl 
install a new regime of factuality and truth as instruments ofgovernment through 
fear in which, according to Brian Massumi (forthcoming), "assumptions about 
character and intent that cannot be empirically grounded with any certainty," but 
are based on "the felt reality of threat," trump everything else. IS He captures the 
new counterfactuallogic of truth in the following way: "Bush did what he did 
because Saddam could have done what he did not do [ifhe had had the means]." 
Like the bullying of persons, the bullying oflanguage creates an open-ended field 
of pre-emptive aggression and terror based on a logic "not subject to the same 
rules of non-contradiction as normative logic" (Massumi, forthcoming; c£ 2007). 
Under this regime, there's no talking back and no going back either. It's perhaps 
within this context that the meteoric rise of Obama's candidacy is best grasped: 
his speeches preaching political reconciliation have both set off an enthusiastic 
response among young voters and baffled established political commentators. 
One of the reasons for his success surely lies in his explicit rejection of divisive, 
fear-based politics (even as he lends his political prestige to repressive legislation 
authorizing the expansive surveillance of citizens, the individual right to own 
handguns and the death penalty for rapists of children). Whether Obama's 
election can bring to a close this cycle of public bullying without first modifying 
the legal and administrative structures in the workplace, schools, media, military 
and government that underwrite it, is open to doubt. Still, a sea change in public 
sensibility may indeed be in the offing. 

Notes 

1h~ following essay would not have been possible without the early research of Susan 
Jeffords and the patient chronicling of the contemporary rise of the culture of bully­
ing in the U.S. by two journalists, Richard Goldstein and Bob Herbert. I wish to thank 
colleagues near and far whose comments on drafts helped shape this essay: Jody Berland, 
Lisa Bloom, Linda Brodkey, Lynn Chancer, David Halperin, Marcel Henaff, Dagmar 
Herzog,Jorge Mariscal, Brian Massumi, Muriel Molinie, Eileen Myles,Jackie Orr, 
Christel Pesme, Gershon Shafir, Steve Shaviro, Sharon Traweek, Elissa Weinstein and 
Mark \Yeintraub. 

1. For the related longer history of neoliberalism and its exploitation of natural and social 
catastrophes in order to impose its radical restructuralization, see Klein (2007). 

2. In this way, bullying in daily life would appear to follow what Brian Massumi calls in 
the context of military operations the logic of pre-emption as "positively contributing to 
provoking the condition for its own exercise" (Massumi, forthcoming). For an extended 
political analysis of linguistic vulnerability, the performative force oflanguage and the 
sovereign power attributed to hate speech in particular, see Butler (1997: 1-41,72-82). 

3. In other words, I'd argue that much current bullying in the U.S. operates on one 
hand, through the humiliating reduction of the targeted victim to a simple question of 
a gendered identity defined in the most crude fashion (this reduction often underlies 
even racial, ethnic and national slurs). On the other hand is the belittling of that same 
assigned identity as less than masculine or as merely feminine and as one that is perma­
nent and irredeemable. In this fashion bullying seeks to induce in subjects a nostalgia 
for a very gendered but mythical sovereign self that they may never have embodied in 
the first place but that now stands as the very measure of their diminished sense of sel£ 

Bullying seeks to dominate by creating weak, abject subjects who are forced into a state
 
of self-loathing--or at least self-doubt-and who remain in perpetual fear of potential
 
psychological or physical assaults.
 

4.1here is a growing scholarly and legal literature on the topic. For Europe see Einarsen, 
et al. (2003: 3-30) and Council of Europe (1996: 15). For France, consult Hirigoyen 
(2000), Dejours (1998); Gaulejac (2005), Loi no. 2002-73 (2002) and Le Golf(2003). 
For Germany see Leyman and Tallgren (1993) and for Spain,Jose Edreira (2003). For 
Japan, consult Meek (2004). Finally, for a comparative analysis of U.S. and European 
laws see Friedman and Whitman (2003). 

5. Doubtless, proper understanding of this phenomenon would begin by placing it in the 
context of the United States'long tradition of violence going back to its origins as a Eu­
ropean settler colony, the subsequent genocide of Native Americans and the slave tra<.!e, 
the more recent history ofJim Crow in former slave states that witnessed more than 
4,700 lynchings of blacks between 1882 and 1968, and the waves ofpolitical repression 
in the 1920s, 1950s and 1970s. See Graham and Gurr (1979). To this must be added 
two other related factors: first, the longstanding conservative political tradition which, 
according to Cory Robin, often frames the democratic promise of America as that of 
the possibility of being not only one's own master, but also that of others (beginning 
with the opportunity to own slaves in the case ofwhite men); see Robin (2008). Second, 
Wendy Brown has argued that the slow desacralization of the law and the replacement 
of democratic proceduralism with the norms of management by contemporary practices 
of neoliberal political rationality in the U.S. have helped produce a new illiberal politi­
cal culture, which in turn has paved the way for neoconservatism's successful advocacy -< 
of a return to the practices ofviolent sovereignty in daily and political life (Brown 2003; o 

~
 

2006). Finally, for an analysis of current U.S. society as one which has forgotten the hor­ ~
 

rors of war due to its lack ofhistorical experience of combat on its own soil, and whose o '"
 
government remains the sole major power to claim war as a reasonable and legitimate
 
option in pursuit of its foreign policy objectives, consult Judt (2008). His article appeared
 
in late spring 2008 when the White House, the Washington political establishment
 
and the Likud Party in Israel began to call for a military strike against Iran in order to
 
destroy its small nuclear power program. In June 2008, rumours circulated that U.S.
 
President George W. Bush would order an attack on Tehran to foil Barack Obama's
 
chances for victory in the presidential elections in the fall.
 

6. One reason may be the fact that protections extended in the U.S. workplace follow civ­
il rights law based on classes of persons (going back to Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights 
Act) and less on specific actions, in contrast with Europe where workplace relations are 
governed by labour law. Sexual harassment follows the same logic as other legislation 
banning discrimination, but not so bullying, which is not covered by existing law unless 
the victim is targeted in terms of his or her belonging to a protected class of persons 
(national origin, sex, religion, age, physical infirmity, political opinion and marital status); 
see Yamada (2000).1he absence of workplace protections against bullying is also con­
nected to the American tradition offreedom of expression. It enjoys exceptional status 
in the arena of international law by virtue of its great tolerance of racist and fascist public 
discourse, either oral or printed, which would incur the full penalty of the law in the 
European Union, Australia, Canada, India, Israel and South Mrica. In the wake of the 
interpretive tradition of the First Amendment that goes back to Justice Oliver Wendell 
Holmes's opinions in the early 20th century, all speech, however hateful and injurious it 
may be, is protected by U.S. law unless it leads immediately to acts of physical violence; 
see Schauer (2005).1hat said, it must be noted that educational institutions are begin­
ning to adopt anti-bullying policies directed at teachers, students and parents. 

7. See Keashly and Jagatic (2003) and Glendinning (2001). It so happens that the first 
studies were conducted in the U.S. in 1976 by Caroll M. Brodsky in 1he Haramd Wbrker, 
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but were followed up by no other studies until 1990. See, for example: Hornstein (1996); 
Baron and Neuman (1998); Namie and Namie (2003); Davenport, Schwartz and Elliot 
(2002); and Sutton (2007). 

8. Cory Robin is one of the few U.S.-based scholars to see a direct tie between the cur­
rent political culture offear and the U.S. workplace. See Robin (2004: 115-19; 227-48). 

9. Workers also find themselves caught in the jarring contradiction between hu­
man resources'rhetoric of teamwork that promises informal, cooperative relationships 
(underscored by the insistence on first-name modes of address) and promotes the value 
ofinterpersonal skills, and the day-to-day experience of bullying that either reinforces 
hierarchies of authority and status or seeks to introduce them in settings where they are 
not visibly acknowledged (Wajcman 1996: 344). 

10. This practice has spread in the U.S. to even non-profit organizations such as the San 
Diego Heritage Society, where, when it let several employees go in March 2008, a physi­
cally intimidating guard showed up at their desks and forced them to exit the building 
immediately. 

11. This phenomenon should be understood in the context of the rise of shock television 
in the U.S., whose shows stage a veritable theatre ofhumiliation at the expense of par­
ticipants and invited guests, sometimes with quite violent consequences. See for example 
Cohen (2008). 
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12. As of August 15,2008 there have been 1,119 capital executions in the U.S. since 
1977, and currently 3,262 prisoners sit on "death row" awaiting execution (Death Penalty 
2008). On the distinct concepts of revenge in traditional and modern societies see He­
naif (2008). 

13. It must be noted, however, that the suspension of the constitutional protections 
of due process, probable cause and safeguards against cruel and unusual punishment 
in the current state of exception was long in the making, not only through the gradual 
de-democratization of U.S. society by neoliberal policies, as Wendy Brown has shown 
(2003; 2006), but also by the quite legal state disciplinary measures in immigration and 
domestic incarceration such as indefinite detention in solitary confinement of prison­
ers in "supermax" prisons. The inhumane treatment and designation of prisoners as gang 
members-like that of Guant:inamo Bay prisoners as "unlawful enemy combatants"­
has been exempt ofjudicial review and resulted in what Colin Dayan has called the 
"radical substitution ofpenal for civil life" (Dayan 2008: 495-501). See also Butler (2004: 
50-100), Matlin (2007) and Hussain (2007). The domestic supermax prisons were one of 
the models for Abu Ghraib and Guant:inamo Bay. 

14. Disrespectful treatment of senior officers had already been' a part of the culture wars 
in the 1990s, as when former Marine captain and Assistant Secretary of the Navy under 
Reagan and now U.S. Senator James Webb (D-Virginia), publicly humiliated Admiral 
Jerry "Mike" Boorda at the U.S. Naval Academy in terms that could be read as tacitly 
homophobic and anti-Semitic (Burke 2004: 125-46). Shortly afterwards, in the wake of 
further public attacks, Boorda committed suicide. 

15. All this is repeated today as political leaders prepare to lead the U.S. into a war with 
Iran. 

16. In May 2008 Clinton went so far as to evoke the possibility of Obama's political 
assassination, a scenario that was repeated by Fox News journalist Liz Trotta, who then 
joked about the advantage of having both Clinton and Obama assassinated. She received 
no reprimand from her employers and still works at Fox News (Feldman 2008). 

17. It is interesting to note that the two rival discourses-those ofvictimization and 
bullying-tend to share a common assumption that the identity of bullies and victims 

always remains legible and stable, and thus also tend to reinforce each other's positions. 
This goes somewhat against the grain of commonly observed practice: that bullies, when 
they are criticized or stymied, are quick to portray themselves as innocent victims (for 
example, Republican vice-presidential candidate Sarah Palin) or that victims have often 
become bullies in their own right. In fact, Cory Robin (2008) argues that conservatives 
have long trafficked in the claims of victimhood as part of their sense of entitlement 
and that the latter may even be understood as one of the hallmarks of modern conser­
vatism and the justification for its very aggressive political programs. Finally, as historian 
Dagmar Herzog reminded me (personal communication), the current struggle between 
the discourses of victimization and bullying as rival forms of private and public authority 
entails a history that goes back to the 1960s and even to the Second World War, but that 
would be the subject of another essay. 

18. On the hostile, declarative mode characteristic of verbal statements in neoconserva­
tive discourse based on inner conviction that preempts questions of veracity or facticity, 
see W. Brown (2006: 707-708). 
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