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Sordid Ironies and the Short-Fingered Vulgarian
Alison Jackson’s Mental Images

Tony Perucci

I sought treatment for my own Trump anx-
iety, my therapist confessed that for the first 
time in her career, she simultaneously suffered 
from a condition for which she was also treat-
ing patients.

Ever since a Trump presidency seemed 
more and more likely in the spring of 2016, I 
found myself unable to heed the sage advice of 
mental health professionals and instead com-
pulsively checked news websites in the hope of 
discovering the revelation that would finally 
expose Trump as the con artist I knew him 
to be. With this unfounded faith in the effi-
cacy of exposure, my Trump Anxiety expressed 
itself through the fantasy of “publicity,” which 
 political theorist Jodi Dean argues makes con-
temporary capitalism operative: “All that is 
 necessary to realize the ideal of the public is to 

Figure 1. Not (Not) Trump enjoys the power of whiteness, wealth, and 
patriarchy, taking a selfie with models portraying Miss Syria, Miss Mexico, 
and Miss Kenya. (Photo by Alison Jackson. © 2016 Alison Jackson. 
Courtesy of the artist)

The tone is such hatred [...] I’m really not a bad 
person, by the way. No, but the tone is such — I do 
get good ratings; you have to admit that. The tone is 
such hatred.

 — President Donald J. Trump (OPS 2017)

The United States is facing a mental health 
crisis: the newly diagnosed “Trump Anxiety,” 
which was first noticed in March 2016, and 
has only increased since the inauguration 
(Schwartzman 2016). Psychologists and mas-
sage therapists alike advise sufferers to treat 
Trump Anxiety by “feeling your feelings” and 
admonish the Trump-Anxious to “take a break 
from the news” ( Jamieson 2016; Steinberg 
2016). Meditation teacher Lodro Rinzler 
advises sufferers to follow His Holiness the 
Dalai Lama’s compassion meditation, sug-
gesting they construct statements 
about Trump that are “both posi-
tive and negative — and adding the 
phrase ‘just like me’” to the end of 
the sentence:

Donald Trump wakes up every 
morning trying to do the best 
he can — just like me. Donald 
Trump doesn’t like getting called 
names — just like me. Donald 
Trump is a liar — just like me. 
[...] You know that experience. 
You’ve done and been through 
the same kind of emotional 
states. (in Jamieson 2016) 

If these strategies fail, New School 
professor Dominic Pettman advises 
patients to let go of the “cruelty of 
the optimism” and just “watch the 
parade” (in Jamieson 2016). When 
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uncover these secrets, to bring them to light” 
(2002:10). This response, shared by so many on 
the Left, belied the fact that with Trump noth-
ing remained to be exposed.

As my Trump anxiety expressed itself in 
October 2016, I stumbled upon an article in the 
online edition of The Daily Mail, finding myself 
arrested by images of Donald Trump groping 
bikini-clad women in front of Trump Tower 
(Bryant 2016). In actuality, these photos were 
by British artist Alison Jackson, documenting 
her performance “stunt.” Her photographs of 
the event depict an uncannily realistic Trump 
look-alike and a group of female models driv-
ing up Fifth Avenue, and then disembark-
ing at Trump Tower where they are met by a 
swarm of anti-Trump protesters organized by 
Jackson, who held signs that read “Let Go of 
My Pussy,” “Don’t Snatch My Pussy,” “I am 
a nasty woman,” and “Grab America by the 
Pussy.” Dozens of tourists and New Yorkers 
took selfies with the Trump doppelgänger as 
he groped the accompanying models, evok-
ing the Access Hollywood “hot mic” video of 
Trump where he bragged of his now infamous 
propensity to “grab them by the pussy” (see 
Fahrenthold 2016).

Jackson had staged the performance to 
promote Private, an exhibition of her work, 
which was set to open that night at the HG 
Contemporary Gallery in Manhattan. Jackson’s 
staged photos of celebrities have brought her 

much notoriety in the UK, partic-
ularly for her photos of the royal 
family, which have included her 
controversial “The Queen on the 
Loo” (2014) and “Diana, Dodi 
& Baby” (2014), her staged fam-
ily portrait of Lady Diana and 
Dodi look-alikes with their “child.” 
Double Take (2002), her television 
series on BBC Two, which earned 
her a BAFTA, utilizes similarly 
styled videos underscored with pop 
songs to portray the “relationship 
between society and celebrity” as 
one governed by our desire to see 
behind the public façade ( Jackson 
2016c). Her careful staging of both 
her look-alikes and of the paparazzi 
photographic style renders them 
 virtually  indistinguishable from the 

“real thing,” so much so that they enter the 
realm of the hyperreal. Propelled by our desire 
to see, her photographs aim to become “more 
real than the real life model they are based on, 
evolving into a ‘mental image’ rather than a 
direct record of reality” ( Jackson n.d.).

Shot in early 2016 after an arduous search 
for a Trump lookalike, six of the images initially 
appeared in a photo spread of Trump’s “pri-
vate life” in the October 2016 issue of Vanity 
Fair ( Jackson 2016a). A more extensive collec-
tion of Jackson’s Trump photographs, published 
in her book, Private (2016), shows the degree 
to which she blurs the distinction between fic-
tion and documentary. By imitating the tabloid 
style of surreptitiously taken snapshots (blurred 
focus, obstructed view, etc.), Jackson’s photos 
invoke what she calls the “furtive” characteris-
tics of voyeurism. While they mimic the codes 
of authenticity seen in paparazzi and hacked 
mobile phone snapshots, their status as being 
“for real” is balanced by the ironic play that 
establishes their fictionality, such as her comic 
use of Miss Mexico, Syria, and Kenya sashes to 
satirize the cynicism of Trump’s racist appeals. 
And yet, the undeniable pleasure to be found 
in her photos of Trump having his hair mussed 
by leaf blowers and getting finger extensions 
is that they feel true even when we know them 
to be staged. In this way, her photos produce 
an enjoyment in what Tom Gunning (chan-
neling Stephen Colbert) calls an aesthetics of 

Figure 2. The humiliation of Not (Not) Trump — Alison Jackson realizes a 
fantasy we didn’t know we had. (Photo by Alison Jackson. © 2016 Alison 
Jackson. Courtesy of the artist)
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“truthiness,”1 in that their factuality 
need not be questioned since they 
confirm our preconceptions about 
Trump, rather than challenging 
them (Gunning 2012:184).

However, Vanity Fair’s framing 
of the photos suggests the wink-
ing, smug liberal superiority that 
characterized the Left during the 
campaign, exemplified in the cap-
tions: “The torch will be passed, 
and a new leader must be capable of 
gripping it securely. Will he prove 
equal to the challenge?” Indeed, 
the photo of Trump receiving fin-
ger extensions wittily references the 
magazine’s own role in publiciz-
ing Trump’s now well-known anxi-
ety about the size of his hands, and 
its implications about his penis.2 
Before he was Vanity Fair’s longtime editor, 
Graydon Carter originated the small-hands 
jibe when he referred to Trump as a “short- 
fingered vulgarian” in a Spy magazine 1988 par-
ody ad for Trump’s book, The Art of the Deal. 
Reflecting on their decades-long feud, Carter 
commented in 2015: 

To this day, I receive the occasional enve-
lope from Trump. There is always a 
photo of him — generally a tear sheet 
from a magazine. On all of them he has 
circled his hand in gold Sharpie in a val-
iant effort to highlight the length of his 
fingers. [...] Like the other packages, 
this one included a circled hand and the 
words, also written in gold Sharpie: “See, 
not so short!” (Carter 2015)

At first, it seems that Jackson’s photos are sim-
ply another example of Vanity Fair’s irony and 
snark, an attitude exemplified by Spy cofounder 

Kurt Anderson’s remark, “I don’t want [Trump’s 
election] to happen, but I gotta say, up until 
the moment he’s sworn in, I find it won-
drous and astonishing and a perverse plea-
sure” (in Folkenflick 2016). What, then, is to 
distinguish Jackson’s work from what art critic 
John Sherman termed the “sordid irony” of 
#DaddyWillSaveUs, the pro-Trump perfor-
mance art exhibition that included provoca-
teur Milo Yiannopoulos soaking in a bathtub 
filled with pig’s blood next to photographs of 
purported victims of violence by “illegal aliens” 
(Sherman 2016)?3

Jackson contends that what distinguishes 
her works from satire is that they address not 
the celebrities themselves, but rather our psy-
chic investment in the fantasy of “know-
ing them.” The play of “real and fantasy” that 
Jackson targets in her work is not so much 
what is depicted in the photographs, as it is “in 
our need to look — our voyeurism — and our 
need to believe” ( Jackson 2016c). They hinge 

Figure 3. Playing on then-candidate Trump’s anxiety about his 
hand size, Not (Not) Trump receives finger extensions in the 
Oval Office. (Photo by Alison Jackson. © 2016 Alison Jackson. 
Courtesy of the artist)

 1. “Truthiness” was famously introduced by comedian Stephen Colbert’s fictional conservative alter-ego on the premier 
episode of his long-running television program The Colbert Report (2005). 

 2. At a March 2016 debate for the Republican nomination, Trump responded to reports that presidential candidate 
Senator Marco Rubio had mocked his small hands. As reported by CNN in the article, “Donald Trump Defends Size 
of His Penis,” Trump held up his hands to the debate audience, declaring, “Look at those hands. Are those small 
hands? And he referred to my hands — if they are small, then something else must be small. I guarantee you, there 
is no problem. I guarantee you” (in Krieg 2016). 

 3. Sherman notes that the “irony of self-styled anti-establishmentarian art in praise of beneficiaries of the establishment 
is as illogical as it is mind-boggling” (2016). 
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upon the performative gesture of the “dou-
ble take,” in which the viewer belatedly rec-
ognizes their prior misrecognition of fiction 
as documentary. This need to believe persists 
even in the face of our knowledge in the inabil-
ity of photography to provide direct access to 
the real.

[W]e all know that photographs lie, and 
yet you’re still seduced and you want 
to believe they’re real to the extent that 
you do believe there’s an element of real. 
There is an element of real or authen-
ticity in everything, but you never know 
how much. ( Jackson 2017a) 

This desire for uncovering the “element of 
the real” in Jackson’s photography paral-
lels the faith the Left held that uncovering 
the “real Donald Trump” would defeat him. 
Jackson aims not to expose Trump’s cynicism 
and vulgarity, but rather to challenge what she 
describes as the superiority of the “arrogant 
Left” and “liberal losers” who happily engage 
with her fictions as if they were real, because 
“people prefer to deal with what isn’t real than 
reality” ( Jackson 2017a).

By challenging our preference for the 
“not real,” Jackson sees her work as being 
“about simulation,” citing the influence of Jean 
Baudrillard’s description of that which “threat-
ens the difference between ‘true’ and ‘false’” 
(in Jackson 2016c; Baudrillard [1981] 1994:3). 
Simulation is not only the subject of her work, 
but also her method. She specifically identi-
fies the above Baudrillard quotation as “what I 
aim to do” ( Jackson 2016c). In order to explore 
what she calls the “gap and confusion” between 
“reality and the imaginary,” her photographs 
produce that very experience for the viewer 
( Jackson 2016c).

Jackson describes her work as staging a 
“seemingly real documentary scenario which 
is in fact a fiction” in order to construct the 
viewer’s “temporary confusion” ( Jackson 
2016c). The “indecidability,” to use Hans-
Thies Lehmann’s term, of Jackson’s seemingly 
real and in fact a fiction leaves the viewer, she 
claims, “suspended in disbelief” so that she can 
call on us to critique our “psychological rela-
tionship” between the seen and the imagined 
image that is spurred by our need not only to 

look, but also to believe (Lehmann 2006:101; 
Jackson 2016c).

Jackson’s invocation of Baudrillard pro-
vides its own bit of “temporary confusion” as 
she suggests that the photographs are the “sim-
ulations,” in that they take “the place of the 
‘real’ for a moment” ( Jackson 2016c). However, 
for Baudrillard simulations are not things, but 
rather the process of “substituting signs of the 
real for the real” ([1981] 1994:2). In fact, as 
Sylvère Lotringer explains, “simulation” is an 
“anthropological diagnostic” rather than an 
“aesthetic statement,” let alone the “template” 
for artistic practice it came to be understood as 
in contemporary art (2005:14).

Baudrillard saw this misguided appropria-
tion of his theory as part of the “conspiracy of 
art,” which had come to speak in a “metalan-
guage of banality” that would produce art “as 
indifferent to itself as the world has become” 
(Baudrillard 2005:116). Having acceded to and 
even colluded with the precession of simula-
cra, contemporary art’s “real conspiracy” is its 
“shameful complicity with itself, its collusion 
with reality, becoming complicit as the mere 
return-image of this Integral Reality” (89). In 
the act of mirroring “the obscenity of visibility,” 
we are left only with “ironic indifference” (26).

All it can do is make a final, paradoxi-
cal wink — the wink of reality laughing at 
itself in its most hyperrealist form [...] In 
any case, the dictatorship of images is an 
ironic dictatorship. (26)

But then, what am I to make of the enduring 
pleasure I feel even now when I look at these 
photographs? Is mine simply a “perverse aes-
thetic pleasure” in which Jackson and I share 
complicity in “[r]aising originality, banality and 
nullity to the level of values?” (27).

However, perhaps it is Jackson who mis-
recognizes her works as simulations. They are, 
instead, part of a process of simulation — a pro-
cess of our own investment in them as if they 
are “for real,” even when we know them to 
be staged. Thus, what constitutes her “work” 
is not what she describes — the photographic 
“clones” or “copies” of the real — but the per-
formance of cloning and copying that the pho-
tographs performatively document, as well as 
the performative exchange with the spectator 
that they stage ( Jackson 2016c). The photo-
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graphs enact reperformances of simulacra, imi-
tations of nonexistent paparazzi photographs 
with an actor whose uncanny resemblance to 
Trump functions as a trompe l’oeil (or, a trump 
l’oeil, if you will). Even “This is not Donald 
Trump,” the Magritte-esque legal disclaimer 
that accompanies her work, participates in this 
process of simulation. The disavowal of being 
“for real” stages the work of what Baudrillard 
calls simulation’s “deterrence machine” ([1981] 
1994:19). That is, Jackson’s pronouncement of 
the operative illusion of simulation — that the 
real is elsewhere — is what constitutes the work 
as an act of simulation, rather than a depiction 
of one.

By staging simulation’s deterrence 
machine, the photos show Trump’s presi-
dency to function as a simulation on the order 
of Baudrillard’s examples of Disneyland or 
Watergate. As with those instances, the “scan-
dal” of Trump’s corruption and deception sup-
ports the collective delusion that capitalism 
can produce otherwise. Artist Sean Patrick 
Joseph Carney’s “translation from English 
to American” of Baudrillard’s “Precession of 
Simulacra” makes clear how “scandal” functions 
as a diversion from the violence of capital.

We have to say this over and over again, 
you see, so that maybe people will stop 
calling [Watergate] a scandal, reinforc-
ing a fictional moral standard. People are 
flipping the fuck out about this because 
they’re scared shitless that we might 
actually see the reality of what capitalism 
is: a cruel, ferocious, and immoral sys-
tem. Now, THAT’S what I call “scandal-
ous!” Even super-leftists don’t account 
for this. The idiots. Capitalism DGAF 
about you or any idea that you have 
regarding how it can be positive if not 
abused. It is a clusterfuck of brutality, 
nothing more. (Carney 2012:114)

However, for all of his avowed nihilism, 
Baudrillard contends that simulation is not a 
“perfect crime,” since it must continually reper-
form the act of appearing in the visible world. 
And, as such, the political task is to “recover 
the trace of the noting, of the incompletes, the 
imperfection of the crime” (Baudrillard [1996] 
2008:3). That trace might be found in the 
affective charge of pleasure and anger we expe-

rience when confronted with the “temporary 
confusion” of Jackson’s process of simulation.

Jackson relies not on Photoshop manipu-
lation of the images to create their seeming-
to-be-real, but on the posing of her carefully 
chosen actors and her staging of photographic 
style. The indecidability of their status as fic-
tions enables the photographs themselves to 
perform, and draws us in so that we do so as 
well. The images are intended to misfire — as  
we are to first misrecognize them and then per-
form the gesture of the double take. But, our 
double take does not provide the certitude of 
revelation that the photos are “not for real.” 
Rather, because of the uncanny resemblance 
of the lookalike, we then engage the photo-
graph on its theatrical terms, ourselves stilled, 
“suspended in disbelief” in the moment when 
we behold both the not Trump and the not 
not Trump.

Enabled by their perpetual  present-ness 
on the internet, the double take of look-
ing at the photos during Trump’s all too real 
presidency is fundamentally a temporal mis-
recognition. As Rebecca Schneider notes, in 
photographic stills, “the stilled image [is] a call 
toward a future live moment when the image 
will be re- encountered, perhaps as an invi-
tation to response” (2011:141). The viewer’s 
participation is produced through photogra-
phy’s “time-lag,” which constructs our “com-
plicity” in the image. The seeming real and 
in fact a fiction of Jackson’s photos operate as 
what Schneider calls a “problematic double-
ness,” wherein to recognize the not-Trump as 
such “requires that the viewer labor to recog-
nize operations of misrecognition” (156). To 
experience these photographs in the now of 
the Trump presidency is to encounter a future 
that was imagined and staged in the past, but in 
which we live in the present — the time when 
“Post-Apocalyptic Fiction has been moved 
to our Current Affairs section,” as a postelec-
tion sign in front of a Massachusetts bookstore 
announced (Higgins 2016).

However, not all of Jackson’s Trump pho-
tographs enact this recognition of misrecog-
nition. For instance, in Jackson’s staging of 
Trump with hooded Ku Klux Klan mem-
bers who take selfies with him in front of a 
burning cross, the photographs may not be 
(mis)recognizable as fictions. They invoke not 
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only the racism that characterized Trump’s 
campaign rhetoric, but also the ways in which 
the Klan has been specifically associated with 
him in multiple ways. First, is the fact of 
Trump’s endorsement by both the KKK and 
 former Imperial Wizard David Duke, endorse-
ments he only belatedly and half-heartedly 
rejected (Kessler 2016). Second, is the reve-
lation that his father, real estate mogul Fred 
Trump, had been under investigation for dis-
crimination against African American renters 
in the 1970s, and had been arrested at a Klan 
rally in 1927 (Pearl 2016). Third, is the viral 
photograph of Trump with his parents that had 
been Photoshopped to make it appear as if his 
mother and father were wearing Klan robes 
(Evon 2016).

Jackson’s KKK photographs do not com-
pel the double take in the same way as do the 
other photos. Their focus is so blurred that it is 
unlikely that we will experience them as a fic-
tion unless it has been framed for us as such. In 
perhaps the most ominous and visually com-
pelling photo in her series, Trump stands with 
his arms draped around the shoulders of the 
Klan members. Backlit by the fire of the burn-
ing cross, we are unable to identify the figure as 
not actually being “the real” Trump.

As these photos depict a look-alike who 
does not appear to be just uncannily similar, but 
is instead indistinguishable from him, they later 
circulated on social media as if they were doc-
umentations of actual events ( Jackson 2017a). 
The viral spread of these photos was pervasive 
enough that hoax-debunking website Snopes 
(which had previously debunked the Trump-
parents-in-Klan-robes photo) clarified that, “An 
image purportedly showing Donald Trump at 
a KKK cross burning was fabricated by a pho-
tographic artist” (Evon 2017). However, in an 
article written for International Business Times 
warning against “state censorship and artis-
tic suppression,” Jackson asserts that the photos 
were intended to be plausible, not actual.

Publishing staged photographs of 
“Donald Trump” using a lookalike is 
asking the viewer to question whether 
this scene could happen or not. This is 
exactly what I am asking in the KKK pic-
ture with “Donald Trump” (this is John 
Smith not Donald Trump) but in your 

mind you think it is really him for a split 
second — you can’t rely on your own per-
ception when it comes to photography. 
( Jackson 2016b)

Jackson does, then, intend them to be taken as 
real, but only in a way that occupies the tempo-
rally limited “split-second,” despite her book’s 
“not Donald Trump” disclaimer. When the 
photographs go viral, detached from their art 
context, “in your mind you think it really is 
him” not for a split-second, but only at some 
later time when (and if) it is revealed to you 
that they are “really” a “hoax.”

It is in their plausibility that the KKK pho-
tos function as that which Carrie Lambert-
Beatty calls “parafictions,” artistic works 
wherein “fictions are experienced as fact” 
(2012:118). In parafictions, plausibility (as 
opposed to accuracy) is an attribute not of the 
story or image but of its encounter with view-
ers, whose various configurations of knowl-
edge and “horizons of expectation” determine 
whether something is plausible to them (135).

Jackson is emphatic that she does not intend 
for the photos to be taken “for real.” But, not 
only could they be, they most certainly have 
been ( Jackson 2017a). In this way, we find 
ourselves back at the crux of simulation, the 
impossibility of “staging illusions” (Baudrillard 
[1981] 1994:20). In his well-known example of 
this problem, Baudrillard explains the impossi-
bility of a “simulated holdup”:

You won’t be able to do it: the network 
of artificial signs will become inextrica-
bly mixed up with the real elements (a 
policeman will really fire on sight, a cli-
ent of the bank will faint and die of a 
heart attack; one will actually pay you the 
phony ransom). ([1981] 1994:20)

In the KKK photos, Jackson’s attempt to con-
struct a simulation approaches the condition 
of creating the “perfect simulacrum.” And at 
that moment it breaks down, which is to say 
that it breaks through, working the unrealiz-
ability of simulation’s “perfect crime” (20). In 
the face of the radical ineffectiveness of expos-
ing Trump’s deceptions, perhaps the porous 
and unstable boundary of the “make-believe” 
and “make-belief” is our best hope in the 
face of what Hannah Arendt in The Origins of 
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Totalitarianism presciently described 
as the “extreme contempt for facts 
as such” (1968:350).4

A reflexivity about misrecogni-
tion can point to what was not 
recog nized about Trump support-
ers — their sophistication in read-
ing Hillary Clinton’s hollow slogan, 
“Love Trumps Hate.”5 Rather, they 
(and the millions who refused to 
vote) understood all too well that 
Clinton’s slogan more accurately 
would have been “Neoliberalism 
Trumps Rage.” And, of course it 
doesn’t, because neoliberalism has 
produced so much violence, depri-
vation, and suffering that such rage 
is inevitable. Trump effectively 
stoked and redirected this rage 
away from capitalism and towards 
immigrants, Muslims, and elites. 
His “post-truth” campaign succeeded by blur-
ring the boundary between the “seeming real” 
and the “in fact a fiction” because it addressed 
what Clinton could not: neoliberalism cannot 
trump the very rage it has produced. Arendt 
explains that Trump’s the Nazis’s “perfect world 
of appearances” was supported by

signs which the real world still offers  
[...that] are, so to speak, its lacunae, the 
questions it does not care to discuss pub-
licly, or the rumors it does not dare to 
contradict because they hit, although in 
an exaggerated and deformed way, some 
sore spot. From these sore spots the lies 
of totalitarian propaganda derive the ele-
ment of truthfulness and real experience 
they need to bridge the gulf between 
reality and fiction [... T]hey then acquire 
the reputation of superior “realism” 
because they touch upon real condi-
tions whose existence is being hidden. 
(1968:353)

The “sore spot” that propelled Trump’s post-
truth campaign comprised the material and 
psychic failures of neoliberalism to make good 
on its “free market fantasy [...] that every-
one will win” (Dean 2009:55). As a neoliberal 
through and through, Clinton could not speak 
the shibboleth that if slavery was “capitalism 
with its clothes off,” Trumpism is neoliberalism 
with its clothes off (Gilroy 1993:15). That is, 
Trumpism performs neoliberalism’s primitive 
accumulation, and does so without apology (see 
Perucci 2017).

Jackson’s photos push at this “sore spot” —  
and in so doing, they highlight the imperfec-
tions of capitalism’s criminality. Thus, they 
invoke not the comfort of truthiness but the 
radical discomfort of the collision experienced 
in what Gunning terms the “more than real,” 
which activates the “ unfamiliar, the intense, and 
even the disturbing breaks” (2012:183). While 
Jackson does not identify her work as activist, 
her description of her anti-(not) Trump pro-
testers suggests the political character of tem-
poral disorientation:

 4. Rebecca Schneider troubles Richard Schechner’s distinction between “make believe” and “make belief,” arguing 
that “making belief is precisely where ‘make-believe’ takes place as experience and flips, almost imperceptibly, into 
the actual” (2011:127).

 5. The slogan seems to have first appeared in a 2015 tweet by Hillary Clinton, in the weeks after Trump launched his 
campaign. It appears as an image using the font and coloring of Clinton’s campaign material. The tweet reads, “Tell 
Donald Trump: Hate is not an American Value” (Clinton 2015).

Figure 4. Plausibility, not factuality as the central characteristic 
of the parafictional. With backlighting rendering Not (Not) Trump 
indistinguishable from the “real” Trump, Jackson’s series of photos of 
Trump partying with the KKK in a forest circulated virally on social media 
as the “real thing.” (Photo by Alison Jackson. © 2016 Alison Jackson. 
Courtesy of the artist)
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2005). These photos stoke my very 
real anger, rather than Jackson’s 
“temporary confusion.” And they 
help to stave off resignation, 
despair, and dread. Moreover, as 
Stefan Dolgert suggests, an affective 
politics of ugly feelings provides 
a political opportunity wherein 
“the Left should be harnessing the 
energy of this  current rather than 
trying to reverse the flow of the 
stream” (2016:367). This ressenti-
ment can propel not just resistance 
to Trump and the Republican-
controlled congress, but can also 
provide a basis for a broad-based 
challenge to the neoliberal con-
sensus. And even if Trump’s sheer 
incompetency ultimately forces an 
early end to his presidency, then 
the Left must not misrecognize 

once again the ugly feelings held by so many 
towards neoliberalism as well as its effects and 
its affects. A Fellowship of Ugly Feelings could 
propel a movement of movements against both 
reactionary Republicans and the neoliberals of 
both major political parties.

A triple- and quadruple-take of Jackson’s 
photographs initiates another fantasy — that 
Trump might see them. Jackson believes that 
(the actual) Trump would find the photo-
graphs of the not-not-Trump to be “hilarious” 
( Jackson 2017b). But, as these photographs 
mirror back the spectator’s desire, I over- 
recognize another mental image — one not 
staged by Jackson. Perhaps this mental image 
will happen not in fiction but in fact. Maybe if 
I make-believe strongly enough, it will become 
plausible: Donald Trump holds Jackson’s book 
in his hands. He sees her photos of the nude 
not-not-Trump receiving his finger extensions 
and nude spray tan — and he feels humiliated. 
He sees the KKK photos and his fury at “fake 
news” overtakes him. He weeps and rages. He 
rages and weeps. Trump, you have the photos 
in your hands, your tiny, tiny hands.

Now that the short-fingered vulgarian is 
President, we have gone backwards in time 
to arrive at Jackson’s dystopian future, now 
our own dystopian present. Reader, now you 
have her photos of not-not-Trump in your 
hands — hands that are so much bigger than 

Figure 5. @realDonaldTrump, when you see this Not (Not) Trump, may 
you finally feel shame for the first moment in your life. (Photo by Alison 
Jackson. © 2016 Alison Jackson. Courtesy of the artist)

They’re all women who feel strongly 
about what’s happened with the audio-
tapes, the way Donald Trump’s been 
talking about women the past few 
months — pigs, s***s and whatever it is, 
dogs — and I think it would be a catastro-
phe if he was president, for them, I’m not 
American, on that basis, it’s like going 
backwards in time. (in Bryant 2016)

Backwards and forwards in time to Trump’s 
presidency, a double and triple take of Jackson’s 
photographs produces access to something 
like Walter Benjamin’s “unconscious optics” 
(1968:237). Still, even now, I (mis)recognize 
and (over)read them so that they no longer 
simply depict the narcissist-in-chief, but now 
photographically document the unabashed, 
unashamed, and unrestrained spectacular 
enjoyment of wealth, patriarchy, and white 
supremacy. As I hold the book that contains 
these photos now, it shakes with my anger. We 
should see such anger not as disabling, but as 
essential when faced with a short-fingered- 
vulgarian-authoritarian who has so successfully 
capitalized on the resentment and ressentiment 
bred by capitalism.

And this ressentiment may well be an exam-
ple of what Sianne Ngai terms an “ugly feel-
ing,” but I also know that it is an improvement 
over the paralysis of Trump Anxiety (Ngai 
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the President’s. And if “[w]hat you do with your 
hands becomes the photograph” then what do 
these photographs do to your hands (Schneider 
2011:163)? Do they curl your hands into fists? 
Will they punch not only a Nazi, but also 
a neoliberal?
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