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            Introduction

         

         ON 6 JANUARY 2021, supporters of Donald Trump marched from his “Save America” rally to storm the US Capitol as the two Houses of Congress met to confirm his election defeat. For many, the spectacle was shocking but not all that surprising: the predictable culmination of a terrible presidency that the voters ended after a single term, wishing they had never allowed it to begin.

         But the story of the contest between Trump and Joe Biden is more complicated than that, and its repercussions more important. If the 2016 election will stand as one of the defining political events of the century, its successor in 2020 was in many ways at least as remarkable: the supposedly unpopular President winning more votes than any previous Republican nominee, losing only to the candidate with the most votes ever.

         Four years ago I published Hopes and Fears, my account of the election in which Americans chose Donald Trump with their eyes wide open. Here, drawing on my research throughout the Trump years and during the 2020 campaign, I examine how the voters reacted to his presidency and how they came to replace him. For all the drama that took place between the defeat of one President and the inauguration of the next, this analysis still stands.

         Given the “polling miss” of November 2020, readers might be sceptical of any study based on opinion surveys. If so, I don’t blame you, but the fact that pre-election polls viiidid not foresee the candidates’ relative vote shares, especially in battleground states, does not mean that polling has no value.

         One reason the research described in this book is a good basis for analysis is that rather than the usual horse-race question – who are you going to vote for? – we asked people how likely they were to vote for each candidate on a 100-point scale, allowing for more nuance than the traditional question. Combining each voter’s answers with their favourability towards their preferred candidate on a separate 100-point scale, we were able to identify groups of Biden and Trump enthusiasts whose balance closely reflected the result of the election. This was based on a sample of more than 20,000 Americans – ten or even twenty times the size of most published polls – which helps with our main aim of comparing in detail the characteristics and priorities of different kinds of voters.

         Not only that, the study draws on four years of research conducted as part of my Ashcroft in America project. As well as periodic polls with a combined sample well over 100,000, this work has included focus groups in a total of nineteen states with people of all backgrounds and political persuasions. Having crossed the country to listen to the widest and truest range of opinion that we can, I think we can claim to have assembled a robust account of the electorate in the Trump years, the movements that brought about both his election and his defeat, and the implications for the future.

         To begin with the winner: what lay behind Joe Biden’s record haul of more than 81 million votes, 15 million more than Hillary Clinton, his Democratic predecessor? Even more than usual, this election was not so much a choice between two candidates as it was a referendum on the incumbent. More than nine in ten Trump enthusiasts were voting for the sitting President, and more than a quarter of his opponents were voting to get rid of him. This was especially true of previous Trump supporters switching to Biden. In other words, as far as many voters were concerned, Biden had one job – to ixremove Donald Trump from the White House. In that sense, he will go down in history as the first President to fulfil his mandate on the day of his inauguration.

         The problem will come with whatever he decides to do for an encore. As with all successful political movements, Biden’s electoral coalition is far from being a monolithic bloc. Its foundation is the Democratic base, many of whose members yearned for a more liberal, progressive direction and found the compromise of nominating an established moderate quite agonising. Many of them hoped that Biden’s victory would, in fact, usher in a much more radical Democratic era than might have been suggested by the new President’s record in Washington or his reassuringly temperate campaign style. These were joined by a group of new voters, younger and more ethnically diverse, who were opposed to Trump and all his works and were particularly driven to address racial injustice.

         Then there is a much more moderate set of voters who wish above all for a calmer, less acrimonious form of politics. Less inclined to dismiss the Trump years out of hand, they were more likely than most to prefer a President who creates a more civil political climate even if they sometimes disagree with him, rather than a President who does the right thing even if it is divisive. If they had doubts about Biden it was over his age and health, and the prospect that Speaker Pelosi would, in the words of one concerned citizen, invoke the Twenty-Fifth Amendment to “remove his ass, and Kamala will be President.” What they wanted was not a Green New Deal but a bit of peace and quiet. The potential for conflict and disappointment within the ranks of Biden backers is obvious.

         The storming of the Capitol will also prompt some Democrats to think Hillary Clinton had been proved right about her opponents being a “basket of deplorables.” It will be easier to delegitimise Trump’s voters – however appalled they may have been by the event – than to address the genuine concerns that drove them, sometimes reluctantly, to elect him in the first place.x

         Though many will have been dismayed at the way it ended, this election was not exactly a repudiation of Donald Trump’s presidency. It’s a funny sort of repudiation that takes the form of a higher vote share and 11 million more votes. Whatever Trump was offering, there is clearly a huge market for it – something that becomes more important to understand as his reputation implodes. So what were his voters buying?

         Looking back at what he did and what his supporters have told us about his appeal over four years of research, I think the list looks something like this (we might call them the Seven Tenets of Trumpism): an enduring belief in American exceptionalism; conviction that constitutional freedoms are important and need defending; a positive view of American life and the opportunities it offers; rejection of political correctness and identity politics; belief in business, low taxes and deregulation; wariness of multilateralism and support for an assertive and independent foreign policy; and – crucially – willingness to tolerate a high degree of friction in politics in the cause of advancing these principles.

         This final point leads to a question central to the Republican Party’s future: how far can these tenets be disentangled from the 45th President himself? Halfway through his term I asked what would be most remembered about it in twenty years’ time; the top answer was “the way Donald Trump has gone about doing the job.” Could there be such a thing as Trumpism without Trump?

         It has been a recurring theme in our research that many voters drew a distinction between Trump’s personality on the one hand and his actions on the other. One in three of our Trump enthusiasts told us they approved of what he had done as President but disapproved of his character and personal conduct. From before he was first elected, people have told us that his antics were a price worth paying for the changes and policies they wanted. xi

         The question of whether he would have won again if he had been less provocative and belligerent is really academic – it amounts to asking if Donald Trump would have done better if he were less like Donald Trump. But an important point that it would be easy to overlook is that two thirds of his supporters said they approved of both his actions and the way he conducted himself. That is not to say that most will not have been horrified as events unfolded on 6 January. But for most of his presidency, what others saw as his outrageous behaviour was not just part of the package but part of the appeal – a feature, not a bug. Many of these voters loved having a President who said exactly what he thought and sent Hollywood liberals into a frenzy. They also appreciated having an outsider who set out to drain the Washington swamp, even if he ended up becoming mired in it.

         Powerful as it was, this proposition ended up losing. What, then, is the lesson for the Republican Party? For some, the whole Trump era, not just its final few weeks, was an aberration that the GOP should put behind it. But the party cannot simply take its current voting coalition – the biggest it has ever assembled – and trade it in for a different one. Over the past forty years, the Democratic Party’s base of support has in economic terms grown steadily more upscale, while the Republicans have become the party of rural and small-town America. The task the Republicans now have is to hold together that base of support, and even expand back into the suburbs and cities themselves.

         To say that President Trump’s performance since the election has made this task harder would be an understatement of colossal proportions. Those who want it to remain “Donald Trump’s Republican Party” (as Don Junior had it at the fateful rally) might try the patience of mainstream Republicans beyond endurance: being uncouth on Twitter is one thing, inciting insurrection is altogether another. But those who want a Trump-free future for the GOP must find a way of distancing themselves from him xiiwhile holding onto the millions – minus the extremist minority – that he brought into the Republican fold. There is a serious question as to whether the party will continue to exist in its current form.

         Yet there is much in the Trump offering that the Republicans can build on. The idea that America is different from other countries and offers unique opportunities and rewards for those prepared to work for them is not only a potent and attractive idea; it can also be a very inclusive one. The problem was that over the last four years, for too many voters, it didn’t feel that way. When Donald Trump talked about making America great again, it was often heard as trying to turn back the clock or making America great only for certain kinds of people. Whoever takes the message forward over the next four years, that is what needs to change: call it a strategy of inclusive exceptionalism. At the same time, though friction is inevitable, there needs to be a place in the centre-right coalition for people who value civility and do not want government to feel like a permanent rollercoaster.

         It was striking that as Congress resumed its certification of the results after the rude interruption, the energy drained from the objectors, with a number of Senators and Representatives making firmly bipartisan speeches. But for the longer term, hopes of a new age of unity and harmony are surely forlorn. If President Trump did nothing to soothe the country’s divisions, nor did he create them. They were there before he descended the Trump Tower escalator to announce his candidacy in 2015, and they will be there long after he has left the scene. As is clear from what follows, Americans disagree over far more than the qualities of one man. But that’s what politics is all about.
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