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“The statistics Hacker provides are always revealing and often downright shocking.” 

—Washington Post

“Andrew Hacker has written a provocative book predicting a Trump defeat in 2020. And it goes beyond Trump to address changes in American society and politics that have influenced the current turmoil in the United States. Book discussion groups will be debating its contents right up to November and beyond.” 

—Joel D. Aberbach, Distinguished Professor Emeritus 
of Political Science and Public Policy, UCLA

“Few people writing today for a general audience can make more sense of numbers.” 

—Wall Street Journal

“Hacker’s calm, analytical eye, his unblinking view of American history, and his unwillingness to accept cast and ‘common sense’ as facts.” 

—The New York Times

“In an area dominated by polemics, disingenuousness or the Saharan aridity of academic prose, Hacker invites us into his den for a quiet and richly documented conversation.” 

—Boston Globe

“Quietly terrifying.” 

—Christian Science Monitor

“Hacker’s accounting of American history is knowledgeable, his judgments on it are just.” 

—TIME

“Accurate, incisive, never dull.” 
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“Perceptive, sharp, and stimulating.” 

—Atlanta Journal
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TO THE READER

It is unusual for a book to open with a missive like this. But Downfall is not a usual book.

As its subtitle proclaims, it offers a prediction. Even more, it does so with full confidence about what will occur. In this case, how millions of Americans will cast their ballots on this coming November 3. That forecast will be based on new and often unexpected findings about this nation’s electorate.

But there’s one piece of information that was not known when this book went to press. Democrats had yet to settle on their candidate. By some lights, this might seem a vital variable.

This year, it won’t matter.

A central finding of Downfall is that whoever heads the Democratic ticket will crush Donald Trump. That entrant will win, simply by being an alternative to the current incumbent. Ensuing chapters will show the depth of public disgust, even in surprising parts of the country. Not to mention that Trump’s 2016 following, far from growing, has severely diminished. In short, the casino magnate’s trajectory is over. He can no longer lure enough Americans to swing the Electoral College, let alone a popular majority. As voters move down the ballot, they will unseat Republicans at every level. That party will pay the price of embracing him.

—A. H.


PART I

WHY HE CAN’T DO IT AGAIN
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ONE TERM

There is not even a long-odds chance that Donald Trump will gain a second term. Nor is this wishful thinking. Compelling evidence abounds that anyone the Democrats nominate will win the popular vote, and by a margin to easily carry the Electoral College. Republicans down the ballot will suffer a similar demise, losing even more House seats, and very likely the Senate.

The chapters that follow, based on reliable facts and figures, will show how this upheaval is inevitable. Here are some signposts, to show how the book will unfold.

• In a shrouded symbiosis, Donald Trump and the Republican Party have been fueling their dual downfall. Both have become willfully insensible to how the bulk of their fellow citizens see themselves and feel about the world. A distinctive electorate is emerging, reflecting their own evolution and social trends, with new outlooks and attributes altering the political scene.

• Needless to say, the catalyst is the president himself. For more than four years, we have heard about the fervor and loyalty of his putative “base.” What has more recently emerged is that this cadre (“Lock Her Up!”) is dwindling rather than gaining new recruits. Attention will also be paid to his party, which is more than ever estranged from the rest of the country.

• It’s not enough to record that most Americans “disapprove” of Donald Trump. True, they’ve been saying that to pollsters even before he took the oath. Subsequent voting has revealed something deeper. Our forty-fifth president evokes a revulsion unmatched in living memory. It’s what is impelling the electoral surge aimed at his unseating.

• A recurring source for this book will be how Americans have been voting. Polls and interviews have their place, and will be used when they add to our understanding. But voting is special. It is a physical act, even if filling out a form and putting an envelope in the mail. Or it can call for planning out a day, waiting on line, possibly in the rain. When citizens take the effort to vote, it shows they’re serious. We’ll be listening.

• Donald Trump placed second in 2016, running 2,984,757 votes behind Hillary Clinton. As the world knows, he won via the Electoral College, by being 77,744 ahead in three key states. The odds against such a permutation occurring again are too high to fit on this page. His only hope for reelection is to enhance his total to win the popular count.

• This isn’t going to happen. A welter of sources will be cited. Most compelling were the 2018 midterms, especially the races for the House of Representatives. On paper, ballots were cast for candidates for its 435 seats. In fact, the reason people showed up was to vent their feelings about the president. Here’s how an eminent political scientist, Alan Abramowitz of Emory University, put it. “The 2018 midterm election was, to an extraordinary degree, a referendum on the presidency of Donald Trump.”1 Those supporting him did so by voting for whatever Republicans were on the card. Similarly, those who sought to oust him went straight to the Democratic column, often without reading the name of the candidate.

• Not only did the GOP lose the House. More arresting, 2018 saw a 12,225,230-vote plunge from Trump’s 2016 showing. Even if all those absentees return in 2020, they won’t be enough to swing the presidency for him.

• The pool of Americans primed to vote Democratic is its broadest and deepest since Barack Obama battered John McCain. In 2016, all too many of them weren’t roused by Hillary Clinton and sat it out. But in 2018, enough of them emerged to make it the party’s highest midterm showing since 1932. Their antipathy to the president will be just as fervid in 2020.

• Old rules don’t apply. Like the mantra that material prosperity favors the party in power. (In fact, fewer people are thriving; wages lag behind executive bonuses and capital gains.) In 2018, candidates touched expected bases, like health costs, immigration, and mass shootings. But, as noted, it was primarily a plebiscite on a president and an early act of repudiation.

• True, a president can lose the House of Representatives at midterm and recover two years later. Obama did in 2010 and 2012, as Bill Clinton had in 1994 and 1996. Trump’s problem is that his party has a hard time mustering presidential majorities. (They last did in 2004, against a hapless John Kerry.)

• Voting tells a larger story. Ballots are expressive of who we are and where our lives are going. Each year sees the nation mutating at an accelerating pace.2 We know what’s in the mix. There’s more racial diversity and less identifying as heterosexual. College degrees are up, and birth rates are down.3 So any forecast for 2020 must factor in how the parties are addressing a changing population.

• All indications are that Republicans are both unwilling and unable to see what’s happening, let alone adapt to a shifting social scene. They have a lengthy platform, with avowals on abortion and firearms and military hegemony, plus veiled disquiet about the changing racial demographics of the country. But despite its details, it speaks inwardly, to a contracting following.

• Governors’ races in 2018 and 2019 found Democrats winning, especially in unusual contests. In Kansas and Kentucky, the Republican entrants emulated Donald Trump in doctrine and demeanor. After all, he had carried those states by 20 percent and 30 percent. Their defeats attested that even stalwart Republicans were opening their minds. Louisiana’s Democratic governor was reelected, boding that even the Deep South isn’t safe for the GOP.

• Will money matter? It does in the primaries, for gaining recognition in a crowded field. It helps with chartering planes to waft you across Iowa, New Hampshire, and South Carolina. But not in general elections.4 Hillary Clinton spent $768 million in 2016, while Donald Trump made do with $398 million, scarcely half as much. (Their per-vote quotients were $11.69 and $6.35.)5 If money brings out votes, it should have yielded her either of Barack Obama’s totals. Either of his edges would have precluded any problems with the Electoral College.

• Might the existence of this book undercut its forecast? In theory, some people might not take the trouble to vote if they believe the result is preordained. In fact, it doesn’t happen that way. Citizens residing on the West Coast often hear how the rest of the country has tilted, but it doesn’t diminish their turnout. This year, more than any in most memories, people will line up to record their hopes and fears, if not forebodings of peril.
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HOW WE GOT HIM

Primaries began as expressions of democracy. Presidential candidates were often culled by party bosses in proverbial smoke-filled rooms. To supplant these inner circles, the voting public would be given two opportunities to partake: at the nomination stage and then the general election. Tens of millions of citizens now turn out. In 2016, fully 60,542,136 lined up in the nominating cycle, as did 136,787,187 for the final balloting.

On Broadway, theaters conduct “casting calls.” When a new production is underway, it’s announced that anyone aspiring to a part can show up for an audition. And a similar sorting initiates how presidents are chosen. Thus the Republicans set a casting call for their first 2016 debate, to be held in August 2015 in Cleveland, a full fifteen months prior to the ultimate election. After preliminary gleaning, seventeen aspirants were deemed qualified for the event. Sixteen were men and one was a woman, a ratio reflective of the party’s testosterone tilt. The panel included five sitting or former senators, nine past or present governors, a retired surgeon, and two business executives. Of the latter two, one was Carly Fiorina, the only woman, and the other Donald Trump.

Rewatching that initial August 2015 debate makes clear why Trump would surely finish first. What started to his advantage was the sheer size of the cast. Since the time given to each allowed barely a sound bite, attention would go the most arresting presence. Trump’s fifteen seasons on The Apprentice obviously helped. To hold easily diverted viewers, television must make the most of every minute. Trump came prepared to dominate the stage with entrancing verbal tweets. Unlike the other sixteen, he felt no constraints regarding accuracy or civility, let alone paragraphs of policies.

Also bolstering him was the absence of a compelling rival. True, Republicans are not notable for charisma. In 2015, there certainly wasn’t a nascent Dwight Eisenhower or Ronald Reagan in the wings. An archetypal corporate favorite, Jeb Bush, was an early casualty, not least to Trump’s ribald jibes.

The American presidency is an august institution and the GOP an esteemed association. To turn its selection process into so open an imbroglio is demeaning and self-defeating. Yet it isn’t easy to propose a repair. What body would be empowered to tell a New Jersey governor or a South Carolina senator that their encumbering the platform would undermine common goals? Nor was there anyone to say that Donald Trump lacked the requisites for the Republican mantle.

Neither party could give a committee so encompassing a power. Lacking a protocol, both are tied to a volatile tiger, hurtled along whatever twists it takes.1 Which is where Republicans found themselves when they saw their primaries giving their nomination to Donald Trump.

Unlike the other contenders, Donald Trump was a polished performer. Like all stars, he created his own following and never lost the spotlight. With the debates as spectacles and raucous rallies as his medium, he knocked off his opponents in quick succession.

Once he had joined the race, it’s worth pondering whether his nomination was inevitable. There seem several reasons to think it was. As noted, he had no challenger with the stature of, say, Ronald Reagan. Established centers supported Jeb Bush a while, but he lacked the spirit or slogans to counterpunch Trump. The rest of the platform was easy pickings. The bottom thirteen, Carson through Perry, together amassed only 1,395,722 followers, not even a third of what Kasich drew by himself.

Mike Huckabee’s paltry 51,947 and Rick Santorum’s shameful 16,827 make clear they were never national figures. Insofar as their cluttering the platform paved the way for Trump, they served as spoilers on his behalf. True, the three runners-up, Cruz, Kasich, and Rubio, managed to assemble 15,504,654 votes. That was 1,941,410 over Trump’s total, indeed a polling majority. Had they caucused, with two agreeing to step down, the third might have prevailed. Or perhaps not.

For practical purposes, the nation’s parties are only shadows of their former selves. They were once disciplined associations, based on the loyalty of their adherents. True, there were regional and factional divisions. But when crucial choices had to be made, the watchword was in a venerable typing exercise: “Now is the time for all good men to come to the aid of their party.”

They are still called parties, but they are no more than an ethereal presence. Both have national committees, with offices and staffs and fund-raising mailings. But they have been eclipsed by other entities. In the Republicans’ case, think of the Kochs and the Mercers, the Chamber of Commerce, and the Club for Growth.2

There’s another lesson of history. We can never foretell whether individuals will emerge to alter the course of events. Such a person was Donald Trump. To be sure, the full reckoning isn’t in. Nor is it clear how lasting his imprint will be. Even so, his personal stamp on a national party has no recent rival.

No one sensed it beforehand, but 2016 was to become the most entertaining election in the nation’s history. This was due, of course, to Donald Trump. (Bernie Sanders made his own contribution.) True, Ronald Reagan was also a performer. And he used the debates to his advantage. Even so, he had paid his partisan dues during two terms as governor of California, where he headed the nation’s second-largest administration. Conceivably, it was only a matter of time before an ego like his would choose to use the nominating process as a personal pedestal.
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That Donald Trump won his party’s nomination was far from being fortuitous. It was due to his hard and unrelenting effort. Thus he outflanked and outperformed his rivals, not least by rewriting the rules for how that prize should be secured. (Think back on how conventionally Mitt Romney and John McCain attained their candidacies.)

The general election proved to be a different story. From one standpoint, Trump reached the Oval Office due to a historic happenstance. It was that 1789 and 1804 essentially set in stone an entity called the Electoral College, whose members have the final say on who will be the nation’s chief executive. Trump pinned down 304 of its 538 votes, in the only computation that counts.

Did He Win, or Did She Lose?

From another vantage, it could be contended—as it will be here—that Donald Trump did not win the presidency. Rather, Hillary Rodham Clinton lost it.

Why she bombed has been much discussed and will long be debated. The litany includes missing emails, insinuations by the FBI, closed conclaves with financiers, not visiting Wisconsin. She also found herself facing an opponent who outmatched her in vigor and verve, not to mention a single-sentence message. Plus how she seemed to come across: aloof, stolid, the favored student. What prospect, if any at all, was she pledging for the country?3

Even amid differences in style, Trump and Clinton shared at least one trait. It was a feeling of entitlement. Trump could get away with it, by brazening out any imbroglios. As with secreting his taxes, or fabricating bone spurs to cloak his cowardice, Clinton’s demeanor sent a not-dissimilar message. It was that it was her turn to have the presidency. What came across was that she had paid her dues, which warranted her return to the White House. Of course, such presumptions are seen as less tenable in a woman. Trump could refuse to answer charges by just jutting his chin. Clinton may have felt entitled, but she couldn’t match her opponent in arrogance. At any event, her choice to obfuscate her Wall Street speeches factored in her defeat.

No one would call Donald Trump a philosopher. But don’t be so quick on that score. He presented himself as articulating a vision for his nation and its citizens. To be sure, it was succinct enough to fit on a cloth cap. Yet the fact was that “Make American Great Again” struck chords with lots of people, as did his even terser “America First!” Moreover, this was Trump’s personal credo. His America would have a supra-strong military and an economy that would stare the world down.

It was not just that Clinton lacked a pithy slogan. (“Stronger Together” could have announced a new glue.) She wasn’t the kind of individual who entertains visionary thoughts and dreams. Hence she could only advance what she herself was, a policy wonk who would replicate the texture and tenets of Barack Obama’s popular, if not very inspiring, administration. But even there, she couldn’t replicate Obama’s subdued but good-humored spirit. Compared with both Trump and Obama, Clinton emerged as quite ordinary. Yet she couldn’t be other than what she was.

Nor did Clinton lose because Trump ran a winning campaign. In fact, he attracted a smaller share of the popular total than Mitt Romney, who failed to unseat Obama in 2012. She lost because she failed to enlist men and women who had quite recently shown a willingness to vote Democratic. They were there, in every state, waiting to be lured. They weren’t like the Republicans who truly detested Clinton. They would have been willing to show up for her, if she had given them some reasons to.

And we know the size of that pool. In 2008, it was 69,498,459, the number of people who had turned out for Barack Obama. More to the point, they were Americans who showed themselves willing to vote for a Democrat, indeed one with an exotic name and an African parent. Almost all of them were still around in 2016, joined by new voters. Between 2008 and 2016, the number of Americans eligible to vote increased by a bit over 8 percent. If we adjust Obama’s 2008 turnout to match the 2016 electorate, there were 75,128,851 potential Democrats out there in 2016.

Yet, as we know, Clinton’s majority was 65,677,168. That puts her 9,275,129 votes behind Obama’s first try. (And 3,067,914 less than his 2012 reelection victory.) The hard fact is that relatively few of the missing Obama people veered to Donald Trump. The great majority simply stayed at home. In their view, there just wasn’t enough about Clinton to make going to the polls worth their while.
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THOSE THREE STATES

If Clinton had matched even Obama’s 2012 margin, those added votes would have been more than enough to carry Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, and Michigan and swing the Electoral College to her. Strategists in Hillary Clinton’s campaign should have had the states’ 2008–2014 figures, as seen below, posted prominently in their cubicles. They well knew that the three states it depicts were crucial battlegrounds. Their twelve numbers carried ominous messages.

Most visible was the inconstancy of Democratic voters in those states. Here are some warnings from four elections prior to 2016.

• In 2008, all three states went strongly for Obama, visibly ahead of the nation as a whole. Yet four years later, his margin was 939,895 lower, while Republicans were improving their edge. This isn’t inevitable in reelection bids. Bill Clinton and George W. Bush did better their second time around. The short story was that Democrats were losing traction, less by defections to Republicans than that earlier supporters were staying at home.

• Despite Democratic majorities in 2008 and 2012, in the subsequent midterms, Republicans easily carried the three states. They managed this not by drawing from the other side, but by getting their own troops out. Only 54 percent of 2008 Democrats showed up in 2010, whereas a solid 82 percent of Republicans did. Turnouts were lower in 2014, but Republicans were sixteen points ahead.









	WISCONSIN, MICHIGAN, PENNSYLVANIA: 2008–2016



	Democrats
	2008
	Republicans



	7,816,158 (56%)
	President
	5,967,117 (43%)



	Democrats Ahead: 1,909,041



	Democrats
	2010
	Republicans



	4,236,094 (46%)
	Midterm
	4,871,613 (52%)



	Republicans Ahead: 635,519



	Democrats
	2012
	Republicans



	7,175,802 (53%)
	President
	6,206,656 (46%)



	Democrats Ahead: 969,146



	Democrats
	2014
	Republicans



	4,089,205 (47%)
	Midterm
	4,533,290 (52%)



	Republicans Ahead: 444,085





• In 2016, the states were not just in play, but were seriously at risk. The chief problem was somnolent Democrats. The party’s tacticians must have known they had a less-than-popular candidate, necessitating a need to rouse latent loyalties. Yet even in a high-profile presidential year, they drew out only 78 percent of their 2008 pool. The parallel Republican rate was 97 percent. And it netted them their historic 77,744 margin.
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EMBRACING AN INTERLOPER

Donald Trump brought to 2016 the brute force of visceral energy. Unlike any earlier entrant, his electric presence and unrivaled stamina literally steamrollered across the Republican primaries and the ensuing election. If he didn’t win the popular count, he did almost as well as Mitt Romney had four years earlier, when growth of the electorate is factored in.

Central to Donald Trump’s success was the hold he came to have over his party. His mantra of restoring American might played a key role. But just as crucial was that regular Republicans, on their own and ultimately collectively, found themselves accepting that he was their man. They tacitly agreed not to be deterred by his demeanor, even at its most outrageous. The first task for those who aspire to leadership is to amass a following. Donald Trump did that.

So Republicans who had rallied to Mitt Romney and John McCain chose not to be shocked by Trump’s checkered history, demeaning behavior, and contempt for figures long loyal to the party. By now, the list is memorable. A sampling is provided below.

True, some Republicans were ill at ease, at least for a time. Evidence of this came from an unusual source. When approached by pollsters, a not-small portion who had decided to vote for him declined to admit that they would. Were they just a little ashamed, even on the phone in an anonymous interview? (These evasions were much of the reason why surveys showed Clinton ahead.) But by November, reluctance and hesitation had vaporized. Regular Republicans chose to see him as an errant member of the household, even while wincing at his assaults.

The table below highlights this continuity. Results from a cross section of states shows how Mitt Romney’s and Donald Trump’s 2012 and 2016 followings were almost identical. It’s important to add that the two elections had similar defection rates. CNN exit polls in both years and for both parties showed just about 8 percent crossed over, a customary quotient.1 Much has been made of Democrats who switched to Trump. Romney had recruited just as many.



WHAT REPUBLICANS CHOSE TO IGNORE

• Donald Trump’s blithe refusal to release his tax returns.

• That various of his ventures ended in bankruptcy, leaving his investors, suppliers, and workers with the bulk of the bills.

• Tapes showing him bragging of assaulting women.

• Three marriages, interleaved with infidelities.

• Hiring overseas workers for his resorts and importing construction materials.

• Evading military service by citing a dubious disability.

• Revealing no religious inclinations, attendance, or affiliations.

• Continual insinuations that a recent president was not native born.

• Refusing to cast himself as conservative, long expected for Republican aspirants.

• Brutally ridiculing his primary opponents, despite their impeccable party credentials. 

• Mocking John McCain for his capture during the Vietnam War.

• Deriding the previous GOP president for invading Iraq.

• Calling climate change a hoax and a ruse by China to gain trade advantages.

• Voicing admiration for Vladimir Putin, Russia’s autocratic premier.

• Dubbing his opponent “Crooked Hillary” and smirking at roars of “Lock Her Up!”



The atmosphere at Trump’s rallies during the primaries and general campaign was unlike that ever observed at Republican gatherings. The walls resounded with cries for blood. A common explanation was that most of them were blue-collar newcomers, a bit coarser than the older guard, arriving in denim shirts and pickup trucks.

In fact the GOP resembles the Democrats in being a multiclass party. It has long had blue-collar echelons, notably along an arc stretching from South Carolina to South Dakota.2 While the party does well among the affluent, its adherents are less likely to be college graduates. Most of the states Republicans carry do little to encourage education. So this stratum was not newly co-opted by Trump. It has always been there, augmented when the party absorbed the former Confederacy.










	CONTRASTING CANDIDATES, COMPARABLE SUPPORT





	
	Romney
	Trump



	Arkansas
	62%
	61%



	South Carolina
	55%
	55%



	Minnesota
	45%
	45%



	Connecticut
	41%
	41%



	Nevada
	46%
	46%



	New Hampshire
	46%
	47%



	Florida	
	49%
	49%



	Wyoming
	69%
	68%







Equally numerous were middle-class stalwarts who had, as noted, lined up for Mitt Romney, John McCain, and the two Bushes. They had basked in Ronald Reagan and endured Richard Nixon. And in all of these earlier campaigns, they had displayed the bearing of their luncheon clubs and golfing outings. If they were passionate about their party, in earlier elections they showed it by sedate applause rather than bellicose bellowing.

So it was the same stalwarts roaring, now in Trump’s arenas. Apparently, these furies had long been repressed, waiting for a tribune to unleash them. Ironically, it awaited a self-aggrandizing New Yorker to expose an underside of Republican fealty, an edge not seen since its obsession with communist subversion six decades earlier.

Journalists and other observers, stunned by Trump’s vulgarity, became convinced that many mainstream Republicans would be equally repelled. They were thinking of landscaped suburbs, soccer moms, and college-bound seniors. As noted, some of these denizens were initially hesitant about Trump. Yet as it became apparent that he would be their party’s nominee and carry its banner in the campaign, insurance agents joined electricians in “Make America Great Again” caps and clamoring to “Build the Wall!” Most simply, Donald Trump would grasp the presidency for their party and sweep in the rest of the ticket. So there emerged an agreement to stomach him as he was, and not cavil over his bragging and bullying, even if it extended to sexual molestation.

There is another, less remarked, facet to browbeating. Recall schoolyard days, when youngsters who would later be dentists and accountants would seek a burly classmate as a protector. In a word, gain a safe haven behind their own bully. Or on the distaff side, toadying up to the mean girls, who took you into their clique, or at least its periphery. So another aspect of Trump’s virtuosity was his understanding that a lot of people don’t oppose intimidation. Rather, they want it on their behalf.

In the end, four of every ten women who cast ballots rejected the first-ever candidate of their gender. No less striking, they turned out for a man who belittled them as trophies or toys. To be sure, many liked his policy positions, like his long-held views on immigration and his newfound stance on abortion. This noted, other impulses may have abetted their decision. Some women are drawn to “bad boys,” finding themselves falling for guys who break the rules, bringing a frisson of daring to routine lives. (It’s a reason so many households are headed by women; these men make babies and move on.) If Trump made some men feel more manly, for some women he was an avatar of virility.

Not to mention the cheers when he boasted of evading taxes, an avowal no earlier candidate dared to emit. Yet even country-club Republicans might harken with admiration and envy. Could it be what they would themselves do, had they his audacity? The bad-boy magnetism can work on men as well. Main Street pillars were mesmerized by a crass Manhattan marketeer.
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AND THEN THERE WAS ONE
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Senator 2013—

3. John Kasich 4,230,697 138% | Governor 2011-2019
4. Marco Rubio 3,514,215 115% | Senator 2011~
5. Ben Carson 846,677 Retired physician
6.Jeb Bush 286,680 Governor 1999-2007
7. Rand Paul 67,795 Senator 2011~
8. Chris Christie 58,377 Governor 2010-2018
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