
[image: Cover: Four Presidents: Kennedy, Nixon, Biden, Trump: Leaders Who Changed History in Changing Times, by Douglas E. Schoen.]




[image: FOUR PRESIDENTS Kennedy, Nixon, Biden, Trump: Leaders Who Changed History in Changing Times, by Douglas E. Schoen.]







INTRODUCTION


Dramatic global changes have left Americans grappling with future shock.

This book examines the profound and dramatic changes that transformed America and the world during the presidencies of John F. Kennedy, Richard M. Nixon, Donald J. Trump, and Joseph R. Biden Jr. It looks at how these changes have impacted the way we live and America’s political life, media, race relations, and defense and foreign policy. And it compares and contrasts very different presidents and the tumultuous times they lived in, to help us better understand how to deal with changes and challenges yet to come and to build a better future.

As many have pointed out, we ignore the lessons of history at our peril. These lessons are particularly important now because America faces great challenges and our people are more divided than at any time since the Civil War. At this writing in 2022, inflation is at its highest level in decades, the US death toll from the coronavirus pandemic has surpassed one million, and tensions between the US, Russia, and China are at their highest point in many years.1 We are torn between far-left progressives embracing socialism or something close to it, and hard-core far-right Trump supporters who accept his Big Lie that he won the 2020 election and believe violence is justified to hold onto power. Millions of Americans in the political center are disillusioned with both major political parties, believing that neither represents their views. Alarmingly, a Washington Post poll published in January 2022 found that 41 percent of independents, 40 percent of Republicans, and 23 percent of Democrats believe violent action against the government is sometimes justified.2 This poses a grave threat to our ability to settle our differences with ballots rather than bullets.

In his 1970 book, Future Shock, Alvin Toffler wrote that change was taking place around the world at such dizzying speed that people were having a hard time adjusting to it. The book sold millions of copies and influenced leaders of many nations. Time proved Toffler to be prophetic, as change has come ever more quickly since his book was published.3

Most Americans alive today weren’t born when Senator John F. Kennedy of Massachusetts was inaugurated as the thirty-fifth president of the United States on January 20, 1961. Personal computers, the internet, social media, cable TV news and entertainment channels, communications satellites, cell phones, and many other things we take for granted today didn’t exist. There were only three commercial TV networks—ABC, CBS, and NBC—and their evening newscasts were only fifteen minutes long. Printed newspapers remained the dominant source of news.4

Americans feared the Soviet Union and China would spread communism around the world and even to the United States. Only the US, the Soviet Union, Britain, and France had nuclear weapons, and millions of Americans were afraid the Soviets would use their nukes against us and usher in World War III.5 Polls showed that most Americans believed war with the Soviets was inevitable.6

Racism was far more widespread than it is today. Police brutality—particularly against Black people—was more common.7 Racial segregation persisted in the South. Numerous barriers, including threats of violence and acts of violence, prevented many Black citizens in the South from voting.8

Some 24 percent of the US workforce was employed in manufacturing when Kennedy became president.9 Since then, automation has enabled American manufacturers to produce more with fewer workers. In addition, China (which signed a bilateral trade agreement with the US in 1979) and other foreign nations now produce many manufactured products once made in America. As a result, only about 8 percent of the US workforce was employed in manufacturing by 2019—just one-third the percentage in 1960.10

As the US shifted from a manufacturing to an information economy, employers demanded a more educated workforce. A college diploma consequently became a requirement for many good-paying jobs. In 1962, only about 11 percent of men and 7 percent of women over twenty-five had a four-year college degree. By 2019, those numbers grew to about 35 percent of men and 37 percent of women.11 The cost of a college education has skyrocketed far faster than the rate of inflation, due in part to the increased demand, with private colleges costing far more than state schools.12 While many students receive scholarship assistance, nearly 44 million borrowers were saddled with a staggering $1.75 trillion in student loan debt in 2022—a burden that affects everything from their career choices, to the number of children they choose to have, to the homes they can afford.13 Some members of the White working class without college degrees who felt locked out of the American Dream turned to politicians like Trump, who fueled their grievances with false promises to turn back the clock and return to “the good old days” with protectionist trade policies that would supposedly bring idled factories back to life.

Women now play a much larger role in the US labor force and in government than in 1960, when only 38 percent of adult women held jobs outside the home.14 By February 2020, the labor force participation rate for women twenty and older had risen to about 59 percent (compared to about 72 percent for men).15 In 1960, there were only nineteen women serving in the US House and Senate, compared with 145 in 2022—more than seven times as many.16 And while Democrat Hillary Clinton failed to be elected as America’s first female president in 2016—despite getting about 3 million more popular votes than Donald Trump—Senator Kamala Harris (D-CA) was elected vice president in 2020 and became the first woman, first Black person, and first person of Asian descent in that position.

In another big change from 1960 to 2020, Census Bureau records showed a drop in the non-Hispanic White share of the US population.17 In 1960, 89 percent of the US population was classified as White and 11 percent was Black, but the Census Bureau did not count Hispanics as a separate category until 1970. The Asian American and American Indian populations were each less than half of 1 percent in 1960.18 The 2020 Census found that 58 percent of the US population was non-Hispanic White, 19 percent was Hispanic, 12 percent was Black, 6 percent was Asian American, and the remaining 5 percent was in other categories including American Indian, Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian, and other Pacific Islander.19 The future shock of this demographic change was exploited by Trump as he successfully courted many White voters upset by the growth of the non-White population, which they believed threatened their status.

In 1961, the World War II generation was in power around the globe. More than 16 million Americans—primarily men, but including about 350,000 women—served in the US armed forces during the conflict.20 The shared experience of military service exposed young people to fellow citizens they would otherwise never have come in contact with, and helped unite them as Americans. General Dwight Eisenhower, who was Supreme Allied Commander in Europe during the war, was the Republican president from 1953 to 1961. Kennedy and Nixon both served as Navy officers in the Pacific theater. Future presidents Lyndon Johnson, Gerald Ford, Ronald Reagan, and George H. W. Bush also served in World War II.21 The war was seen as just and necessary by most Americans, and participation was a political asset for men running for elective office in its aftermath—viewed as evidence of their patriotism.

Donald Trump and Joe Biden never served in the military, although both were draft-age during the unpopular Vietnam War, when many American men sought to avoid conscription. Although he played seven different sports in high school and won awards for baseball, Trump received four student draft deferments in college and then received a medical deferment for a diagnosis of bone spurs in his heels, made by a doctor who just so happened to rent office space from Trump’s father. 22 Biden received five student draft deferments while in college and law school, and then requested and received a medical deferment because he had asthma as a teenager. However, as former Reagan administration assistant secretary of defense Lawrence Korb (a Navy veteran) noted in a January 2021 commentary in Military Times, Biden asked for the medical deferment “in spite of the fact that, according to his own book, he was a star athlete in high school and in college played intramural sports and was a lifeguard in the summer.”23 Trump’s deferments became a political issue used to attack him, but Biden’s deferments sparked far less controversy.

In another change over the decades, Kennedy invoked religiosity in his inaugural address, saying that “the rights of man come not from the generosity of the state but from the hand of God.”24 But by the time Trump and then Biden were presidential nominees, most Democratic officials didn’t emphasize the religious basis of their public policy views. Instead, Democrats were more secular and ideologically oriented. They were committed to redistribution of the nation’s wealth through more government spending funded by big tax increases on the wealthy and corporations, rather than through overall economic growth. In contrast, Kennedy used the phrase “a rising tide lifts all boats,” meaning that a growing economy benefits the poor and middle class as well as the rich.25 While Republican candidates still frequently embrace religion, many use it to attack Democrats for undermining perceived traditional values.

In the realm of foreign policy, Trump sharply diverged from all his post–World War II predecessors, who strongly backed alliances with other nations. Trump embraced Russia and regularly attacked NATO allies, both during his term of office and even afterward, such as when he praised Russian president Vladimir Putin for his February 2022 invasion of Ukraine, which had formerly been part of the Soviet Union. “This is genius,” Trump said in an interview on a conservative radio program on the eve of the invasion. “Putin declares a big portion of the Ukraine… Putin declares it as independent. Oh, that’s wonderful.” Trump went on to call the Russian dictator “very savvy.”26 As for China, the third major world power, Trump sometimes praised and sometimes attacked the nation.

Biden returned to a more traditional foreign policy, drawing closer to allies and regularly criticizing both Russia and China. When Biden joined leaders of the Group of Seven industrialized nations and NATO in meetings in June 2021, they praised him for his differences with Trump. “It’s great to have a US president part of the club and willing to cooperate,” French president Emmanuel Macron told Biden.27 Biden followed the NATO meeting with a summit with Putin that was notable for the tough stands Biden took against Russian policies—in a dramatic contrast to Trump’s reluctance to criticize Russia.28 The unity among NATO allies that Biden achieved in early 2022 in imposing harsh economic sanctions on Russia and its leaders for the invasion of Ukraine would have been inconceivable under Trump.

Another big change from the Kennedy and Nixon years to the Trump and Biden years was the level of political polarization in the United States. Senator Barry Goldwater of Arizona moved the Republican Party further right when he was the party’s presidential nominee in 1964, and Senator George McGovern of South Dakota moved the Democrats further left when he was that party’s presidential nominee in 1972. Both lost their races because they were considered too extreme, yet if the two were still alive today, they would probably find themselves in the moderate (and shrinking) center of their parties.29

NPR reported in October 2020 that the Pew Research Center found “political polarization is more intense now than at any point in modern history. Nearly 80% of Americans now have ‘just a few’ or no friends at all across the aisle, according to Pew…. Another recent poll by the Public Religion Research Institute shows that 8 in 10 Republicans believe the Democratic Party has been taken over by socialists, while 8 in 10 Democrats believe the Republican Party has been taken over by racists.”30 This demonization of people holding different political beliefs challenges our existence as the United States, turning us instead into the Divided States.

One of the few political beliefs that many Americans seem to share is the view that neither party represents them. A Gallup poll published in February 2021 found that 62 percent of US adults believe the “parties do such a poor job representing the American people that a third party is needed.” The same poll found that only 33 percent of US adults believe the Democrats and Republicans are doing an adequate job representing the American people. And the poll found that 50 percent of Americans identified themselves as political independents—“the highest percent Gallup has ever measured in a single poll.”31 The percentage of independents in 2021 was more than twice what it was in 1961, when a Pew Research Center poll found that only 20 percent of Americans said they were independents, 51 percent were Democrats, and 28 percent were Republicans.32

A presidential leadership survey of 142 historians released by C-SPAN in June 2021 ranked Kennedy in eighth place, Nixon in thirty-first place, and Trump in forty-first place, making him one of the lowest-ranked presidents in American history. (Biden was not included in the survey because he was still in office.)33 What justified these ratings by historians? Read on to find out, as we examine the actions of Kennedy, Nixon, Trump, and Biden over some of the most consequential years of American history.






ONE Changing Political Polarization


Democrats and Republicans were once adversaries. Now they are enemies.

While partisan differences have always existed, bipartisanship was far more common when John Kennedy and Richard Nixon ran against each other in 1960 than when Donald Trump and Joe Biden ran against each other sixty years later. Kennedy and Nixon developed a friendly working relationship when they both joined the House of Representatives in 1947 and served together on the Education and Labor Committee. This was illustrated when they traveled together by train from Washington to McKeesport, Pennsylvania, to conduct a polite debate on labor legislation before a civic group in 1947 without any aides accompanying them. In the eighteen-hour round trip they spent most of the time talking about their experiences serving in World War II, world affairs, and their futures. “Kennedy and I were too different in background, outlook, and temperament to become close friends,” Nixon wrote in his memoirs, “but we were thrown together during our early careers, and we never had less than an amicable relationship. In those early years we saw ourselves as political opponents but not rivals.” When then-senator Kennedy underwent back surgery in 1954 and nearly lost his life, a Secret Service agent riding with then–vice president Nixon recounted years later that he saw Nixon cry and say that “poor brave Jack is going to die,” adding, “Oh, God, don’t let him die.”1 It’s impossible to imagine Trump and Biden developing that kind of relationship now.

One example of the worsening of partisan polarization is the contrast between the smooth transfer of power when Kennedy defeated Nixon by the narrowest of margins, compared with the January 6, 2021, attack on the Capitol designed to overturn Biden’s election victory—and Trump’s other efforts to overturn his election defeat. Our democracy is now on life-support, and many Democrats and Republicans who once considered themselves adversaries now consider themselves enemies.

In the 1960s, elected officials of both parties were able to reach compromises that benefited themselves and the nation far more often. There was more internal division within each party in Congress, making it easier for conservative southern Democrats to align with Republicans on some issues (such as civil rights), and for moderate-to-liberal northeastern Republicans to align with Democrats at times. When Democrats had continuous majority control of both the House and Senate from 1955 to 1981, Republicans usually chose to work with them rather than trying to obstruct virtually every Democratic proposal. In contrast, obstructionism has grown steadily worse by both parties since then and is standard operating procedure for the GOP during the administration of President Biden.2 It seemed many members of Congress thought of themselves first as Democrats or Republicans, and only second as Americans—a reversal of views prevailing during the Kennedy-Nixon era.

Lawmakers were judged by their accomplishments in Congress in the Kennedy-Nixon era, rather than the level of anger they could express against the other party. One reason for this was that the social media and cable TV news channels that now amplify partisan sniping did not exist. Reaching compromises with the other party was considered a virtue, whereas now many politicians consider it a vice. This cooperative spirit was a carryover from the bipartisanship that prevailed during the popular centrist Republican administration of President Eisenhower, who was wrapping up his second term as Kennedy and Nixon campaigned to succeed him.3 Eisenhower’s average public approval rating of 65 percent during his eight years in office was second only to Kennedy’s 70 percent during his presidency, according to Gallup polls for every president since Harry Truman.4

Presidential candidates Kennedy and Nixon certainly had substantive policy differences, as did Republicans and Democrats in Congress. But both candidates were centrists, with Kennedy on the center-left and Nixon on the center-right. Kennedy’s views were closer to Nixon’s than they would be today to those of Democratic Socialist senator Bernie Sanders of Vermont or Democratic representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez of New York. Nixon’s views were closer to Kennedy’s than they would be to Trump’s—especially on foreign policy.

Most Democrats and Republicans shared basic assumptions during the 1960 election campaign. They agreed that communism and socialism must be opposed around the world, and that America must support our NATO allies. Domestically, most agreed that President Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s New Deal programs, which dramatically expanded government regulation and support for Americans in need, should be largely kept in place. Democrats generally favored further expansion of government’s role, while Republicans generally favored limiting future government growth without turning back the clock.5


POLITICS BECOME MORE POLARIZED

Political polarization and distrust of government increased in the 1960s and 1970s, aggravated by divisions spawned by the civil rights movement, the Vietnam War, the Watergate scandal, the leftward move of the Democratic Party, and the rightward drift of Republicans. However, no one has done as much as Trump to increase this polarization. To measure polarization, Gallup compared the average approval ratings that Democrats and Republicans gave to each president from Eisenhower through Trump during their administrations. Kennedy had an average approval rating of 84 percent among Democrats and 49 percent among Republicans—a 35 percent approval gap by party. Nixon had an average approval rating among Democrats of just 34 percent, but that jumped to 75 percent among Republicans—resulting in a 41 percent approval gap. Trump had an average approval rating among Democrats of a mere 7 percent, compared with 88 percent among Republicans—resulting in a record 81 percent approval gap.6

Before Trump increased political polarization by concocting his Big Lie to falsely claim he won the 2020 presidential election, the idea of a presidential candidate refusing to accept an election defeat was almost unimaginable. For example, Richard Nixon undoubtedly wanted to win the 1960 presidential race every bit as much as Donald Trump wanted to win sixty years later. And Nixon came much closer to victory than Trump. While Kennedy won with a big margin of 303–219 in the Electoral College, his popular vote margin was a mere 112,000 votes—just 0.2 percent of ballots cast—in a race in which 68 million Americans voted. Rumors swirled of voting irregularities in Texas (where Kennedy won with a 46,000-vote margin) and Illinois (where Kennedy won by only 9,000 votes). Nixon would have won the election by two electoral votes if he had carried Texas and Illinois. Nevertheless, to his credit, Nixon conceded defeat the day after the election and wished Kennedy well.7

Earl Mazo, chief political correspondent of the New York Herald Tribune in 1960, told the Washington Post in 2000: “There’s no question in my mind that it [the election] was stolen…. It was stolen in Chicago and in Texas.” Mazo traveled to Texas and Chicago and said he found strong evidence of fraud by Democrats. “There was a cemetery [in Chicago] where the names on the tombstones were registered and voted,” he said. He also said he found a gutted and uninhabited house in Chicago where fifty-six votes were counted as being cast for Kennedy. Mazo wrote about his findings in a series of stories to be published in newspapers around the nation that was supposed to run in twelve parts. However, he said Nixon asked him to halt the series after the first four stories were published because “our country cannot afford the agony of a constitutional crisis.” Mazo said he refused to stop the series, but Nixon called Mazo’s editors with the same request, and they agreed to halt it.8 This would probably not happen today, when journalists are far less likely to suppress information at the request of politicians and government officials.

President Eisenhower and Senate Republican Leader Everett Dirksen of Illinois urged Nixon to challenge his election loss. Nixon supporters mounted a challenge and Republican officials pursued recounts in eleven states, but Nixon didn’t publicly join the effort because he thought it would hurt him politically and would cause too much damage to the country. The effort fizzled before Electoral College votes were cast. As vice president, Nixon presided over the congressional certification of the electoral votes officially confirming his defeat—just as Vice President Mike Pence did sixty years later. “In our campaigns, no matter how hard-fought they may be, no matter how close the election may turn out to be, those who lose accept the verdict and support those who win,” Nixon told the joint session of Congress as he declared Kennedy the election winner. He received a standing ovation from both Democrats and Republicans.9

Trump had the opposite reaction from Nixon. Trump has kept repeating his Big Lie in virtually every interview he has given, in public statements, and in rallies around the country, where he vented his many grievances and hinted that he would run for president in 2024. He formally announced in November 2022 that he would seek to become the Republican presidential nominee in the election two years ahead. In addition, Trump has falsely denounced the 2020 presidential election as “the most corrupt, dishonest and unfair election in the history of our country.” However, his bogus claims were rejected by Republican and Democratic state and local election officials, Trump-appointed attorney general William Barr, others in the Trump administration, and federal judges appointed by Trump and earlier presidents.10

When Christopher Krebs, the Trump-appointed director of the federal Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Agency, said the 2020 election was the most secure in American history, Trump angrily fired him and denounced him on Twitter. This was typical behavior for Trump, who attacked anyone who disagreed with him and retaliated if he could. Krebs, whose agency worked with election officials in every state to ensure voting systems were secure, testified in December 2020 before a Senate committee. He said accusations of voter fraud made by Trump supporters were “wild and baseless.”11

Trump has devoted his post-presidency to dividing the nation to the greatest extent possible. He has attacked not only Biden and Democrats, but Republicans who failed to say he was the 2020 election winner and those who supported his impeachment. Trump even attacked Senate Republican Leader Mitch McConnell of Kentucky repeatedly for being insufficiently obedient. The attacks came despite the fact that McConnell loyally supported Trump administration legislative proposals and judicial nominees, and played a key role in killing efforts to convict Trump after both his impeachments by the House. Trump sought to persuade GOP senators to remove McConnell as their leader and called McConnell a “stone cold loser” and a “dumb son of a bitch” in April 2021.12 Despite Trump’s attacks, Senate Republicans re-elected McConnell to be their leader for the new legislative session beginning in 2023, where they remained the minority party.

In addition, Trump and his supporters demanded recounts and audits in states where he was defeated in an effort to overturn his loss. Trump even urged Georgia secretary of state Brad Raffensperger, a Republican, to “find” enough votes to overturn Biden’s victory in the state. “I just want to find 11,780 votes,” to win Georgia, Trump told Raffensperger in an hour-long call on January 2, 2021, that was recorded without Trump’s knowledge. Trump even warned Raffensperger that the secretary of state risked being prosecuted for “a criminal offense” if he did not overturn the election results.13 Raffensperger refused Trump’s demand and has since faced death threats from Trump supporters. At this writing, the Democratic district attorney of Fulton County, Georgia—Fani T. Willis—is conducting a criminal investigation of Trump’s efforts to overturn his loss in Georgia.14

In his closing weeks in the White House, Trump tried to use the Justice Department to overturn his election loss, according to an interim report issued by the Senate Judiciary Committee in October 2021. The 394-page report is titled Subverting Justice: How the Former President and His Allies Pressured DOJ to Overturn the 2020 Election.15 When Attorney General Barr resigned in late December 2020, Jeffrey Rosen became acting attorney general. Trump repeatedly demanded that Rosen notify attorneys general in some states Trump had lost that federal fraud investigations cast doubt on the election outcome. This could have paved the way for Trump to pressure Republican-controlled state legislatures to appoint Trump electors to cast Electoral College votes for him in states that Biden had actually won. Jeffrey Clark, acting head of the Justice Department Civil Division, advocated this course of action to keep Trump in power despite Trump’s election loss. Trump held an extraordinary three-hour meeting in the Oval Office on the night of January 3, 2021, and came close to firing Rosen and appointing Clark as acting attorney general to carry out the plan to overturn the election. The defeated president finally relented when top Justice Department officials and White House Counsel Pat Cipollone said they would all resign and warned that other department officials and US attorneys around the nation would likely resign as well, according to the Judiciary Committee report.16

Trump’s baseless assertion that he was robbed of a re-election victory by a massive conspiracy of state and local Democratic and Republican election officials across the country led to the January 6, 2021, insurrection at the US Capitol. Thousands of Trump supporters who were summoned to Washington by the defeated president arrived at the Capitol in an effort to stop Congress from certifying Biden’s Electoral College victory. Five people died and about 140 police officers were injured as a result of the first attack on the Capitol since British troops set fire to the building during the War of 1812.17 Capitol Police Officer Brian Sicknick was among the dead after suffering two strokes when a rioter sprayed a chemical substance into his face and eyes.18 In addition to the five fatalities in the insurrection, four officers who heroically defended lawmakers in the Capitol against rioters later took their own lives.19

Instead of supporting an investigation of the insurrection, Trump urged congressional Republicans to block the creation of a nonpartisan outside commission to investigate the events leading up to the attempted coup. The vast majority of Republicans fell in line and did what Trump wanted, fearing he would otherwise endorse primary challengers to them. House Speaker Nancy Pelosi (D-CA) then created a select committee to investigate, but House Minority Leader Kevin McCarthy (R-CA) refused to allow his members to participate after Pelosi rejected his proposal to appoint Trump loyalists who would never criticize the former president. Pelosi instead appointed the only House Republicans who voted to create the select committee to the panel: Liz Cheney of Wyoming and Adam Kinzinger of Illinois. The two, who had earlier voted to impeach Trump, joined the committee in defiance of McCarthy and were treated like traitors by most of their fellow House Republicans.20 Trump, McCarthy, and other Republicans attacked Cheney and Kinzinger, and supported a primary challenge to Cheney. Kinzinger announced in October 2021 that he would not seek re-election, and Cheney lost her primary in August 2022 in a landslide to Harriet Hageman, who supported Trump’s Big Lie and was endorsed by the former president.21

In an effort to obstruct the select committee investigation, Trump rejected the committee’s requests after he left office for testimony by his former aides, although some testified despite his objections. He also rejected committee requests for White House records regarding his activities and the advice he received in office regarding the January 6 attack. Trump claimed he had the right to do this under executive privilege in order to preserve the confidentiality of advice a president receives, and said he expected his top aides to refuse to comply with select committee subpoenas for their records and testimony. However, in October 2021, President Biden refused to invoke executive privilege to withhold the initial batch of documents requested by the select committee.22 The Supreme Court rejected Trump’s claim of executive privilege in January 2022, ruling that White House records concerning the January 6 riot had to be released to the House select committee.23 Trump was determined to do all he could to slow the progress of the investigation because Republicans made clear that if they became the majority party in the House in 2023, they would end the work of the select committee—exactly what Trump wanted. The GOP succeeded in recapturing majority control of the House by a narrow margin in the November 2022 midterm elections.

Another action by Trump to delegitimize Biden’s election and support the Big Lie was Trump’s support of sham partisan “audits” of 2020 ballots in Arizona (before the Arizona “audit” confirmed his loss) and other states. Trump asserted that these phony recounts initiated by his GOP supporters could “restore” him to the presidency—something impossible under the Constitution.24 But truth and reality have never constrained Trump.

In addition to pressuring Republican state officials to overturn Biden’s victory in their states, Trump pressured Vice President Mike Pence to reject the votes of Biden electors from seven states because of questions regarding purported fraud when Pence performed the ceremonial role of announcing the Electoral College vote count as he presided over a joint session of Congress on January 6, 2021. A memo given to Trump by Republican lawyer and Trump supporter John Eastman argued that Pence had the power to reject electors in this way and proclaim Trump the winner of the election, enabling him to stay in office until 2025. As an alternative strategy, the Eastman memo argued that Pence could say no presidential candidate won a majority of electoral votes and throw the election to the House of Representatives, where each state delegation would cast one vote to determine who won the election. Since Republicans had a majority of twenty-six state delegations and Democrats controlled only twenty-four in the House, this would presumably lead to the House anointing Trump as the winner of the election he actually lost.25

Eastman also said Pence could have halted certification of electoral votes on January 6 and asked state legislatures to investigate fraud claims. If Republican-controlled legislatures had accepted Trump’s fraud claims, they could have accepted alternate slates of electors pledged to Trump, re-electing him. The Washington Post reported in October 2021 that Eastman sent an email to Pence aide Greg Jacob while the Capitol riot was underway and Pence was hiding in the Capitol from the rampaging mob. Eastman told Jacob in the email: “The ‘siege’ [referring to the riot] is because YOU and your boss did not do what was necessary to allow this to be aired in a public way so that the American people can see for themselves what happened,” referring to Trump’s false claim that the election had been rigged against him and that he had really won.26

Thankfully—and to his credit—Pence rejected Trump’s demands, telling the president he had consulted with legal scholars and concluded he had no power to overturn the election and effectively stage a coup to keep Trump and himself in power in defiance of the votes of the American people. The New York Times reported that, according to sources, Trump “was enraged” at Pence and held a series of meetings with the vice president where Trump “pressed relentlessly, alternately cajoling and browbeating.” Finally, Trump told Pence: “You can either go down in history as a patriot or you can go down as a pussy.” This illustrates Trump’s definition of “patriotism”—total obedience to Trump at all times. In reality, Trump’s coup attempt was the opposite of patriotism.27

In his sharpest break with Trump up to that time, Pence said in a speech to the conservative Federalist Society in February 2022: “President Trump is wrong: I had no right to overturn the election. The presidency belongs to the American people and the American people alone. And frankly, there is no idea more un-American than the notion that any one person could choose the American president.”28 In his book published in November 2022 and in a series of media interviews to promote the book, Pence harshly criticized Trump’s conduct leading up to and during the attack on the Capitol.

As someone who has worked on many Democratic political campaigns, I can understand Trump’s deep disappointment when confronted with election defeat. Every major party presidential candidate who has lost must have been saddened as well. However, Trump told a cheering crowd at his rally immediately before asking the thousands there to march to the Capitol on January 6, 2021: “We will never give up, we will never concede.”29 This obstinate refusal to accept reality is a promise we can count on Trump keeping because he is incapable of admitting he is a loser. The defeated president’s challenge of the congressional certification of the Electoral College vote turned what had always been a pro forma event into a bloody battle scene in the Capitol. He had warned of election rigging long before Election Day, setting the stage for the insurrection by arguing that because he had done such a great job as president, it was absolutely impossible for him to lose in a fair election. Trump is known for attacking his enemies by accusing them of what he is guilty of doing. In the 2020 election, Trump was the one who tried to rig the outcome—not Democrats.30

It’s frightening to imagine what will happen to our precious democracy if future losing presidential candidates—including Trump himself if he is nominated and is defeated in 2024—embrace their own versions of the Big Lie and never concede defeat. In a troubling development, Trump and some of his supporters in state legislatures are seeking to change state laws to allow legislatures to select presidential electors for a candidate who doesn’t win the popular vote in the state. In addition, in the 2022 midterm elections, Trump supported Republican candidates for secretary of state (in states where that office oversees elections) who place loyalty to him over their commitment to free and fair elections. Fortunately, all those candidates were defeated. If Trump loses his 2024 presidential race, you can be sure he will say his loss is the result of a second rigged election riddled with rampant voter fraud, since he contends he can’t possibly lose a fair election. Millions of his supporters would undoubtedly believe his new Big Lie.31

If vast numbers of Americans lose faith in elections, we can expect to see more political violence, partisan gridlock, and instability in the United States. In a nightmare scenario, insurrectionists attacking the US Capitol, state capitols, or other targets could come armed with guns and bombs, and kill and injure far more people than in January 2021. Trump’s refusal to accept his election defeat and the attempted coup he sought to stage by having Vice President Pence declare him the winner when counting electoral votes may turn out to be Trump’s most enduring legacy—a sign that he was not content to wage war on just Democrats but wanted to wage war on democracy itself and turn America into an authoritarian state to stay in power.32








TWO Changing Election Campaigns


Campaigns and political alignments are nothing like they were in 1960.

The way political campaigns are conducted has changed enormously from the days of Kennedy and Nixon to the era of Trump and Biden, as have regional political differences.

TV was a fairly new medium in the 1950s, and its full power was not on display in the two Eisenhower presidential campaigns against Democrat Adlai Stevenson. That changed in 1960 with the four televised presidential candidate debates between Kennedy and Nixon, which were unprecedented in American history. The debates gave voters front-row seats to see the candidates answering questions and responding to each other. Kennedy and Nixon agreed on many topics and treated each other politely. While there were significant policy differences between the two men, they paled in comparison to the differences dividing Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump in their 2016 debates, and Joe Biden and Trump when they debated in 2020. Kennedy and Nixon had a respectful and gentlemanly discussion of their differing policy positions and qualifications. There weren’t presidential debates again until 1976, and from then on they became increasingly confrontational, reaching a whole new level of brawling when Trump debated Clinton and Biden by throwing out personal insults and interrupting his opponents incessantly, prompting them to counterattack sharply.

In another big change from 1960, financing a presidential campaign has become far more regulated. With few restrictions on campaign fundraising and spending, John Kennedy could count on his wealthy father for financial help. Joseph P. Kennedy funded TV ads, opinion polls, and other campaign expenses for his son. According to historian James Hilty, the Kennedy campaign “began earlier, spent more, and was better organized than any previous Democratic campaign.”1 Joseph P. Kennedy had similarly funded his son’s earlier House and Senate races.”2 By contrast, Richard Nixon’s father, who died in 1956, never had the money to provide significant funding for his son’s campaigns. Nixon was not wealthy and had to rely on donors for campaign funding.

Since 1960 there has been enormous growth in campaign spending in presidential races and down-ballot races as well. Presidential campaign spending in the Kennedy-Nixon race was tiny by today’s standards: $10.1 million for Nixon (almost $96 million in 2022 dollars) and $9.8 million for Kennedy (nearly $93 million in 2022 dollars). Campaign spending in 1968 totaled $25.4 million for Nixon (just over $205 million in 2022 dollars) and $11.6 million for then–vice president Hubert Humphrey (nearly $94 million in 2022 dollars). In 1972, spending totaled $61.4 million for Nixon (nearly $413 million in 2022 dollars) and $30 million for Senator George McGovern (nearly $202 million in 2022 dollars).3

Starting with the Federal Election Campaign Act of 1971, which was enacted when Nixon was president, candidates campaigning for federal office had to file quarterly reports stating how much money their campaigns raised and how much they spent. The law also allowed for the creation of political action committees (PACs) to raise and spend money on behalf of candidates. The legislation, which requires disclosing the names of individual donors, did not take effect until April 7, 1972. A flood of donations poured into the Nixon campaign just before the deadline. “Contributors were literally flying into Washington with satchels of cash,” Fred Wertheimer, then a lawyer for Common Cause, said afterward. And the New York Times reported in 2010 that the Nixon campaign “was also illegally hauling in many millions of dollars from corporations, many of which felt pressured into making contributions.” A lawsuit filed by Wertheimer later forced the release of the list of contributors.4

As the result of amendments enacted in 1974, the independent Federal Election Commission was established to collect campaign finance reports and serve as a regulatory agency. The amendments also established campaign spending limits, but the Supreme Court ruled in 1976 that the spending limits were unconstitutional.5 The 1974 amendments were a reaction to the Watergate scandal that led to Nixon’s resignation in 1974. The scandal grew out of Nixon’s attempts to cover up his role and the role of his re-election campaign in a break-in at the headquarters of the Democratic National Committee in the Watergate office building in Washington. Congress later passed additional restrictions on campaign financing, some of which were thrown out by the Supreme Court. Other restrictions were substantially weakened by clever work-arounds, such as the creation of super PACs. The bottom line is that today “independent expenditures” by groups supporting candidates have flooded election campaigns with big-money campaign contributions from people and groups seeking to influence elected officials. This has effectively negated key objectives of the campaign finance reforms enacted in the 1970s.6

Under federal law, public financing for presidential campaigns for both the primaries and the general election became available in 1976.7 The system worked for a few years but has since collapsed because it didn’t provide enough funds for candidates to wage competitive races and imposed unrealistically low spending limits. Republican George W. Bush was the first presidential candidate to decline public matching funds for primaries and caucuses in 2000. In 2008, Democratic presidential nominee Barack Obama was the first candidate to refuse public funding for his general election campaign.8 Candidates now count on super PACs to raise much of their campaign money. The super PACs were created in response to a 2010 Supreme Court decision in the case Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission. Without being required to fully disclose the names of their donors, the super PACs can raise and spend unlimited amounts supporting their chosen candidates. However, they are barred from coordinating their political spending and activities with any candidate.9

By the time of Trump’s two presidential campaigns, the cost of running for president had grown phenomenally. Presidential campaign spending in 2016 totaled $768 million for Hillary Clinton (nearly $900 million in 2022 dollars) and $398 million for Trump (just over $466 million in 2022 dollars).10 In 2020, Biden raised a staggering $1.69 billion (just over $1.8 billion in 2022 dollars) and Trump topped that by raising $1.96 billion (just over $2.1 billion in 2022).11 In addition, 2,276 super PACs reported raising $3.4 billion and spending $2.1 billion in the 2019–2020 cycle on congressional races and the presidential election.12 Candidates are under pressure to devote a big chunk of their time and energy to fundraising, and have to consider the impact of their policy positions on their ability to raise campaign contributions.

Another major change from 1960 to 2020 was a political realignment that redefined the term “Solid South” by shifting Southern states from support of the Democratic Party to the Republican column. Ever since Republican president Abraham Lincoln waged the Civil War to stop eleven Southern slaveholding states from seceding, a majority of White Southerners could be counted on to vote for Democrats.13 However, Democrats began losing their hold on Southern White voters in 1948, when the Democratic National Convention and President Harry Truman came out in support of civil rights for Black Americans. In the 1960 election, Kennedy still managed to win more Southern states and electoral votes than Nixon, while Democratic senator Harry Byrd of Virginia, a segregationist, ran for president opposing civil rights for Blacks. Byrd won fifteen electoral votes by carrying Alabama and Mississippi, as well as winning the support of an elector from Oklahoma who disregarded the state’s popular vote.14

Presidents Kennedy and Johnson alienated many White Southern voters with their embrace of equal rights for Black Americans. The two realized this would hurt them politically but backed what became the Civil Rights Act of 1964 as an act of principle to combat racial discrimination, which they considered morally wrong. Kennedy failed to win passage of the Civil Rights Act, but shortly after he was assassinated and succeeded by Johnson, the new president made enactment of the law a top priority. A brilliant legislative tactician who had been Senate majority leader, Johnson succeeded against long odds and put together a coalition of Republicans and liberal Democrats that won passage of the Civil Rights Act.15

Jack Valenti, Johnson’s executive assistant, later recounted a conversation in the Oval Office between Johnson and segregationist senator Richard B. Russell (D-GA), who was the senior member of the Senate and who had been Johnson’s mentor years earlier. During the meeting a few days after Johnson became president, Johnson said he was determined to get Congress to pass the Civil Rights Act and would not weaken the measure to compromise. Russell responded: “You may do that, but by God, it’s going to cost you the South and cost you the election.” Johnson responded: “If that’s the price I’ve got to pay, I’ll pay it gladly.”16 While Johnson was re-elected in a landslide in 1964, he lost the Southern states of Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, and South Carolina to Republican candidate Barry Goldwater (who also carried his home state of Arizona).17 Democratic dominance in the South had come to an end.

Nixon took advantage of the political shift in 1968 and 1972 with his Southern Strategy. In 1968 he split the Southern states with American Independent Party candidate George Wallace, who had been the segregationist Democratic governor of Alabama. Democratic candidate Hubert Humphrey won only Texas in the South.18 In his 1972 landslide victory, Nixon won every state in the country except Massachusetts and the District of Columbia.19 Nixon also appealed successfully to blue-collar workers, who had been firmly in the Democratic column up until then, by portraying liberal Democrats as elitist and unpatriotic because of their opposition to the Vietnam War. He called his supporters “the Great Silent Majority.”20

Later Republican presidential candidates continued the trend of appealing to Whites, particularly non–college graduates who had once been firmly in the Democratic column. Trump followed Nixon’s lead and called his supporters “the Silent Majority” in his two presidential campaigns, even though a majority of voters supported Hillary Clinton in 2016 and Joe Biden in 2020. Trump solidified the GOP hold on most members of the White working class, even while pushing through tax cuts benefiting the rich. He fanned the fears that many in the White working class harbored of the growing non-White population and of the far-left ascendant in the Democratic Party.21

The way Democrats and Republicans select their nominees has also changed markedly since the Kennedy-Nixon race. In 1960, national political party conventions were decision-making bodies that selected the major party presidential nominees. Seventeen states and Washington, DC, held Democratic primaries, selecting 648 of the 761 delegates needed to clinch the party’s presidential nomination. But political party bosses and state conventions still selected the majority of national convention delegates in both parties. Kennedy ran in ten primaries, but Lyndon Johnson and Adlai Stevenson (running again despite his losses to Dwight Eisenhower in 1952 and 1956) skipped the primaries altogether and worked to win the nomination by appealing to delegates at the national convention. Kennedy proved to have the winning strategy. His victory over Humphrey in the West Virginia primary was a major factor, when Kennedy showed that a Catholic candidate could win a race in a heavily Protestant state.22 Up until that point, no Catholic had been elected president. Questions were raised by opponents about whether Kennedy would be taking orders from the pope—something he vehemently denied.23

The only other Catholic ever elected president is Joe Biden. While Kennedy faced prejudice from some non-Catholics, Biden faced criticism within the Catholic community for his support of abortion rights and same-sex marriage, both of which are opposed by the Church. Some American bishops have gone so far as to call for denying Biden Communion, with the US Conference of Catholic Bishops stating shortly after Biden was elected president that his support for abortion rights was a “problem” for a Catholic attending Mass. Biden was no doubt pleased to announce after his meeting with Pope Francis in the Vatican in October 2021 that the pope told Biden he was a “good Catholic” and should continue receiving Communion. The Washington Post described Biden in October 2021 as “perhaps the most religiously observant president in decades, one who rarely misses Mass, often quotes scripture, and clutches rosary beads ahead of key decisions. He was educated by nuns at Catholic schools, and several times in his life considered entering the priesthood.”24

While Kennedy had to fight hard to overcome religious prejudice and questions about his age and level of experience to win the 1960 Democratic presidential nomination in a crowded field, Nixon had a much easier time winning the GOP nomination that year. Stressing his role as the sitting vice president serving under the popular Eisenhower, Nixon won the eleven primaries he entered by overwhelming margins. He faced only token opposition from New York governor Nelson Rockefeller in five primaries in which Rockefeller never collected even 7 percent of the vote.25 Nixon beat back stronger challenges from Rockefeller and California governor Ronald Reagan to win the 1968 GOP presidential nomination on the first ballot. Nixon won ten primaries, while Rockefeller and Reagan each won a single primary.26

The 1968 Nixon vs. Humphrey general election campaign had some similarities to the 2016 Trump vs. Clinton campaign, but also crucial differences. Just as the Russian government interfered in 2016 to help Trump because President Vladimir Putin believed Hillary Clinton would cause problems for Russia, in 1968 Soviet Ambassador to the US Anatoly Dobrynin tried to intervene in the presidential race on behalf of Humphrey.27 Soviet leaders believed the staunchly anti-communist Nixon would be worse for their country. Dobrynin wrote in his memoir, In Confidence, years later: “The top Soviet leaders took an extraordinary step, unprecedented in the history of Soviet-American relations, by secretly offering Humphrey any conceivable help in his election campaign—including financial aid.” Dobrynin, who said he made the offer to Humphrey in a lunch meeting, wrote that Humphrey immediately rejected the assistance.28

Nixon cleverly sought the support of both opponents and supporters of the Vietnam War in 1968. He said he had a plan to end the war, but had to keep the plan secret in order for it to succeed. However, what became known as Nixon’s “secret plan” was simply a campaign slogan. In reality, there was no plan, aides said years later. Nixon wanted doves to support him because they thought he would withdraw troops, and wanted hawks to support him because they thought he would hit North Vietnam harder. So he touted his nonexistent secret plan in hopes it would please both sides. The strategy helped him win the election.29

Nixon actually prolonged the war by secretly conveying a message to the American-allied South Vietnamese government urging leaders to refuse to take part in peace talks arranged by President Johnson with communist North Vietnam. Nixon told the South Vietnamese through his supporter Anna Chennault that if he were elected, he would offer the South a better deal. Nixon’s torpedoing of the peace talks succeeded—helping his candidacy, but destroying a chance at ending the war years earlier and saving countless lives. “Nixon’s presidential campaign needed the war to continue, since Nixon was running on a platform that opposed the war,” Colin Schultz wrote in Smithsonian Magazine in March 2013. Nixon’s interference was revealed years later in a secret FBI wiretap of the South Vietnamese ambassador to the US, as well as President Johnson’s secret recordings of his phone calls and meetings.30

Nixon faced no serious opposition for renomination in 1972. Democrats nominated Senator George McGovern in a drastically altered process that gave voters the decisive role in picking the party presidential nominee through primaries and caucuses. McGovern was the co-chairman of the commission that changed the nomination rules, and he used his understanding of the new rules to capture his party’s presidential nomination, coming out on top of a field of thirteen candidates.31 Nixon was re-elected with 61 percent of the popular vote and 521 electoral votes from 49 states in the Electoral College, compared to only 17 electoral votes for McGovern.32

After McGovern’s loss, Democrats pulled back on some of the reforms to their nominating process that McGovern had championed. However, the Democratic Party continued to give voters control of the selection of their presidential nominees through primaries and caucuses. Republicans followed suit in subsequent elections, creating the current system under which both party nominees are selected by voters rather than party leaders. As a result, national political conventions have changed from decision-making bodies into largely ceremonial gatherings to nominate the candidate who has come out on top in primaries and caucuses.33



TRUMP STUNS THE WORLD

By 2016, presidential primaries—and to a lesser extent caucuses—were used throughout the nation to select delegates to the Republican and Democratic National Conventions. Trump was one of seventeen major candidates who sought the Republican presidential nomination, but five dropped out before the nominating contests began with the Iowa caucuses. At first, many commentators considered Trump’s run for the presidency to be a publicity stunt designed to raise his personal and business profile to boost his earnings, with almost no chance of success. But Trump drew enormous media coverage—including live coverage of many of his rallies nationally on cable news channels (particularly CNN) and on local TV channels where the rallies took place—because his conduct was so outrageous and attracted big audiences. Trump understood that TV networks and channels make more money when their viewership rises. He put his experience as the star of the reality TV show The Apprentice to good use to attract viewers by making extravagant promises and launching personal attacks mocking his opponents. The heavy TV coverage he attracted helped him win forty-one nominating contests against a badly splintered opposition.34

On the Democratic side, six major candidates entered the race for their party’s 2016 presidential nomination, but by the time of the Iowa caucuses, only three were still running: Hillary Clinton, the former secretary of state, US senator from New York, and first lady; Senator Bernie Sanders of Vermont; and former Maryland governor Martin O’Malley. Clinton narrowly defeated Sanders in the Iowa caucuses. O’Malley dropped out after coming in a distant third. After a hard-fought primary campaign that engendered much bitterness between Clinton and Sanders and their supporters, Clinton captured enough delegates to win the Democratic presidential nomination.35

Trump and his running mate, Indiana governor Mike Pence, defeated Clinton and her running mate, Senator Tim Kaine of Virginia, in the Electoral College by a vote of 304 to 227, after seven “faithless electors” cast ballots for candidates who did not win the most votes in their states. The Clinton-Kaine ticket won about 3 million more popular votes. Trump’s election victory stunned political pundits and pollsters, millions of Americans, and the world. Few outside his ardent supporters had expected him to win.36

In the 2020 presidential race, Trump faced no significant opposition in Republican nominating contests. A total of twenty-nine major candidates entered the race on the Democratic side, but eighteen withdrew before the Iowa caucuses.37 Biden lost the first three nominating contests but won the fourth in South Carolina with 48 percent of the vote, thanks in large part to an endorsement by Representative James Clyburn (D-SC) and strong support in the Black community. The COVID-19 pandemic then upended normal campaigning, as many states and communities banned large gatherings. Candidates stopped holding rallies and other events to avoid spreading the disease. Many nominating contests were delayed in hopes that the pandemic would not last long, and four were canceled. Biden’s candidacy picked up steam as he ran up a string of primary victories, prompting other candidates to suspend their campaigns. Sanders was the last Biden opponent to drop out, joining the other losing candidates on April 8 to endorse Biden.38
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