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PREFACE

I began thinking about this book in March 2016, just as I was heading off 
to spend a few months at the Copenhagen Business School in Denmark. 
I had been making that trek for more than a decade and I knew that my 
friends and colleagues there would be asking me about the current presi-
dential primary elections in the United States. Bernie Sanders and Hillary 
Clinton were neck and neck in the polls for the Democratic Party nomina-
tion. On the Republican side, a large slate of right-​wing politicians, includ-
ing Marco Rubio and Ted Cruz, were vying for their party’s nomination. 
Among that group was Donald Trump, a billionaire real estate developer, 
entrepreneur, and reality television star. Trump was a political upstart who 
had never run for public office and seemed to have entered the race on a 
whim, peppering his campaign speeches with an alarming number of out-
rageous comments that had rallied the Republican Party’s electoral base. 
Initially, almost nobody believed he would win the nomination, let alone 
the general election to become the forty-​fifth president. But by the time 
I got to Copenhagen in late March, Trump was leading the Republican field 
with more than 700 delegates in his pocket—​more than half of the 1,200 
he needed to win the party’s nomination. I braced myself for the following 
question in Copenhagen:  how could a guy like Trump do so well in the 
primaries?

In anticipation of that question, I wrote a short paper before I left home 
simply to collect my thoughts. I was glad I did because when I arrived, I was 
invited to give some seminars and lectures on the subject. More surprising 
was that total strangers asked me that question too, including a couple sit-
ting next to me and my wife at a concert one night at Jazzhus Montmartre in 
downtown Copenhagen. During the break, they asked if we were Americans, 
and when we said yes, they popped the question. People asked me again at 
conferences that spring in Germany and Austria. The Austrians quizzed me 
about this because they were facing their own right-​wing nationalist politi-
cal movement led by Norbert Hofer’s Freedom Party of Austria. Hofer won 
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the first round of voting that April but without a majority faced a runoff, 
which he eventually lost by a slim margin. One person warned me, refer-
ring to Trump’s success in the primaries, that this was how fascism started 
in Europe in the 1930s. I  heard similar concerns in Denmark where the 
Danish People’s Party, founded in 1995, had become an influential pres-
ence in Danish politics thanks to its strong anti-​immigrant platform. It had 
helped support the recent Liberal–​Conservative coalition government and 
in 2014 had won the European Parliamentary election in Denmark, garner-
ing 27 percent of the vote in a race with about a half-​dozen political parties.

The paper I wrote that spring for the Danes turned out to be the skele-
ton for this book, although I didn’t plan to write a book at the time. After 
all, there was no way, I thought, that Donald Trump would win. I figured 
he was just a flash in the pan. But by Election Day in November, things had 
changed dramatically. Trump had won the Republican nomination and was 
only about three points behind Clinton in most polls.1 As luck would have 
it, I was in Washington, DC that Election Day with a group of high-​level 
Danish civil servants and businesspeople. Reminiscent of my experiences 
earlier that spring, the Danes wanted to know how Trump had gotten this 
far and whether he could win the presidency that day. I had some tentative 
answers to the first question but was emphatic in my answer to the sec-
ond: “No, I would be shocked if he won.” I wasn’t the only one of that opin-
ion. We all went to a local restaurant for dinner that evening and watched 
the election returns come in on CNN. On the way to the restaurant, we 
passed several busy intersections, each one manned by lots of police astride 
motorcycles, fully armed, helmeted, wearing bulletproof vests, and just 
waiting. But for what? Trump had warned repeatedly that the election was 
rigged against him and that if he lost that night his supporters would riot in 
the streets. It appeared that the metropolitan police in DC were taking that 
warning very seriously. They seemed to think Trump might lose too.

At the restaurant, an initial spirit of excitement gave way to nervousness 
and then disbelief as the returns rolled in and it started to become clear 
that Trump might win. Dinner broke up at about 10:00 PM and some of 
us walked back to the hotel in Georgetown. The motorcycle cops were 
long gone—​no riots that night. People had congregated on Pennsylvania 
Avenue in front of the White House and in Lafayette Square across the 
street. The mood was somber when we walked by. By the time I went to bed 
around midnight, the election hadn’t been officially called but it was clear 
who would win. I awoke twice during the night and checked the TV to see 
if it was officially over. By breakfast time, Trump had declared victory. Just 
before lunch, Clinton went on national television and delivered a gracious 
yet impassioned concession speech urging young women never to give 
up their dreams. That afternoon the Danes and I  attended a symposium 
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on the election at the Brookings Institution where both Republicans and 
Democrats on the dais were nearly at a loss for words trying to explain how 
it had all happened, and especially in trying to predict what lay ahead. But 
they all agreed that the next four years could very easily become one of 
the most serious tests in history of the US Constitution’s capacity to check 
the power of the presidency. After all, Trump would enjoy a Republican-​
controlled Congress and very likely a conservative Supreme Court once he 
had a chance to fill the seat vacated by the death several months earlier of 
Justice Antonin Scalia. By dinnertime, I had decided that the paper I had 
written earlier that spring should become a book.

Let me be clear from the start—​I find Trump’s rise to power very dis-
turbing, as do most Democrats. However, so do many Republicans, includ-
ing some in Congress. The 2016 election was unlike anything in recent 
memory, and Trump was an extraordinarily different kind of politician 
than people were used to seeing. His campaign speeches, press releases, 
and advertisements were loaded with factually incorrect and misleading 
information. Politicians often play fast and loose with the truth, but Trump’s 
flare for distorting and misrepresenting it, intentionally or not, was aston-
ishing. Moreover, his campaign rhetoric was often offensive. He insulted 
Mexicans, Muslims, African Americans, immigrants, women, America’s mil-
itary generals, and one war hero, Senator John McCain, who as a navy pilot 
during the Vietnam War was shot down over Hanoi, captured, tortured, 
and imprisoned for over five years by the North Vietnamese. However, as 
Trump put it, “He’s not a war hero. He’s a war hero because he was captured. 
I like people that weren’t captured.”2 Finally, Trump was the first true out-
sider to win the White House in over a century—​the wealthiest populist 
the nation had ever seen, a contradiction in terms, to be sure, but one that 
appealed to millions of voters.*

While being an outsider helped him win the election, it was an alba-
tross around his neck once in office—​his inexperience very quickly looked 
like incompetence as things got off to a very rocky start. Consider his first 
few months in office. He approved a botched military raid in Yemen that 
killed a Navy Seal. Both Trump and his team issued several falsehoods, 
including his subsequently discredited Twitter charge that Barack Obama 
had tapped his phones in Trump Tower during the campaign. He issued 
a much-​publicized executive order banning entry to the United States for 
people coming from seven predominantly Muslim countries—​a move that 
sparked nationwide protests at airports, and that the courts quickly blocked  

* Even Dwight Eisenhower, who had never held political office prior to the presidency, had 
served in the military his entire adult life.
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as unconstitutional. Several top administrative and cabinet nominees, 
including Vincent Viola for secretary of the Army and Philip Bilden for 
secretary of the Navy, withdrew from consideration amid controversy over 
ethics issues regarding their personal finances. Andrew Puzder, Trump’s 
nominee for secretary of labor, also withdrew when it became clear that sev-
eral Senate Republicans would not support him due to his antilabor prac-
tices as CEO of CKE Restaurants, parent company of the fast-​food chains 
Carl’s Jr. and Hardee’s. Michael Flynn, Trump’s national security adviser, 
was forced to resign when it was revealed that he had apparently lied to the 
vice president-elect about his contact with the Russian ambassador dur-
ing the presidential transition. Committees in both houses of Congress had 
already launched investigations into possible Russian computer hacking 
designed to help Trump win the election. They were also looking at pos-
sible collusion between the Russians and Trump’s associates during the 
transition, including Flynn and Paul Manafort, Trump’s former campaign 
chairperson. The FBI was looking into it too. It turned out later that Trump 
had pressured FBI director James Comey to pull back on the bureau’s inves-
tigation and go easy on Flynn—​a move that some thought amounted to 
obstruction of justice, an impeachable offense. Soon thereafter he fired 
Comey. As a result, the deputy attorney general appointed a special prose-
cutor, former FBI director Robert Mueller, to investigate. There were also 
accusations that Trump was violating the emoluments clause of the US 
Constitution by benefiting financially from foreign dignitaries staying at his 
hotels. And then one of Trump’s major campaign promises, to “repeal and 
replace” the Affordable Care Act (ACA), otherwise known as Obamacare, 
as soon as he took office hit the rocks. It turned out that Trump didn’t have 
a replacement plan after all, so he left it up to Congress to figure out.

Given all this, it wasn’t surprising that Trump’s approval ratings 
quickly sank to the lowest level of any new president in modern American 
history—​35 percent by late March in a Gallup survey.3 According to Steve 
Schmidt, a long-​time Republican strategist and adviser to former vice 
president Dick Cheney, “No administration has ever been off to a worse 
100-​day start.”4 Things didn’t get much better after that. The Russian col-
lusion scandal deepened, implicating Trump’s eldest son, Donald Jr., and 
son-​in-​law, Jared Kushner, who now also worked in the White House as 
a senior adviser. Congress failed spectacularly to repeal the ACA. And 
several top White House staff were forced to resign, including Press 
Secretary Sean Spicer, Chief of Staff Reince Priebus, Chief Strategist Steve 
Bannon, Communications Director Mike Dubke and then his replace-
ment, Anthony Scaramucci, hired by Trump only to be fired ten days later 
by Trump’s new chief of staff. Also departing during the first year were 
Assistant Press Secretary Michael Short, adviser Sebastian Gorka, Deputy 
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National Security Adviser K.  T. McFarland, Deputy Chief of Staff Katie 
Walsh, Senior Director for Intelligence at the National Security Council 
(NSC) Ezra Cohen-​Watnick, Deputy Chief of Staff at the NSC Tera Dahl, 
Middle East adviser at the NSC Derek Harvey, and director in the NSC 
strategic planning office Rich Higgins. Presidential historians said they had 
to go all the way back to the nineteenth century to find an administration 
as crippled with infighting and legislative disarray as Trump’s. And Trump’s 
approval ratings remained stuck at historic lows.5

It wasn’t just the people who voted for Clinton that disapproved of 
Trump’s performance. Some of those who had voted for Trump were begin-
ning to ask themselves if they had made a mistake. My wife and I were sitting 
at the bar in a local restaurant having dinner one evening about three weeks 
into Trump’s presidency. A  local contractor, born and raised in our small 
New Hampshire town, sat down next to us and the conversation quickly 
turned to national politics. He confessed that he had voted for Trump 
and had been willing to give him the benefit of the doubt for a while but 
was now having second thoughts. He was particularly worried that under 
Trump’s administration he would lose his health insurance, which he said 
he had received thanks to the ACA. He wasn’t alone in his concerns. A spe-
cial Twitter site was established for disgruntled Trump voters to post their 
regrets. It was full of complaints, for example, about his appointing more 
billionaires to high positions than any other president, putting people in 
top administrative posts who had no experience running large bureaucra-
cies, and nominating people with no policy expertise in the jobs for which 
they had been chosen. People also grumbled about his kowtowing to the 
Russians; tweeting ad nauseam in ways unbecoming of the office of the 
president; and trying to replace the ACA with something that, according to 
the Congressional Budget Office, would have caused millions of Americans 
to lose their health insurance.6 Lots of Trump voters were beginning to suf-
fer from buyer’s remorse.

The point is that I am writing this book both for those who supported 
Trump and for those who did not—​Republicans and Democrats. We all 
need to understand what the forces were that propelled someone like 
this so rapidly and so unexpectedly to the pinnacle of political power in 
America. We need to understand that Trump’s rise to power was the cul-
mination of deep trends in American society that had been developing 
for decades. As the saying goes, “Those who fail to learn from history are 
doomed to repeat it.”

In writing this book I have benefited from conversations with and com-
ments from many friends and colleagues. I apologize to those whose names 
I have inadvertently left out and take sole responsibility for any errors I may 
have committed—​an especially important disclaimer in today’s highly 
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charged political climate where alternative facts and fake news permeate 
the atmosphere. My thanks go to Michael Allen, Geoff Crawford, Christian 
de Cock, Marc Dixon, Bill Domhoff, Francesco Duina, Niels Fuglsang, 
Christina Gomez, Lev Grinberg, John Hall, Brooke Harrington, Jason 
Houle, Larry Isaac, Lars Bo Kaspersen, Claudia Kern, Phil Kern, Mart 
Laatsat, Kathryn Lively, John McKinley, Ove Pedersen, Chuck Sherman, 
Kathy Sherrieb, Antje Vetterlein, and Emily Walton. Eddie Ashbee provided 
an especially helpful sounding board, often challenging my arguments and 
forcing me to improve them. I also received many helpful comments when 
I presented versions of the argument in seminars at Copenhagen University, 
Copenhagen Business School, the University of Southern Denmark, and 
Dartmouth College. Finally, three anonymous reviewers from Oxford 
University Press also provided invaluable suggestions, as did James Cook, 
my editor.

My wife, Kathy Sherrieb, and daughter, Jessica Sherrieb, were among 
the hundreds of thousands of protestors in Washington, DC on January 21, 
2016, a day after the inauguration, demanding that the new Trump admin-
istration show tolerance and respect for the law and women’s rights. Their 
activism was a major inspiration for this book.

John Campbell
Lyme, New Hampshire

September 2017



A NOTE ON SOURCES,  ALTERNATIVE FACTS, 
AND FAKE NEWS

“Then I’ll get down on my knees and pray,
We don’t get fooled again!”1

In his best-​selling book The Art of the Deal, Donald Trump wrote that one 
of his favorite rhetorical tools is what he called “truthful hyperbole.” He 
maintained that this was an innocent form of exaggeration and a very use-
ful marketing strategy that he first developed for Trump Tower on Fifth 
Avenue in New  York City. The building has a large ground-​floor atrium 
and then nineteen commercial floors above it before the residential floors 
begin. However, the first residential floor is numbered the thirtieth floor, 
not the twentieth. Why skip ten floors when numbering them? According 
to Trump, it makes the building sound bigger than it is—​sixty-​eight rather 
than fifty-​eight floors. Moreover, people are willing to pay more for apart-
ments on higher floors, which have higher status in the world of luxury con-
dominiums. This proved to be a very successful marketing strategy that he 
and other real estate developers have used many times since.2

In fact, the phrase “truthful hyperbole” is a contradiction in terms. You 
cannot be truthful while engaging in hyperbole, which according to the 
Oxford English Dictionary is an extravagant statement used to express strong 
feeling or produce a strong impression, and that people should not take 
literally. Often on the campaign trail Trump would say things—​perhaps 
as truthful hyperbole—​that fact checkers and others would criticize later 
for being inaccurate. This became so common that people began saying 
that we had entered a “posttruth” world where down was up and up was 
down. This continued after the election—​even from his staff. Sean Spicer, 
Trump’s press secretary, announced that Trump’s was the largest crowd ever 
to gather on the mall and watch a presidential inauguration, a claim that was 
soon debunked by official crowd estimates and aerial photography. When 
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questioned about this a few days later by a television reporter on NBC’s 
Meet the Press, Trump’s senior adviser, Kellyanne Conway, defended the 
claim, saying that Spicer was simply reporting “alternative facts.”

As I was writing this book, I was invited to a one-​day conference on fake 
news and alternative facts held at Harvard Law School.3 It was the most dis-
turbing conference I have ever attended. Fake news is fabricated or mislead-
ing news often coming from professional-​looking websites that are run by 
people who do not subscribe to the normal standards of professional jour-
nalism. They distort the facts, make lots of stuff up, and pass it off as being 
true and newsworthy. There were three panels at the conference composed 
of respected academics from around the country and professionals from 
the BBC, Microsoft Research, FactCheck.org, and Twitter. One panel was 
about why people believe what they believe; one was about how fake news 
is disseminated; and one was about what we can do to combat fake news. 
I learned two very important lessons at the conference.

First, we tend to believe things that we hear repeatedly, especially if we 
hear them from people we know or trust—​even if they don’t have the faint-
est idea what they’re talking about and what they say makes little sense. 
Many psychologists and political scientists have documented this empir-
ically over the years, including some people on the Harvard panels. But 
I suspect that there is more to it than that.

My hunch is that Americans also tend to believe much of what they 
hear or read repeatedly for two additional reasons. One is the American 
educational system. As one panelist at the conference put it, our school 
system does a lousy job of teaching students how to think critically about 
what they read and hear. Indeed, many people worry that American stu-
dents are mediocre by international standards when it comes to reading, 
math, and science, and that in some of these areas American kids are 
falling behind their peers in other countries.4 Without critical thinking, 
alternative facts and fake news pass unquestioned. Of course, not all our 
students are mediocre. But the vast inequality in school systems across 
the country means that some students are much more likely to learn crit-
ical thinking skills than others are. Economist Peter Temin argues that 
we have a “dual education system” in America where, due to a lack of 
resources, schools in lower-​income neighborhoods are failing students, 
while those at the other end of the spectrum with more resources do bet-
ter.5 Let me be clear on this. I am not arguing that poor people are less 
intelligent than rich people, or that Trump supporters are stupid. There is 
a difference between intelligence, which is the ability to grasp and under-
stand facts, and critical thinking, which is the capacity to contemplate and 
evaluate those facts, and to imagine alternative explanations and scenar-
ios for them. Whether our educational system encourages and enhances 
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critical thinking rather than just intelligent understanding has been in 
question for a long time.6

There is also an emotional reason we tend to believe things without 
question, especially when it comes to politics. As sociologist Arlie Russell 
Hochschild found in her conversations about politics with downtrodden 
working-​class conservatives in Louisiana—​folks that were likely Trump 
fans—​people tend to believe what makes them feel good. And what makes 
them feel good is often what resonates with and affirms what they already 
believe. She found that people often disregard facts if they contradict 
their feelings and beliefs, which may be one reason they vote against their 
interests.7 For example, many of the people she interviewed were deeply 
religious. Their belief in God made them feel good because it gave them 
great emotional comfort and moral strength to endure the economic and 
other hardships they suffered. Pulitzer Prize–​winning historian Richard 
Hofstadter showed that in America, religious beliefs have often been at 
odds with critical thinking.8 After all, believing in God is a matter of faith, 
not fact. It makes sense, then, that when politicians, Tea Party activists, or 
Fox News commentators appeal to people’s beliefs in God, or for that mat-
ter any emotional issue, as they often do, it may cloud people’s ability to 
evaluate the facts and other information they are hearing.

The second lesson I took away from the Harvard conference was that 
people are getting their news more and more frequently from social media 
like Facebook and Twitter where they tend to communicate with peo-
ple like themselves—​people they tend to know and trust. One panelist 
presented an analysis of over a million media references that people had 
posted on their Twitter and Facebook accounts. Early in the presidential 
campaign, those references tended to be from mainstream media sites like 
the New York Times, the Wall Street Journal, CNN, and network television 
news programs. In other words, postings of both center-​left and center-​
right news sources were common. But as the campaign unfolded, these 
sources faded into the background while references to extreme right-​wing 
sources with a proclivity for trafficking in fake news became more prom-
inent. Topping the list of the most frequently mentioned sources were 
those from the Breitbart News Network and Fox News. There wasn’t much 
comparable emerging on the left.

You may know that Rupert Murdoch, a very conservative and very 
wealthy Australian-​born American media mogul, established Fox News. His 
empire also includes News Corp, 21st Century Fox, the large publishing 
house Harper Collins, and the Wall Street Journal. You probably know less 
about Breitbart, which Andrew Breitbart started in 2005 as Breitbart.com. 
Breitbart was a conservative who, ironically, had helped Arianna Huffington 
start the liberal Huffington Post. His idea was to create a website that would 
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counter the so-​called liberal media bias—​occasionally, as it turned out, with 
vulgar anti-​Semitic and Islamophobic views. He died suddenly of a heart 
attack at age forty-​three, but his website lived on.9 Libertarian hedge fund 
billionaire Robert Mercer gave $10 million to Steve Bannon, eventually 
Donald Trump’s senior White House adviser, to help subsidize Breitbart. It 
is now the twenty-​ninth most popular website in America, has two billion 
page visits a year, and is bigger than the Huffington Post, its inspiration, and 
PornHub. It is the biggest political site on both Facebook and Twitter.10

However, that’s just the beginning. Mercer and his friends also seem 
to have their hands on other Internet sources of alternative facts and fake 
news. Before the 2016 election, a group of people bought several hundred 
Internet domain names at considerable cost to “weaponize” certain ideas. 
The plan was to repeatedly blast out certain messages in coordinated fash-
ion so that people believed them. One ideational carpet-​bombing net-
work was set up during the election to saturate the public with pro-​Trump 
information.11 We also know, according to testimony before the Senate by 
James Clapper, former director of national intelligence, that the Russians 
engaged in these tactics too during the 2016 election using social media to 
spread fake news and pro-​Trump messages.12

The point is that we need to be very careful these days when considering 
what’s true and what’s not. It’s all too easy to find ourselves stuck in an echo 
chamber where we hear or read the same things repeatedly, and where we 
believe people we talk and listen to simply because what they say resonates 
with what we already think and makes us feel good regardless of the truth.

I have tried very hard not to write a book based on truthful hyperbole, 
alternative facts, or fake news. I  have drawn my facts from many sources 
that most people would take as truthful. These include a variety of US gov-
ernment reports and databases; reputable news sources, including, for 
example, the New York Times, The Economist, and CNN; well-​regarded pub-
lic opinion polling organizations like Gallup and Pew Research; and sev-
eral articles and books by respected scholars and professional journalists. 
In this way, I have tried to separate fiction from truth, and fake news from 
the real McCoy.
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CHAPTER 1

How Did This Happen?

This is not just a story about Donald Trump’s ascendance to the presi-
dency of the United States. It’s a story about America. It’s a story about 

the decline of civil and sensible politics and their replacement with some-
thing much more divisive that may very well threaten US hegemony. It’s 
a story about several long-​developing economic, racial, ideological, and 
political trends in America that created the public discontent that Trump 
exploited to win the presidency of the United States.

Trump made billions of dollars building skyscrapers, high-​end resorts, 
and golf courses, selling his brand and creating and starring in a popular 
reality television show. He had no political experience either running for 
or holding public office. His campaign was disorganized and poorly funded 
by conventional standards. His policy positions were ill-​defined and vague 
and often boiled down to pithy sound bites like “We’ll build a wall!”—​
which summed up a good deal of his views on how to handle the country’s 
problems of immigration and job loss. During the campaign, he promised 
to renegotiate various free-​trade agreements, pursue protectionist policies, 
and clamp down on immigration to the United States of Muslims and espe-
cially Syrian refugees, whom he considered to be the Trojan horse of rad-
ical Islamic terrorism. He also pledged to rethink America’s commitment 
to the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and make deals with 
Vladimir Putin, Russia’s president, whose leadership he said he admired. 
His campaign was riddled with racist, misogynist, xenophobic, and nation-
alist hyperbole. Many of his views were transmitted instantly in 140 char-
acters or less to his millions of Twitter followers. It was unorthodox, but 
it worked. Why? He was a pitchman extraordinaire in the right place at 
the right time with a knack for garnering publicity, distorting facts, and 
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side-​stepping scandal. In the extreme, some might say he used these skills 
to sucker people into supporting him. But there was much more to it than 
first meets the eye. Trump didn’t suddenly come out of nowhere and win 
the White House just because he was a great pitchman.

My argument is that Donald Trump’s rise to power was the culmina-
tion of a half century of change in America during which public discon-
tent ebbed and flowed but reached unprecedented heights in the years 
prior to the election, creating a political tsunami that swept him into the 
White House. He, better than anyone else, managed to tap that discon-
tent. It started during the 1970s with the decline of America’s Golden 
Age of prosperity following World War II. Four distinct trends were 
involved and then a massive shock to the system. The first trend, and 
probably the most important, was the growing economic difficulties of 
many Americans. These stemmed initially from stagflation—​the twin 
evils of economic stagnation and inflation—​but then from globalization 
and increased international competition, all of which contributed to slug-
gish wage growth, rising inequality, and a disappearing American dream 
of upward mobility. The second trend was the emerging perception that 
many of these problems, as well as other social ills, were caused by peo-
ple from racial and ethnic minorities, and most recently immigrants who 
were taking jobs away from Americans and who threatened the homeland 
and the American way of life. The third trend was a conservative shift in 
ideology where people came to believe that big government was a threat 
to America’s future, that taxes had become too high, and that something 
had to be done about this to solve America’s economic troubles. Many of 
the public’s fears, anxieties, and beliefs about all of this were not borne 
out by the facts. Even though many Americans really were suffering eco-
nomically from industrial decline, racial and ethnic minorities and immi-
grants had not caused these problems. Nor was smaller government a 
panacea for them. Nevertheless, Trump exploited each of these trends. 
But he also benefited from a fourth one to which each of the other three 
contributed—​increasing political polarization, especially between the 
Republican and Democratic parties, the likes of which Americans had-
n’t seen in generations. A tipping point had been reached. And then sud-
denly the 2008 financial crisis hit, Barack Obama was elected the first 
African American president, and his administration moved quickly not 
only to resolve the crisis but also to overhaul the nation’s health care sys-
tem in bold fashion. Polarization in Washington turned into legislative 
gridlock, and public discontent soared. The tsunami had arrived. People 
were fed up with the status quo and saw Trump as their savior—​the only 
one who, as his core campaign slogan promised, could “Make America 
Great Again!”
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MONDAY MORNING QUARTERBACKS

Professional football in America is played on Sunday afternoons. The next 
day fans gather around the water coolers, coffee machines, or lunch tables 
at work to discuss the games. The topic of conversation often ends up being 
why somebody’s favorite team would have won if only they had passed or 
run the ball more often, kicked a field goal when they had the chance, or 
done something else differently. It’s not unusual for fans to second-​guess 
the team’s quarterback, the guy who runs the offense, for calling the wrong 
play or making a bad decision at a crucial moment that cost their team the 
win. These fans are known as Monday morning quarterbacks. They exist 
elsewhere too.

My argument about Trump’s rise to power differs from many on offer 
that focus on much more immediate factors with little appreciation for 
the deeper structural and historical trends that I  address. Many of these 
arguments are the ruminations of Monday morning quarterbacks who 
very quickly tried to make sense of what had happened on Election Day 
in 2016. Many of their explanations for why Trump beat Hillary Clinton, 
his Democratic opponent, have been reported in the media. They are not 
wrong as far as they go. But they don’t get to the more important factors 
underlying the election. They focus only on the tip of the iceberg.

To begin with, some people, like Trump confidante and political fixer 
Roger Stone, say that Trump won because of his media-​savvy experience, 
showmanship, and celebrity—​he knew how to pitch his message in effec-
tive ways.1 “Make America Great Again,” “Build a Wall,” and “Drain the 
Swamp” were memorable phrases during the campaign that summarized 
his plans for improving the economy; keeping Mexican murderers, rapists, 
and gangsters out of the country and stopping others from taking jobs away 
from Americans; and cleaning up government. Observers have long rec-
ognized that Republicans generally have a way with words, framing their 
arguments in simple terms that resonate with people’s basic feelings, val-
ues, and predispositions. George Lakoff ’s classic book, Don’t Think of an 
Elephant, shows how for years Republicans have paid close attention to this, 
bringing memorable sound bites to public debates while their Democratic 
opponents bring facts and data that nobody remembers the next day.2 It 
is no surprise, then, that Ronald Reagan, an actor by training, became the 
Republican governor of California and then president of the United States, 
or that Arnold Schwarzenegger, another Republican actor, eventually fol-
lowed in his footsteps to the state house in Sacramento. Donald Trump 
was especially gifted in this regard, first honing his skills as a flamboy-
ant pitchman for his far-​flung business ventures and then starring in The 
Apprentice, the popular reality television show in which he searched for an 
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able assistant to work for him in real life and dismissed inferior contestants 
every week with the simple yet again memorable phrase “You’re fired!” As 
one observer put it, “If The Apprentice didn’t get Trump elected, it is surely 
what made him electable.”3 Trump’s appeal was based partly on the passion 
he could tap in his supporters. And he could do that because he told them 
with catchy phrases that what they already felt about race, class, immigra-
tion, government, and other things was right. It was okay, he said, to feel 
that way, and it was okay to ignore political correctness and the left-​wing 
“PC police” that told them how they ought to feel.4 A few people predicted 
more than a year before the election that his media skills could win Trump 
the nomination if not the White House too.5

Some say that Trump won because WikiLeaks publicized embarrassing 
emails from the Democratic National Committee and the Clinton campaign 
that were stolen by Russian computer hackers. Clinton herself has said this 
publicly.6 Lending some credence to that charge, a subsequent investigation 
by the Office of the Director of National Intelligence concluded, “Russian 
President Vladimir Putin ordered an influence campaign in 2016 aimed 
at the U.S. presidential election. Russia’s goals were to undermine public 
faith in the U.S. democratic process, denigrate Secretary Clinton, and harm 
her electability and potential presidency.” The investigation went on to say 
that “Putin and the Russian Government developed a clear preference for 
President-​elect Trump.” The Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), the 
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), and the National Security Agency sup-
ported these conclusions.7 The report did not determine whether the leaks 
influenced the outcome of the election, but some people in addition to 
Clinton believed they did.

Some say that Trump won because eleven days before the election the 
FBI’s director, James Comey, raised concerns anew about Clinton’s mishan-
dling of classified information on her private email server while she was sec-
retary of state. An earlier FBI investigation had exonerated her. At that time 
Comey announced that the case was closed. However, in late October he 
informed Congress by letter that thousands of additional emails had been 
discovered on someone else’s computer in a separate investigation that 
might implicate her again for the same thing. Suddenly, Clinton’s trustwor-
thiness, already a major issue in the campaign, was again being questioned. 
But then two days before the election Comey let her off the hook again, 
announcing that there was nothing new in this batch of emails after all. 
Nevertheless, Clinton has insisted that Comey’s unprecedented announce-
ment in October of an ongoing FBI investigation helped turn the tide in 
Trump’s favor, especially among undecided voters in key battleground 
states. Addressing a group of donors soon after the election, she said, 
“There are lots of reasons why an election like this is not successful. . . . Our 
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analysis is that Comey’s letter raising doubts that were groundless, base-
less  .  .  .  stopped our momentum.”8 The Office of the Inspector General 
launched an investigation into Comey’s actions. Months later, Clinton reit-
erated this accusation in her election memoir, What Happened, maintaining 
that “if not for the dramatic intervention of the FBI director in the final 
days, I believe that in spite of everything, we would have won the White 
House.”9 After all, she argued, the email story dominated headlines, crowd-
ing out virtually everything else she and her campaign were saying or doing. 
She believed deeply that were it not for Comey, the press’s obsession with 
her emails would have blown over.10

Some say that Trump won because the Clinton campaign never really 
got its act together. It was beset by feuding over strategy; relied too much 
on data analytics; failed to sense the national populist mood, particularly 
among poor, rural, white, working-​class voters; and, as a result, neglected 
and lost Wisconsin, Michigan, and a few other key states with signifi-
cant blue-​collar constituencies.11 For example, during the waning days of 
the campaign, the Service Employees International Union pleaded with 
Clinton’s leadership team in Brooklyn to shift more resources to Michigan 
because local reconnaissance warned that she was losing her grip on that 
crucial state. The request was denied and Clinton lost Michigan. If things 
had been managed differently, maybe Clinton, not Trump, would have 
become president.12 Perhaps this isn’t surprising insofar as politicians are 
typically unresponsive to the interests of low-​income citizens and some-
times even the middle class. Arguably, one reason Mitt Romney lost to 
Obama in the 2012 presidential election was that Romney was caught on 
tape making disparaging remarks at a fundraiser about the less affluent 
47 percent of the population that he said paid no income tax and were free-​
loading on government benefits of one kind or another.13

In contrast, some say that Trump won because he ran a brilliant campaign. 
According to Roger Stone, “Donald Trump is his own strategist, campaign 
manager, and tactician, and all credit for his incredible election belongs to 
him.” In Stone’s opinion, Trump’s brilliance was on display throughout the 
campaign by his being able to dominate the media coverage with combative 
flair and outrageous language that appealed to working-​ and middle-​class 
voters, by reading his crowds to gauge what resonated with them or not, 
and by speaking his mind in an era when people were fed up with political 
double-​talk. Trump also shook up his leadership team several times during 
the campaign to bring in new ideas and fresh thinking when it was needed.14 
Notably, he brought in Steve Bannon, who afforded Trump access to an 
infrastructure of organizations, including Breitbart News, that helped gen-
erate and spread many of the alternative facts and fake news that permeated 
the campaign to Trump’s advantage.15
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Some say that Trump won because he exploited a populist insurgency 
that was sickened with politics as usual in Washington. People wanted 
a president outside both the Republican and Democratic Party main-
stream.16 Moreover, even though his campaign statements were vague, mis-
leading, or factually incorrect, enough of the electorate was so ill-​informed 
that they still bought his populist line, and did so, ironically, despite his 
boasts of being filthy rich.17 Research suggests that although much of the 
public is in the dark about most political issues, all else being equal, con-
servatives, Trump’s bread and butter, tend to be less well informed than 
liberals.18 According to PolitiFact, a nonpartisan fact-​checking organiza-
tion, nearly three-​quarters of Trump’s factual claims and statements on 
the campaign trail were either mostly or entirely false as compared to only 
about a quarter of Clinton’s.19 Trump, for example, said the following about 
Clinton’s proposed immigration policy at a campaign rally in Albuquerque, 
New Mexico, on October 30, 2016: “She wants to let people just pour in. 
You could have 650 million people pour in, and we do nothing about it. 
Think of it. That’s what could happen. You triple the size of our country in 
one week.”20 If he were right, it could mean that every person from South 
America, Central America, and Canada would move to the United States 
in that single week—​roughly 3.9  million people per hour, nonstop, for 
162 hours. Despite erroneous statements like this, many Trump support-
ers believed much of what he said. For instance, while Trump claimed that 
voter fraud was rampant in several states during the election—​a claim that 
was proven to be patently false—​60 percent of Trump voters surveyed a 
month after the election believed that millions of people had voted illegally 
for Clinton. Only 6  percent of Clinton voters believed this. Indicative of 
their unfailing faith in Trump’s pronouncements, 86 percent of those who 
voted for him also believed that he was more credible than CNN, whereas 
2 percent of Clinton voters believed the same.21 Clinton was perceived as 
being far less trustworthy than Trump in many polls too.22

Some say that Trump won simply because so many people hated 
Clinton, believing that in addition to being dishonest she was also part of 
the Washington establishment, corrupt, incompetent, an abortion fanatic, 
and, of course, Bill Clinton’s wife, not to mention a woman. People also 
blamed her for being too stiff and overly intellectual on the campaign 
trail, and lacking charisma.23 Within days of the election, the conservative 
National Review posted an article with the following headline summing it 
up nicely: “Hillary Clinton lost because she’s Hillary Clinton.”24

Some say that Trump won because of the rise of social media.25 Social 
media emerged during the campaign as an important source of informa-
tion for many voters. Facebook and Twitter were particularly important, 
especially for younger people, who shifted their attention away from major 
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news organizations. In February 2016, nearly half of Americans surveyed 
said they consumed news on Facebook—​much of it neither filtered nor 
fact-​checked, which opened the door for what came to be known as fake 
news and alternative facts. The rise of fake news was startling, such as the 
story that the pope had endorsed Donald Trump for president, which never 
happened but was still shared by over one million people on Facebook.26 
Lots of the fake news was pushed by the Breitbart News Network and Fox 
News during the campaign.27

Finally, by the same token, some say the mainstream media bears 
responsibility for Trump’s victory because during much of the campaign it 
reported but failed to question the truthfulness of much of what was circu-
lating on social media or said by the candidates, particularly Trump. When 
it did eventually raise questions, it picked on Trump more than Clinton, not 
surprisingly given his more cavalier handling of the facts. But this fed into 
Trump’s repeated attacks on the media as being biased and dishonest. It 
may also have fueled many of his supporters’ suspicions that the media was 
against him and therefore not to be trusted. Gallup reported in September 
2016 that Americans’ trust and confidence in the mass media had fallen to 
the lowest point since Gallup began polling on the subject—​only 32 percent 
said that they had a great or fair amount of trust in mainstream television, 
radio, and newspaper news, down from 72 percent in 1976. Most of the 
decline was among Republicans—​that is, Trump supporters.28 Moreover, 
pursuit of the ratings cash cow meant that much of the mainstream media 
obsessed over sensationalistic stories like the Clinton email scandal or the 
possibility that she was running a secret pedophile ring in the basement of 
a Washington pizzeria rather than stories about the candidates’ policy pro-
posals.29 The quest for ratings combined with Trump’s flamboyant celebrity 
and media style, plus his provocative Tweets and other outrageous state-
ments, meant that he garnered far more media coverage than anybody else 
in the campaign. When asked whether the media’s ratings-​driven pandering 
to sensationalism was good for the country’s political discourse, a top exec-
utive from CBS television put it like this: “It may not be good for America, 
but it’s damn good for CBS.”30

WHAT’S MISSING?

There may be some truth to all this speculation about why Trump won. 
But this Monday morning quarterbacking ignores the underlying struc-
tural and historical factors that created an opening for him in the first place. 
Why was it, for example, that he could frame the immigration problem so 
effectively in terms of job loss and the threat of minorities streaming into 
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the country intent on rape, murder, drug dealing, and terrorism? Perhaps 
because citizens had long-​festering concerns about their jobs, their finan-
cial future, and the economy in the wake of the financial crisis, or because 
he was able to tap a growing undercurrent of racism that had been churn-
ing for many years in American society—​sometimes cultivated deliberately 
by politicians. Perhaps racism also had something to do with the appeal 
of his call for countering terrorism by stopping Muslims from entering the 
country.

Why was it that Clinton was less trusted by many voters than Trump, 
even though Trump was significantly less truthful? Why did people hate 
her so much? Why was it that the WikiLeaks, Russian hacking, and Comey 
stories about Clinton’s emails were taken as reasons to doubt her trustwor-
thiness and competence? And why did people yearn for a populist outsider, 
very much unlike Clinton, for president? Perhaps it was because people 
no longer trusted their government—​and people who had served in it 
like Clinton—​because it was stuck in political gridlock. And perhaps the 
distrust in government and those associated with it was because political 
ideology had shifted so far to the right over the last few decades. Perhaps 
distrust was also due to political polarization in Washington.

Why did the Clinton campaign ignore key states, particularly in the 
old industrial heartland of the upper Midwest? Perhaps because it lost 
sight of the fact that the working and middle classes in the Rust Belt states 
that Democrats presumed she would win because they had been tradi-
tional Democratic strongholds had experienced so much economic hard-
ship that they gave up hope that Democrats would ever really help them. 
Unfortunately for her, many of these people were deeply offended when at 
a campaign fundraiser she described half of all Trump supporters as a “bas-
ket of deplorables.” This was a statement eerily reminiscent of Romney’s 
crack about the 47 percent, and one that she regretted almost as soon as the 
words slipped past her lips and into the microphones of the press.

Why were voters increasingly inclined to believe fake news? Perhaps 
because as part of the general ideological polarization of politics, people 
had become less inclined to listen to all sides of an argument in the first 
place. And as the number of highly partisan news outlets, such as Fox News, 
MSNBC, Breitbart, and smash-​mouth talk radio, proliferated, people sim-
ply tuned into news outlets that told them what they already believed. 
Conservatives tended to listen to conservative sources and liberals tended 
to listen to liberal ones.31 Notably, a right-​wing media ecosystem began to 
emerge following Reagan’s election in 1980. Its growth accelerated after 
2008 and especially during the 2016 election cycle. Judging from an analy-
sis of millions of Twitter and Facebook communications, during the 2016 
cycle that ecosystem garnered increasing attention among the public, 
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shifted the mainstream media’s attention to Trump’s agenda, and through 
constant repetition gave fake news and alternative facts credibility. Nothing 
of this magnitude occurred on the left.32 Nevertheless, these news outlets 
gave their audiences what they wanted to hear, creating an echo chamber 
where people insisted that anything that didn’t square with their beliefs was 
rubbish.

What I am suggesting is that as plausible as these popular explanations 
are, they only scratch the surface. They certainly had some effect on the 
election, as contingencies always do. Hillary Clinton recognized many of 
these in her analysis of the election.33 But Trump’s ascendance to power 
was the manifestation of much deeper trends in society. Trump spoke to 
and capitalized on the discontent, angst, and anxiety among voters that was 
associated with these trends. Just as I was finishing this book, another book, 
One Nation After Trump, written by E.  J. Dionne, Norman Ornstein and 
Thomas Mann, appeared. It suggested that understanding Trump’s victory 
required “seeing that he represents an extreme acceleration of a process that 
was long under way.” Their claim captures the essence of my argument.34

BUILDING BLOCKS

We don’t have to start from scratch to understand what happened. There 
are already some possible explanations on offer about where the political 
polarization, gridlock, and public discontent came from. They provide 
some building blocks we can use to begin developing a more nuanced and 
complete analysis of Trump’s rise to power.

One focuses on ideas and ideology, pointing, for example, to the rise of 
neoliberalism as it has spread into politics and mainstream public discourse. 
Neoliberalism, or market fundamentalism as it is sometimes known, is an 
extremely conservative policy playbook emphasizing the need for smaller 
government to solve many economic and social problems. This means cut-
ting taxes, regulation, and government spending to the bone; balancing the 
government budget; and paying down the national debt.35 Its proponents, 
such as former Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich, current Speaker of 
the House Paul Ryan, and the conservative wing of the Republican Party, 
especially in the House, have proven to be especially inflexible and divi-
sive advocates of neoliberalism. Neoliberalism feeds into a winner-​take-​all 
mentality that is a recipe for polarization and gridlock, particularly during 
tough economic times.36 The media echo chamber, discussed earlier, is also 
culpable in this regard insofar as certain newspapers, TV and radio pro-
grams, websites, and blogs on the right have engaged in increasingly parti-
san and inflammatory rhetoric pushing neoliberalism.37 Not coincidentally,  
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some blame this for a general dumbing down of political discourse in which 
people are more likely to believe fake news and alternative facts.38

Another helpful building block involves American political institutions.39 
Some people argue that the division of powers and system of checks and 
balances has always had the potential for stalemate whenever political and 
ideological divisions become more extreme.40 Others have blamed the 
increased gerrymandering of congressional districts, which has created an 
increasing number of “safe seats” in the House, so called because they are 
virtually guaranteed to be controlled by the same party year after year. This 
encourages candidates from the party in control in safe districts to compete 
intensely among themselves for their party’s nomination since the winner 
will likely win the general election too. This tends to bring out candidates 
with more extreme political and ideological views.41 Another institutional 
explanation on offer involves campaign finance. Many argue that, thanks to 
changes in campaign finance laws, the demise of civility in American pol-
itics boils down to the increasingly vast sums of money flowing into pol-
itics from wealthy interests with extreme ideological axes to grind.42 The 
fabulously wealthy libertarian brothers Charles and David Koch are often 
seen as poster boys for this trend.43 A few observers have also said that the 
development of the modern primary system is to blame insofar as it created 
opportunities for activists to push their parties in more extreme directions 
when selecting candidates to run for president.44

Finally, many people attribute America’s political problems to the econ-
omy, specifically economic stagnation, growing income inequality, the 
angst it has produced within the body politic, and the willingness of politi-
cians to capitalize on it. Job loss, particularly in the industrial heartland, has 
politically energized working-​ and middle-​class Americans who have faced 
increasing difficulties over the last few decades trying to make ends meet.45 
In turn, social movements have erupted on both sides of the political spec-
trum, pushing the Left and Right farther apart.46 These included the Tea 
Party and Occupy Wall Street movements. This goes back to the notion that 
we are living in a winner-​take-​all society where the politics of austerity have 
pitted different groups against each other with nobody willing to compro-
mise or cooperate with their opponents.47

Overall, then, we are facing a situation that resembles the fable of the 
three blind men and the elephant—​each feeling a different part of the ani-
mal and offering wildly different descriptions of it and missing some parts 
altogether. Parsimony is a goal for most social scientists. However, life is 
complicated and sometimes it is difficult to boil things down to simple 
cause-​and-​effect relationships.48 That’s the case here. Several relatively dis-
tinct trends developed over a long period and eventually merged to pro-
duce the polarization, angst, and gridlock of today upon which Trump 
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capitalized. Because it is a complicated story, a road map would be helpful 
to show what lies ahead.

THE ROAD MAP

Chapter  2 quickly outlines the overarching historical backdrop against 
which Trump staged his campaign—​America’s Golden Age. This was the 
time of greatness to which he referred constantly on the campaign trail and 
that was embodied in his campaign theme, “Make America Great Again!” 
This is important because he used it as a foil for showing how great America 
used to be and by implication what greatness would look like once he 
restored it as president.

However, the core of my argument is about four big historical trends. 
If a picture is worth a thousand words, then Figure 1.1 is helpful because 
it illustrates the basic flow of the argument and structure of the rest of the 
book with details in each box to be explained in subsequent chapters. The 
first trend is economic. Chapter 3 begins by showing how long-​term trends 
in the economy beginning in the late 1960s and early 1970s, notably stag-
flation, automation, globalization, and increased international competition, 
caused working-​ and middle-​class wage stagnation, rising inequality, and 
mounting levels of personal debt. These in turn caused many Americans 
to worry that the American Dream was slipping out of reach and that the 
chances for upward mobility were evaporating into thin air. They were right. 
This is a story of the decline of America’s postwar Golden Age of prosper-
ity. Trump took advantage of this by promising to be the best jobs-​creating 
president God ever put on Earth and claiming that his economic program 
would boost economic growth beyond what most economists believed was 
possible.

Chapter 4 explains how this economic story and the angst it produced 
took on racial tones. This is the second trend. Again, Trump’s promises 
played on public fears and concerns. For years minorities had been blamed 
for higher taxes, job loss, and depressed wages, as well as crime, terrorism, 
and a general assault on traditional American values. However, the facts 
were at odds with these perceptions. But that didn’t matter to Trump—​he 
disregarded the facts and capitalized on the public’s misunderstandings, 
often in rather ugly ways. Racial scapegoating was not new to the United 
States. However, it took a more explicit tone in the Trump campaign, which 
emphasized recent immigration patterns—​an influx of Hispanics from 
Mexico and Muslims from the Middle East that Trump said he would stop 
from entering the country by building a wall along the southern border, 
rounding up undocumented immigrants, deporting them, and tightening 
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up the immigration system overall. The point of this chapter is not so much 
to prove Trump or his supporters wrong, although that is an important part 
of the story, but to show how he was able to play upon the misguided beliefs 
of the electorate to help him win the election. The same is true of the next 
chapter.

Chapter 5 describes the third trend, how economic decline laid the foun-
dation for a shift in ideology. By this point in the book it will be clear how 
clever Trump was at promising things during the campaign that resonated 
with the public’s anxieties, ill-​informed or not. This chapter digs deeper 
into how he did this, particularly insofar as his economic plan is concerned. 
Again, his views of problems and solutions were at odds with the facts. But 
what mattered in the end was how effectively he played upon people’s per-
ceptions and assumptions about the world. This is a story about the rise of 
neoliberalism as the cure for what ailed Americans and the American econ-
omy. Neoliberal ideology is a multidimensional phenomenon. It involves a 
taken-​for-​granted paradigm—​a set of assumptions—​about how the econ-
omy works, as well as specific policy recommendations derived from it. 
It also involves a variety of public sentiments—​some might say values—​
deeply rooted in American culture about the appropriate role government 
ought to take in managing the economy and influencing people’s lives. 
These sentiments and others provided raw materials with which Trump 
fabricated catchy rhetorical frames to garner public support for his policy 
ideas. Not everyone succumbed to the neoliberal mantra, but enough did 
to help Trump’s cause.

Each of these three trends provided a certain amount of ammunition 
for Trump’s campaign. But they also converged, delivering even more fire-
power by contributing to a fourth trend—​growing political polarization. 
Chapter 6 explains how this happened. First, ideological trends—​the rise 
of neoliberalism—​pushed both Republicans and Democrats to the right. 
However, the Republicans moved farther than the Democrats in part 
because they also succumbed to pressure from conservative Evangelical 
Christians and in part because some of the more moderate Republicans 
defected to the Democratic Party in the wake of the Nixon Watergate 
scandal. Meanwhile, traditional New Deal Democrats helped anchor the 
Democratic Party to more liberal positions—​even though that anchor 
was beginning to slip a bit thanks to the arrival of those post-​Watergate 
Republican defectors. Second, economic trends were at work too. As 
stagflation and globalization unfolded, organized labor grew weaker and 
its support for the Democratic Party diminished, which was another rea-
son the liberal Democratic anchor was slipping. An additional reason for 
that slippage was that big corporations’ support for the Democratic Party 
eroded as it became harder for them to absorb the costs associated with the 
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Democrats’ expensive government programs. But while economic issues 
were pushing both parties to the right, they also polarized them by driving 
wedges between generations and between men and women on important 
policy issues. Third, politics also became more polarized racially. White 
working-​class voters switched from the Democratic to the Republican 
Party thanks to the so-​called Southern Strategy, which insinuated that 
Democratic Party policies were threatening white privileges. This sparked a 
white backlash against Democratic policies. Topping it all off, immigration 
and then the 9/​11 terrorist attacks racialized political divisions further.

By the time the 2008 financial crisis hit and Obama was elected presi-
dent, polarization had reached a tipping point. Chapter 7 explains that the 
financial crisis and Obama’s presidency provided the catalyst that pushed 
things over the edge into extreme political gridlock in Washington, some-
thing with which Americans became thoroughly disgusted. The financial 
crisis exacerbated America’s economic woes and made people angry. The 
fact that Obama was America’s first African American president made things 
worse. So did his moves to handle the financial crisis and Great Recession, 
as well as to reform the national health care system. Trump tapped the 
public’s anger and disgust, turning it to his electoral advantage. He claimed 
that as a billionaire, he didn’t need anybody’s money to win office. Nor was 
he an insider to Washington politics. He promised that because he wasn’t 
beholden to anyone, he would unify the country and cut through the grid-
lock by “draining the swamp” in Washington—​ridding it of backroom deals 
that favored special interests rather than the public. And if Congress did-
n’t cooperate, he said that he would move unilaterally by issuing executive 
orders that would get the job done. Among other things he promised to 
immediately scrap Obama’s two signature programs—​financial regulation 
and health care reform—​that had helped transform polarization into grid-
lock in the first place.

Overall, then, Trump just happened to be in the right place at the right 
time. He rose to power thanks to slowly developing economic, racial, ide-
ological, and political trends and then a massive catalyst that suddenly 
triggered a partisan explosion. Chapter  8 wraps things up by providing 
evidence from exit polls that the issues I have described and that Trump 
tapped did in fact resonate with voters enough to sweep him into office. 
However, this last chapter also argues that Trump’s success helped trans-
form American politics in ways that are reminiscent of what has happened 
in several European countries in the sense that politics is no longer just 
about traditional liberal and conservative issues like taxes, spending, and 
regulation but also about issues of globalization. In other words, American 
politics has taken a new form, which is polarized in new ways. This threat-
ens the hegemony the United States has enjoyed since World War II.
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None of this took place in a vacuum. It unfolded in an institutional 
environment that tended to channel economic, racial, ideological, and 
political forces in certain directions. The shaded background in Figure 1.1   
represents this institutional environment. I’ve already mentioned some 
of these institutions: the system of checks and balances, gerrymandering, 
campaign finance laws, and the presidential primary system. But there are 
more. For example, America’s two-​party system based on winner-​take-​
all elections increased the possibility of polarization and gridlock. In 
European countries with electoral systems based on proportional repre-
sentation, if a party wins more than a certain percentage of the vote, say, 
5  percent, then it gets a roughly comparable number of seats in parlia-
ment. As a result, there are often several parties represented in the legis-
lature, which means that to get anything done, including often forming 
a government to begin with, compromises are required, deals must be 
cut, and, as a result, politics gravitate toward the middle of the politi-
cal spectrum, not the polarized extremes. Nevertheless, polarization is 
not inevitable in a two-​party winner-​take-​all system. If it were, it would 
have occurred long ago in America. Another important institution was 
the American criminal justice system, which generated animosities and 
conflicts among racial groups that contributed to polarization. So did 
passing voter identification laws requiring voters to prove their residency 
to receive a ballot—​an institutional change intended to undermine the 
electoral power of minority groups, among others. And underneath it all 
was America’s federalist system, which afforded state governments lots of 
leeway in writing their own rules in the first place.

Additionally, Americans embraced several institutionalized values that 
came into play during the 2016 presidential campaign and were particu-
larly important for Trump’s rise to power. One is a long-​standing distrust 
of intellectuals stretching back to the seventeenth century. Americans 
have always placed high value on common sense and pragmatism while 
frequently questioning the legitimacy and relevance of lofty intellectuals. 
Anti-​intellectualism gradually pervaded religious doctrine; the realm of 
business, particularly with the advent of business schools and the econom-
ics profession; and, perhaps ironically, the educational system where teach-
ers were supposed to instill in their students practical knowledge necessary 
for later life.49 These values even appeared occasionally among intellectuals, 
such as in sociologist C. Wright Mill’s classic, The Sociological Imagination, 
in which he slammed “grand theory” in the social sciences and those who 
propagated it for being excessively verbose and out of touch with the real 
world.50

Another important set of values are those associated with populism. 
Populism was occasionally related to the sort of anti-​intellectualism I just 
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described. But more often it took two different forms. One involved left-​
wing sentiments against moneyed interests, such as in the nineteenth 
century when midwestern farmers raged against bankers, railroads, monop-
olies, and financial speculators who exploited the working class or didn’t 
appear to contribute anything of real value to society. Another involved 
right-​wing sentiments held by people who believed that religious, racial, 
ethnic, or immigrant groups other than their own threatened their status 
and position in society. This brand of populism often went hand in hand 
with nationalism.51

Two more sets of values are important for my argument. One was the 
belief in laissez-​faire. Americans have long valued individual initiative in 
free markets as the key to economic success, upward mobility, and the 
American Dream.52 The other was American beliefs in the sanctity of the 
traditional nuclear family. All of these institutional factors and a few others 
contributed to Donald Trump’s victory and are discussed along the way in 
various chapters.

Of course, there is one more important institution. One question peo-
ple have asked me is how Hillary Clinton could have won nearly three mil-
lion more votes than Donald Trump in the general election but still lost 
the White House. The answer is that Trump won seventy-​four more votes 
than she did in the Electoral College. The Electoral College is the mech-
anism established by the US Constitution for the indirect election of the 
president where citizens in each state vote in a general election to pick 
“electors” who ultimately choose the winner. The Electoral College votes 
in almost every state are distributed on a winner-​take-​all basis.53 If they had 
been distributed proportionally, then Hillary Clinton would have won.* 
However, a second and more interesting question is, why Clinton didn’t 
bury Trump in a massive landslide of popular votes in the first place and 
effectively take the Electoral College out of play? In other words, why was 
the election as close as it was? She had far more experience than Trump in 
the executive branch when as First Lady she spearheaded a major health 
care initiative in her husband’s administration, and then served as secre-
tary of state under Obama. She also had more experience in Congress, 
where she served for eight years as the junior senator from New York. She 
even had experience in the judicial branch as a lawyer. Trump had no expe-
rience in government at all. Yet her margin of victory in the popular vote 
was only a smidgeon over 2 percent. The answer to this second question 
lies at the heart of this book.

* The fact that some states (Maine and Nebraska) have recently replaced winner-​take-​all sys-
tems for allocating Electoral College votes with proportional systems suggests that some people 
recognize the problem.
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THE RED THREAD

Some of my colleagues talk about the “red thread” running through an 
argument—​that is, the central story line that ties all the details and com-
plexities together. It’s not unlike the little girl in the red coat who appeared 
for a moment every now and then in Steven Spielberg’s otherwise black-​
and-​white movie, Schindler’s List, and whose presence was a reminder of 
how obvious the horrors of Nazi Germany should have been to the world, 
especially insofar as they brutalized children. Perhaps I  shouldn’t have 
been surprised, then, when people asked me to pick the one thing above 
all others that best explains Trump’s rise to power. I hate the question given 
the complexities involved. But if forced to answer, and at the risk of being 
accused of reducing everything to economics, I would say that the back-
bone of my argument—​the red thread—​is the story of economic change. 
Much of Trump’s campaigning, beginning with his central “Make America 
Great Again!” slogan, zeroed in on the economy. When he announced 
his candidacy in Trump Tower, nearly all he talked about were economic 
issues—​jobs, wages, and trade. In fact, he opened his remarks by blasting 
China, Japan, and Mexico for beating America in trade. He said very little 
about national defense and nothing about social issues.54 And why not? The 
national hangover left by the worst financial catastrophe in nearly a cen-
tury still throbbed in the American psyche. Trump clearly understood Bill 
Clinton’s most famous electioneering principle: “It’s the economy, stupid!” 
Unlike other recent Republican nominees for president, Trump down-
played social issues and zeroed in almost entirely on the economy.55

But Trump was a master at wrapping economic issues in nationalist, 
xenophobic, racist, and in some cases sexist rhetoric. And therein lies the 
complexity of my argument. Consider race and ethnicity for a minute. For 
years lots of politicians had been blaming African Americans, Mexican 
immigrants, and the Chinese for the economic trials and tribulations of the 
white working and middle classes. Trump did too. Yet racism in America 
can’t be simply reduced to economic issues. Certainly, the anti-​Muslim 
sentiment that Trump tapped during the campaign had nothing to do with 
economics—​it was all about perceived terrorist and cultural threats to 
America. The same was true of ideology. The nation’s economic malaise cre-
ated an opportunity for neoliberalism to become the guiding light for many 
policymakers, but anti–​big government sentiments, not to mention tradi-
tional family and religious values, had been around since the Revolution 
and they also mattered in Trump’s rise to power. My point is that economic 
factors facilitated many—​but by no means all—​of the racial, ideological, 
and political changes that helped pave the way for his victory. We can’t boil 
it all down to the economy even if the economy is the most important part 
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of the story—​the red thread. This is why there are dotted rather than solid 
causal arrows in Figure 1.1 running from economic trends to racial and ide-
ological trends—​they represent these less deterministic effects.

These complexities are why Trump’s rise to power tends to defy lots of 
conventional wisdom on presidential electoral politics. Thomas Frank’s 
bestseller, What’s the Matter with Kansas?, for example, argues that most 
people vote against their economic interests because they are suckered by 
a bait-​and-​switch strategy honed over the years mainly by conservative 
Republicans. During elections, politicians promise to protect traditional 
middle-​American cultural values but then once in office act in the eco-
nomic interests of corporations and the wealthy. In Frank’s words, “values 
may matter most to voters, but they always take a backseat to the needs of 
money once the elections are won.”56 But in Trump’s case, as I have noted, 
economic, not social, issues were at the heart of the campaign even though 
he often cloaked them in cultural trappings, such as immigration.

In contrast, and in response to Frank’s argument, political scientist Larry 
Bartels believes that economics outweighs values and social issues when 
it comes to deciding presidential elections. He argues that Republicans 
win the presidency when incomes among the affluent are rising in the 
year before the election, and when campaign contributions favor the 
Republican candidate.57 Consistent with his view, incomes of the wealthy 
were rising during the 2016 election cycle. But other economic issues were 
involved too, such as jobs and trade. Moreover, Trump was outspent nearly 
two to one by Clinton ($795 million to $408 million), especially when it 
came to outside money, where Clinton enjoyed a three-​to-​one advantage 
($231 million to $75 million).58

The point is that we need a more nuanced analysis to explain Trump’s 
rise to power. As Katherine Cramer found in her study of Wisconsin guber-
natorial politics, people’s conservative inclinations nowadays are a combi-
nation of economic and cultural concerns that form what she calls a politics 
of resentment, where people who need help from the government but don’t 
get it are offended when they see their government helping people who 
they believe don’t need it.59

CONCLUSION

Before digging into the trends that brought Trump to power, we need to 
pause for a minute and consider the core message of his campaign—​the 
notion that America had fallen from greatness and that he would restore 
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that greatness if elected president. He referred frequently during the cam-
paign to a bygone era when the United States was king of the hill, prosper-
ity was widespread, people were happy, and life was wonderful. He blamed 
the demise of American greatness on mainstream politicians, wasteful and 
corrupt government, foreigners, bad trade deals, and, of course, Barack 
Obama. The next chapter takes a closer look at his nostalgic view.
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CHAPTER 2

Make America Great Again

One day during the campaign a reporter asked Trump to explain what 
he meant by “Make America Great Again!” He wanted to know what 

historical moment Trump had in mind when he thought that America 
was still great. It was a reasonable question. After all, this was Trump’s 
core campaign slogan. It was stitched in white letters on the red baseball 
cap he wore to rallies. It was plastered across the front of the podiums he 
spoke from. Sometimes it was hung behind him at the venues where he 
appeared. It was displayed by supporters on millions of yard signs and 
bumper stickers from coast to coast. And it promised that even though 
America wasn’t great anymore, Trump would restore that greatness if he 
was elected president. The question was also worth asking because know-
ing when America had been great would give voters a glimpse of what 
greatness might look like on Trump’s watch. However, Trump’s answer 
was a little vague. American greatness could have been either the early 
twentieth century or the mid-twentieth century. According to Trump, 
these were times when “we were not pushed around, we were respected 
by everybody, we had just won a war, we were pretty much doing what we 
had to do.”1

If Trump was referring to the early twentieth century, it must have been 
the interwar period because America had won World War I and was fast 
becoming an economic powerhouse. Coincidentally, whether he realized it 
or not, that era also had the America First Movement, much like Trump’s 
“Make America Great Again” crusade. The America First Movement had its 
own high-​profile celebrity too—​Charles Lindbergh, the first pilot to have 
flown alone nonstop across the Atlantic Ocean. We can push the compar-
ison even further. As the Nazis ramped up for World War II, Lindbergh 
visited Germany and was impressed with its military and industrial might. 
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The Germans were equally impressed with him. In 1938, Hermann Göring 
presented Lindbergh with the Commander Cross of the Order of the 
German Eagle, a prestigious award from Adolph Hitler. You see, Lindbergh 
was also known for his anti-​Semitism, nationalism, and isolationist foreign 
policy views, which appealed to Hitler and which were eloquently por-
trayed in Philip Roth’s novel The Plot Against America, in which Lindbergh 
becomes president. Others have drawn parallels between the America First 
Movement and certain aspects of Trump’s campaign, including his degrad-
ing remarks about religious and other minorities, his nationalism, and his 
public admiration for an authoritarian leader—​Russian president Vladimir 
Putin.2

However, Trump also seemed to refer to the 1950s and 1960s—​
America’s postwar Golden Age. This was probably the time most Trump 
supporters assumed he had in mind when he talked about making America 
great again. It was also a time with which they were familiar, having grown 
up in it, like me, or having heard about it from their parents or grandpar-
ents. This era would have had the most resonance for voters. But what did 
the Golden Age look like? How golden was it?

THE GOLDEN AGE

World War II devastated much of Europe and Japan, but it was a boon to 
the United States because America emerged from the war as the capitalist 
world’s hegemonic power. It was a time when the United States had become 
the most powerful nation-​state on earth in terms of its economic, military, 
political, and ideological resources and influence. Not even the Soviet 
Union, America’s archenemy during the Cold War, could match US power 
on all four dimensions. Today many people view the early postwar decades 
as America’s Golden Age—​a time of unprecedented prosperity at home 
and strength abroad.

The United States had the richest and most productive economy in the 
world immediately after the war and was considerably less dependent on 
foreign trade than most other countries. The sheer size of the US econ-
omy in 1950, roughly $1.5 trillion in gross domestic product (GDP), was 
larger than all the West European economies combined and about three 
times larger than the Soviet Union’s. American GDP per capita (in 1990 
dollars) was $9,561, more than twice what it was for Western Europe. 
And labor productivity in America that year was $12.65 per hour, while in 
the twelve large Western European economies it averaged only $5.54 per 
hour.3 Moreover, in what we now refer to as the capital–​labor accord, many 
big businesses and unions agreed to peg wage increases to productivity 
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increases and provide union workers with a variety of health care, pension, 
and other benefits. The rising economic tide would lift all boats. A moment 
of relatively peaceful labor–​management relations ensued from the late 
1940s through the early 1970s.4 Because America’s market was so large and 
important to world trade, its ability to restrict access to that market afforded 
it considerable leverage over other countries. Moreover, US corporations 
were the most technologically advanced and competitive and had the larg-
est cash reserves in the world.5

This translated into prosperity for many Americans. Unemployment was 
low, averaging about 4.8 percent between 1948 and 1973, some years as low 
as 3 percent.6 During those years average wages grew by over 91 percent.7 
And between 1940 and 1970, the percentage of households owning their 
own homes jumped from 44 percent to 63 percent.8

Government had a hand in all of this. For example, the Eisenhower 
administration signed legislation to spend $25 billion between 1957 and 
1969 to build an interstate highway system, which created thousands of 
well-​paying jobs and dramatically improved the ability of businesses to 
transport goods.9 The space program was launched, pumping billions more 
into the development of new technologies.10 And Congress passed the 
Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944, commonly known as the GI Bill, 
which established hospitals, vocational training programs, and unemploy-
ment benefits for veterans. It also provided veterans with low-​cost mort-
gage loans and stipends for tuition and living expenses for college. Between 
1944 and 1956, 7.8 million veterans benefited from this educational and 
training assistance. In its peak year, 49 percent of all college admissions 
were veterans. Not only did this improve the nation’s human capital but it 
also helped keep unemployment rates low by preventing a flood of military 
veterans returning from the war from suddenly swamping the labor mar-
ket. Furthermore, by 1952, the program had extended 2.4 million home 
loans to World War II veterans. All of this helped stimulate the economy by 
boosting the demand for goods and services.11 So did various pieces of fed-
eral housing legislation in the late 1940s and 1950s, which provided incen-
tives for financing, building, and buying affordable housing. In particular, 
the Housing Act of 1948 provided liberal mortgage insurance through the 
Federal Housing Administration for low-​cost housing. Real estate develop-
ers jumped at the opportunity, triggering a massive boom in housing con-
struction and suburbanization. Levittown, Long Island, was perhaps the 
most famous of many housing developments built thanks to the GI Bill 
and these other federal programs. When it was finished in 1951, Levittown 
sported over 17,000 homes.12 The American Dream of steady well-​paid 
work and home ownership was becoming a reality for millions of people 
who constituted a growing and vibrant middle class.
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American prosperity helped finance government programs at home that 
further improved standards of living. Notably, in 1965, President Lyndon 
Johnson signed legislation establishing the Medicare and Medicaid health 
insurance programs. Medicare was a universal program that provided 
health insurance to everyone over the age of sixty-​five years. Medicaid 
was a means-​tested program that covered poor people and their children. 
Furthermore, other programs for the poor were expanded in the 1960s. 
Eligibility for the Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) pro-
gram, which was originally designed as part of the 1935 Social Security Act 
to provide cash assistance to white single mothers who did not work, was 
expanded to include families and African Americans. Expenditures for a 
number of other social programs were also expanded.13

US hegemony also stemmed from American military prowess. Consider 
1968, the height of the Cold War and Vietnam War. The United States alone 
accounted for 42 percent of all military spending worldwide. The compa-
rable figure for the Soviet Union, the nearest competitor, was 28 percent. 
Put differently, the Americans spent $401 per capita for defense, while the 
Soviets spent $231 per capita. Moreover, the United States was the domi-
nant force in the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), the post-
war Western European military bulwark against Soviet aggression, which 
by 1970 accounted for half of all military spending worldwide, a third 
more than the Warsaw Pact.14 Since World War II, roughly three-​quarters 
of NATO’s budget had come from the United States.15 Not surprisingly, 
NATO’s Supreme Allied Commanders have always been from the US mil-
itary, although its secretary general, the top civilian post, has not. US mil-
itary reach elsewhere was also impressive. At the end of World War II the 
United States had over 2,000 military sites around the world—​the first 
truly global network of bases, dwarfing even that of the British Empire dur-
ing its heyday. Although the number declined somewhat since then, there 
were still about 1,600 US bases abroad in the late 1980s.16

Due to its economic and military might, the United States projected 
political power around the world in the decades immediately following the 
war. The US-​financed Marshall Plan, for example, helped not only rebuild 
the war-​torn world so as to prevent another world war but also created 
markets abroad for American companies. This was only the beginning. The 
United States constructed a liberal-​capitalist international political order 
based on multilateral principles and rules largely devised and approved 
by Washington. European anxiety that the Americans might defect from 
NATO created incentives for Europeans, particularly the German govern-
ment, to conform to American wishes. International security issues were 
not typically invoked by the United States to induce cooperation among its 
allies, but they were in the background and everybody knew it. Cooperation 
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was based as well on other institutions crafted in the interests of the United 
States but with clear benefits to its allies. The United Nations is perhaps 
the most obvious example—​one where the United States held a permanent 
position on the Security Council, affording it the ability to veto any policy 
proposals it did not like.

Robert Keohane, the astute international relations scholar, has argued 
that institution building supported US political hegemony by delivering 
three key benefits to the capitalist world. First was a stable international 
monetary system, based on the Bretton Woods agreements of 1944, that 
established the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the International 
Bank for Reconstruction and Development (IBRD), later known as the 
World Bank, and set up the dollar as the world’s reserve currency—​the 
international medium of exchange. Second was the provision of open mar-
kets for goods, based in part on the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade 
(GATT) but also on the US government’s ability to convince other countries 
to reduce tariffs and other barriers to free trade. Third was providing coun-
tries with access to oil at stable prices. This was less a matter of building for-
mal than informal institutions, such as fostering friendly political relations 
with oil-​producing countries like Saudi Arabia, which then helped US oil 
companies operating overseas to supply oil to Europe and Japan.17

Certainly US political hegemony fed back into its economic hegemony. 
Because the Bretton Woods agreement established the dollar as the world’s 
reserve currency, the United States enjoyed privileges of seigniorage, which 
meant, among other things, that it could borrow with ease compared to 
other countries because people wanted to have dollars, especially when 
international markets were unsettled and dollars offered a safe haven. And 
thanks to the tidal wave of petrodollars that flowed into the international 
financial system after the price of oil skyrocketed in the 1970s, there was 
plenty of money available to borrow. Money also became available as sav-
ings accumulated in other countries. The upshot of all this was that the 
United States was able to subsidize prosperity through borrowing. This is 
why, for example, by 2008, the United States had outstanding debt to the 
Chinese of $1.3 trillion. One downside, of course, was that the US govern-
ment continued to run up fiscal deficits and debt year after year, but nobody 
seemed to worry too much about that.18

Finally, American hegemony had an ideological dimension—​the very 
notion of liberal capitalism in the first place. To a considerable extent this 
was spearheaded by the diffusion of US economic thought, heavily influ-
enced by Keynesianism during this period, through much of the capital-
ist world. The American perspective privileged neoclassical thinking over 
more heterodox approaches like institutional or development economics.19 
One vehicle for this dissemination was the set of international organizations  
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noted earlier like the IMF and IBRD, which used these ideas during the 
first few postwar decades to guide how they advised and otherwise helped 
countries with their fiscal and monetary problems. Another vehicle was 
the development of the economics profession itself, heavily influenced by 
American economists and their economic theories, which commanded 
great respect in the international economics community. Because econo-
mists came to occupy key positions in national governments and were 
often trained in economics departments at US universities, the American 
economics profession had considerable influence abroad.20 Of course, the 
Cold War also meant that US hegemony entailed a relentless attack on 
totalitarian communist ideology proselytizing instead for freedom, indi-
vidual choice, capitalism, democracy, and human rights. As a result, having 
crushed fascism during the war and then thwarting the advance of com-
munism beyond the Iron Curtain in Europe, if not in China, the American 
ideology of liberalism in politics and economics dominated most of the 
advanced capitalist world. It was also hegemonic in many less developed 
countries, at least in rhetoric if not always in practice.21

Remember as well the cultural façade against which American ideologi-
cal hegemony was displayed. Core beliefs in individualism, hard work, free-
dom, and economic opportunity—​the American Dream—​have long been 
part of American culture. Horace Greeley’s famous 1865 dictum “Go west, 
young man,” advised people to take advantage of their freedom and head to 
the frontier to improve their lives. American history books and literature 
are filled with stories about the struggles of pioneers heading westward to 
find a homestead, work the land, and stake claims for themselves and their 
families—​through good times and bad. During the nineteenth century 
Horatio Alger’s rags-​to-​riches novels portrayed the vast rewards individual 
initiative could bring to downtrodden Americans, while in the twentieth 
century John Steinbeck’s magnificent novel The Grapes of Wrath showcased 
the moral virtues and honor of hard work and self-​sacrifice displayed by dis-
possessed farmers from the country’s heartland. American music has also 
long glorified hard-​working men and women. Woody Guthrie, Pete Seeger, 
Dolly Parton, Sam Cooke, Bruce Springsteen, and many other artists have 
celebrated this in their music. So has much American art, notably Frederick 
Remington’s classic paintings and sculptures of cowboys taming the Wild 
West. And let’s not forget the traditional nuclear family, another aspect of 
Golden Age ideology, where men were supposed to be the breadwinners 
and women were supposed to take care of the home and kids.

This snapshot of postwar America is intended to provide a glimpse of 
the America that Trump seemed to recall when he promised that he would 
“Make America Great Again.” It’s a snapshot of prosperity at home and 
strength and influence abroad. It was an image of the past often signified 
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in the media during the 1960s. For example, TV sitcoms like Leave It to 
Beaver and Father Knows Best portrayed prosperous, white, middle-​class, 
nuclear families living happily in America’s suburban homes where it was 
literally the father who was in charge and really did know best. Westerns 
like Bonanza and Gunsmoke displayed the virtues of individualism and free-
dom that presumably had made America great in the first place. Movies like 
The Longest Day, portraying the Allied invasion of Europe on D-​Day, and 
Sands of Iwo Jima, starring the quintessential American hero John Wayne, 
showed how US military strength had defeated fascism and made the world 
a better and safer place.

But this was an incomplete picture of America’s Golden Age. Just like 
there is a dark side to the moon, there was also a dark side to the immediate 
postwar era that is often forgotten, which leads to an overly nostalgic view 
of those years. This is important for two reasons. First, the fact that Trump 
never acknowledged this part of the history during the campaign was indic-
ative of his willingness to massage, distort, or ignore the facts to suit his 
purposes—​a habit that we will see repeatedly in subsequent chapters. 
Second, even during the Golden Age, signs were developing that America 
might be headed toward political polarization. And these signs foreshad-
owed trends that helped lay the foundation for Trump’s rise to the presi-
dency. Let’s take a closer look at what the nostalgic view of the Golden Age 
leaves out.

ANOTHER LOOK

Economic prosperity did not reach all corners of American society. The ris-
ing tide, as it turned out, did not lift all boats. Inequality and poverty were 
significant problems, especially for minorities.22 In fact, 22.4 percent of all 
Americans lived in poverty in 1959—​something that did not go unno-
ticed by the media, which occasionally drew attention to it in dramatic 
fashion.23 Edward R. Murrow, a long-​time correspondent for CBS News, 
aired a documentary on Thanksgiving Day, 1960, entitled Harvest of Shame 
that chronicled the harsh conditions of migrant agricultural workers in the 
United States. In 1962, Michael Harrington published The Other America, a 
book that received national recognition for documenting widespread pov-
erty in America and that caught the eye of President John Kennedy, who 
started thinking about what would eventually become known as the War on 
Poverty under his successor, Lyndon Johnson. But despite this attention, 
some worried that as long as suburban middle-​class America was growing, 
most Americans would not pay much heed to these things or for that mat-
ter much of anything political. The sociologist C. Wright Mills warned in 
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his 1951 classic, White Collar, that the middle class was becoming alienated 
and politically apathetic.24

Although the capital–​labor accord had certainly made things better for 
the average American worker, trouble was brewing beneath the surface 
there too. First, unionization rates peaked in the late 1950s at about 37 per-
cent of the labor force and declined steadily thereafter—​even though pub-
lic support for unions remained well above 60 percent through the 1960s.25 
This mattered because it was partly the strength of organized labor that had 
led to the accord in the first place. Second, declining unionization meant a 
decline in the bargaining power of organized labor, which would eventu-
ally hurt labor’s ability to win wage and benefit increases on par with what 
they had been achieving previously. The advantages of unionization in this 
regard were clear. Union workers earned considerably more than nonun-
ion workers in comparable jobs.26 Third, the declining strength of labor 
unions meant that organized labor was losing influence over policymak-
ing in Washington for things like stronger labor legislation and expanded 
social programs. For example, Congress passed the Landrum-​Griffin Act in 
1959, tightening prohibitions on secondary boycotts and limiting picketing 
for union recognition. But even before then and despite the capital–​labor 
accord, organized labor’s political clout was always somewhat tenuous. 
A case in point was the Taft-​Hartley Act passed in 1947, which limited the 
power and activities of labor unions and led to a reduction in the number 
of labor victories at the National Labor Relations Board. Moreover, some 
state legislatures like Indiana and Ohio began passing antilabor legislation 
in the 1950s.27

During the Golden Age, US military strength certainly helped ensure 
the security interests of the Western world and defend American inter-
ests abroad. But there was frequently a nasty side to this insofar as the 
United States supported a variety of right-​wing dictators around the 
world between 1945 and 1970. These included, for example, tyrants in 
Thailand, Greece, Indonesia, Iran, the Philippines, Paraguay, Panama, 
Haiti, Honduras, Guatemala, and Venezuela. One of the most infamous 
cases was in 1973 when the CIA helped orchestrate a coup d’état that top-
pled the democratically elected socialist government of Salvador Allende 
in Chile and brought General Augusto Pinochet to power.28 Decades later 
Pinochet would be convicted of murder, torture, and other human rights 
violations committed by his regime. American military intervention in 
Southeast Asia took all this to another level. US military advisers first went 
to South Vietnam in 1950 to help prevent the spread of communism in the 
region—​an adventure that escalated through the 1960s and early 1970s, 
costing more than 58,000 American lives and perhaps as many as 1.4 mil-
lion lives overall on both sides, including civilian casualties. The war, of 
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course, triggered major protests, unrest, and civil disobedience across the 
United States.

Fervent anticommunist ideology informed much American foreign pol-
icy immediately after World War II and throughout the Cold War years. 
But it also had domestic ramifications because it helped lay the foundation 
for extreme right-​wing political activity. In 1950, Wisconsin Senator Joseph 
McCarthy launched his crusade to root out communists in the military, 
government, and other walks of life—​an ideological witch hunt that culmi-
nated in his 1954 Senate hearings where he grilled witnesses to determine 
whether they were members of the Communist Party or would name peo-
ple who were. Despite widespread anticommunist ideology in Congress 
and elsewhere, McCarthy eventually went too far and was censured by his 
Senate colleagues and crucified in the media by Murrow, the CBS com-
mentator, whose scathing rebuttal of McCarthy’s criticism of a CBS report 
about his anticommunist crusade was devastating to the senator’s reputa-
tion and public standing. It was a particularly dark time in America insofar 
as many liberals and conservatives in government “were themselves acting 
to exclude, persecute, fire and even imprison Communists.”29 McCarthy’s 
demise, however, did not extinguish right-​wing extremism. The John Birch 
Society, for instance, was founded in 1958 to advocate a fiercely anticom-
munist and pro–​small government ideology. It never wavered from these 
goals and is still in existence today.30

Ideological extremism also took a racist form and spilled over into pol-
itics during the Golden Age. Although the number of lynchings of African 
Americans declined after World War II, it was compensated for by an 
increase in the use of court-​imposed capital punishment often by accel-
erated trial, which disproportionately targeted blacks, especially in the 
South.31 Beyond that, Jim Crow was a fixture in the South for decades after 
the war ended—​a system of rules and laws treating blacks and whites dif-
ferently based on assumptions of white supremacy. These included, for 
example, poll taxes and other means of preventing African Americans from 
voting, and rules mandating segregated schools, restaurants, hotels, and 
public transportation. Much of this was finally put to rest when Lyndon 
Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 
1965. The civil rights movement had brought enormous pressure for these 
reforms, but international pressure also contributed insofar as the con-
tinued mistreatment of African Americans created serious problems for 
America’s advocacy of democracy, freedom, and human rights abroad dur-
ing the Cold War.32 Nevertheless, some forms of racism persisted, including 
the white supremacist Ku Klux Klan.

Finally, signs were beginning to emerge in the 1950s and early 1960s 
that the conventional ideal of a nuclear family—​breadwinning dad, 
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homemaking mom, and the kids—​was beginning to change. The percent-
age of single-​parent households, rather low at that time, was beginning to 
increase, as was the percentage of children born out of wedlock. Mothers 
were also moving into the labor market as breadwinners both in single-​
parent and married families. These were trends that were just beginning 
and were evident among all racial groups, although whites remained more 
closely in sync with the nuclear family ideal than others.33

CONCLUSION

Overall, then, despite the prosperity America was experiencing thanks to 
its hegemonic position during the Golden Age, there were troubling under-
currents stirring that Trump conveniently ignored in his promises about 
how he was going to “Make America Great Again.” Hints that these under-
currents might lead to trouble were seen from time to time. The nonvio-
lent civil rights movement was one such hint during the 1950s and early 
1960s. It seemed to subside after the Civil Rights and Voting Rights Acts 
were passed, at least until riots exploded in Newark, Detroit, Chicago, 
Washington, and other cities in the second half of the 1960s amid com-
plaints of persistent racial injustice, police brutality, inequality, and poverty 
in black neighborhoods. The Black Power Movement, highly critical of the 
civil rights movement and epitomized by the Black Panther Party, which 
was more open to the use of violence, persisted into the 1970s. Violence 
was triggered as well by the assassinations of civil rights leaders Malcolm 
X in 1965 and Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. three years later. Things calmed 
down around the country after Washington beefed up social programs like 
AFDC to appease residents, mostly black, who lived in the affected neigh-
borhoods.34 But these undercurrents were even felt occasionally in the 
bucolic suburbs, including mine, about twelve miles from Newark, New 
Jersey, where racial tensions got hot enough in the late 1960s to close my 
high school more than once while I was a student. The day after Dr. King 
was killed, a friend and I, two middle-​class white kids, were jumped in an 
otherwise deserted school hallway by a bunch of black kids we had never 
seen before.

The antiwar movement was another hint that America was not the pic-
ture of peace and tranquility seen on TV sitcoms. The movement disap-
peared once President Richard Nixon pulled troops out of Vietnam and 
then Saigon fell to the Viet Cong in 1975. But this was not before violence 
broke out in the streets at the Chicago Democratic National Convention in 
the summer of 1968, pitting police against students and other antiwar dem-
onstrators. It was not before National Guard troops killed four students at 
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an antiwar demonstration in 1970 at Kent State University in Ohio. And it 
was not before four other antiwar protestors blew up the Army Mathematics 
Research Center at the University of Wisconsin-​Madison that same year, 
accidentally killing one person and injuring three others. Of course, the fact 
that the United States was defeated in Vietnam was an indication that its 
military power might be slipping.

The counterculture, the summer of love, hippies, Woodstock, an emer-
gent drug culture, rock ’n roll, the popularization of communal living, and 
the advent of the birth control pill suggested that social norms were chang-
ing in America too. The watchwords of the day were “Question Authority!” 
On the radio Bob Dylan was singing about how times were changing and 
Marvin Gaye wanted to know what’s going on. College students were read-
ing James Baldwin, Herbert Marcuse, Ralph Ellison, Franz Fanon, Tom 
Wolfe, Ken Kesey, and various other critical, antiestablishment, and New 
Left authors. So while McCarthy and the John Birch Society, among others, 
were pushing some people’s thinking to the right, the counterculture was 
pushing others to the left—​an early indication that political and ideological 
polarization was beginning to percolate through society.

There was certainly much good happening during the postwar Golden 
Age, but it was by no means good for everyone. In hindsight, it now seems 
that what was not so good presaged the growth of several economic, racial, 
ideological, and political trends that would eventually polarize America in 
ways that were then impossible to foresee but that would wreak havoc in 
national policymaking and lay the foundation for Trump’s rise to power. 
The rest of the book examines this claim in detail, starting with changes in 
the economy.



CHAPTER 3

Economy and Class

W hat goes up must come down. This was as true of the postwar 
American economy as it was in Newtonian physics. Beginning in 

the 1970s, the economy began to run into trouble as US firms became less 
competitive internationally. During America’s Golden Age, Europe and 
Japan were rebuilding their economies from World War II’s devastation—​
and doing so with the latest cutting-​edge technologies and organizational 
practices. As a result, foreign manufacturers of automobiles, steel, machine 
tools, consumer electronics, and many other products began to encroach 
on markets both in the United States and abroad that had been dominated 
by American companies. Because foreign manufacturers often produced 
goods with higher quality and lower prices, American firms started having 
a hard time keeping up. US economic hegemony began to slip. The effects 
on the working and middle classes were profound. Jobs were lost, wages 
stagnated more or less for the bottom three-​quarters of the population, 
family debt increased, economic inequality got worse, and the possibility 
of upward mobility deteriorated, all fostering an environment in which 
people’s angst and anxiety about the economy blossomed. This chapter 
explains how this happened. This is the beginning of the red thread men-
tioned in chapter 1 that connects many of the details in the chapters that 
lie ahead.

Eventually, Donald Trump would capitalize on the situation, promising 
to turn things around. At rally after rally and in repeated interviews during 
the campaign he assured the public, “We’re going to have job growth like 
you’ve never seen. . . . In fact, I will be the greatest president for jobs that 
God ever created!”1 The irony, of course, was that as the election drew near, 
there were clear indications that things had already started to get better on 
Obama’s watch. But neither Trump nor his supporters seemed to notice.
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CHALLENGES TO AMERICAN COMPETITIVENESS

The signs were hard to miss in the 1970s that the competitiveness of US 
firms in international and domestic markets was eroding. The automo-
bile industry illustrates the story particularly well because throughout the 
Golden Age and even before, it was the quintessential source of well-​paying 
jobs for millions of Americans. US automobile manufacturers were world 
leaders during the Golden Age. In 1961, the Big Three—​General Motors, 
Ford, and Chrysler—​enjoyed nearly 86 percent of the US automobile mar-
ket. Toyota and Honda had not yet arrived.2 Volkswagen was still a bit player 
despite having introduced the Beetle to the American market in 1949.

The Big Three relied on a Fordist production model, so called because 
it was pioneered by Henry Ford in the early twentieth century. It involved 
large vertically integrated firms and production facilities, like Ford’s gar-
gantuan River Rouge Plant in Dearborn, Michigan. The plant’s footprint 
exceeded one square mile and included docks along the Rouge River, an 
internal railroad line to move material, an electricity-​generating plant, a steel 
mill, and over one hundred thousand employees that manufactured virtu-
ally all the components needed to make Ford cars. Fordism also involved 
managerial hierarchies, rigid work rules, and bureaucratic agreements with 
unions to handle labor–​management relations and set wages and benefits.3 
It was a wonderful way to mass-​produce cars and all sorts of other goods on 
a large scale at relatively low cost thanks to its economies of scale, which is 
why many industries in the United States adopted the Fordist model and 
prospered from it during the Golden Age.

But things were changing. By 1980, the Big Three’s hold on the American 
market had slipped to about 74 percent—​a slide that would continue for 
the next thirty years. By 2014, they held only 45 percent of the domes-
tic market, by which time Toyota and Honda had grabbed nearly a quar-
ter of it, initially by selling small, inexpensive but higher-​quality and more 
fuel-​efficient cars, later branching out into trucks, SUVs, and more upscale 
models. Volkswagen had become another major competitor.4 Fuel effi-
ciency became a concern after the price of oil on world markets quadru-
pled in 1973 following an embargo by the Organization of Arab Petroleum 
Exporting Countries (OPEC) in reaction to American support for Israel 
in the Yom Kippur war. In the twenty years since 1967, the United States 
went from having a trade surplus in cars, exporting more than it imported, 
to having a $60 billion deficit. This was the single largest contribution to 
the country’s trade deficit of any industry. And profit margins were being 
squeezed too.5

The Big Three tried to keep pace with their foreign competitors but fell 
short, sometimes in almost laughable ways, particularly when it came to 

 



Ec o n o m y  a n d   C l a s s   [ 33 ]

quality. People who bought cars made in the United States by the Big Three 
in the mid-​1980s reported twice as many defects within the first three 
months of their purchase than those who bought Japanese cars.6 My small 
1975 Ford Pinto serves as exhibit A. It was only about three years old when 
the cheap plastic steering wheel cracked right down the middle on one very 
cold New Hampshire winter night. The door handle pulled off a few days 
later. The muffler fell off on the way home from Boston the next month. The 
car eventually died completely, which was probably a good thing because it 
was discovered later that Pinto gas tanks might rupture and explode when 
rear-​ended by another car—​a danger that Ford hid from the public for 
many years.7 As for General Motors, during the 1970s, it produced its own 
subcompact response to the foreign competition—​the lightweight Chevy 
Vega, a car with an aluminum alloy cylinder block that was prone to intense 
vibration, noise, and overheating at high speed, sometimes completely 
ruining the engine. The Vega was manufactured in a state-​of-​the-​art plant in 
Lordstown, Ohio, that rolled cars off the assembly line faster than one every 
minute—​a breakneck pace unheard of in the industry. But this contributed 
to shoddy assembly and lousy paint jobs that caused the body to rust badly 
and required frequent visits to the repair shop. The speed of the assembly 
line was so fast and unrelenting that in 1972 it triggered a month-​long wild-
cat strike by workers suffering from what became known as the “blue collar 
blues”!8

The Big Three soon realized that at the rate they were going, they were 
no match for German precision engineering and well-​trained workers, 
who were able to spot and correct manufacturing errors quickly and effi-
ciently, or Japanese producers, who relied on flexible production methods 
and just-​in-​time supply chains that cut costs and enabled manufacturers to 
offer consumers a much wider choice of vehicle styles and options than 
the American companies. Japanese flexibility was impressive. For example, 
they could switch dies in an automobile manufacturing plant in five min-
utes, while it took up to a day in an American plant. The Japanese product 
cycle was shorter too—​7.5 years from initial conception of a car to the day 
the last one rolled off the assembly line. In the United States the product 
cycle was 13 to 15 years. This meant that the Japanese were more innova-
tive, more in sync with the latest automotive and production technologies, 
and more in tune with changing consumer tastes. Eventually American 
manufacturers caught on and began emulating these techniques.9

The Big Three took three particularly important steps to try to catch up. 
First, taking a page out of the Japanese playbook, they began to upgrade 
their production technologies, often replacing workers with machines, and 
decentralizing their operations—​shifting to what is now known as the post-​
Fordist production model. This involved downsizing through layoffs and 
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outsourcing more work to an increasingly dense network of independent 
suppliers organized in just-​in-​time delivery systems where suppliers deliv-
ered their products just in time for assemblers to use them.10 This reduced 
inventory costs, allowed for more flexibility in managing production, and 
enabled the auto companies to play one supplier off of another to reduce 
the costs of the components they needed.11

Second, they began moving assembly and supply operations out of the 
Midwest to other parts of the country, particularly those with weaker unions 
and cheaper labor costs. Eventually, they went even farther afield, shifting 
some operations to Mexico where labor was even cheaper and to Canada 
where, for instance, the costs of providing health insurance to workers was 
greatly reduced. By 1987, General Motors had twenty-​three plants operat-
ing south of the Rio Grande. The North American Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA) accelerated these trends, but outsourcing stretched far beyond 
the NAFTA region to countries all over the world. NAFTA and globaliza-
tion also meant that Japanese, German, and eventually South Korean auto-
mobile manufacturers set up production facilities inside the United States 
to avoid tariffs on vehicles they would have had to import otherwise.12

Third, the Big Three revisited long-​standing principles in labor contracts. 
In 1950, Walter Reuther, president of the United Automobile Workers 
(UAW), negotiated the “Treaty of Detroit” with General Motors. This was 
a five-​year contract that included cost-​of-​living wage adjustments, a sound 
pension plan, a no-​strike pledge, and, finally, agreements to let manage-
ment run the company and link wages to productivity, something known 
as the annual improvement factor (AIF). Ford and Chrysler followed suit. 
This became a model for many other US industries—​the capital–​labor 
accord mentioned in chapter  1. But in 1979, when the Shah of Iran was 
overthrown and Iranian oil shipments to the United States were reduced, 
the price of gasoline skyrocketed for the second time that decade, sending 
the economy into recession and dealing a crippling blow to US automobile 
manufacturers who still had not fully grasped the importance of fuel effi-
ciency. Manufacturers demanded and won an end to the AIF. Wages began 
to lag productivity growth. In the years that followed, workers ended up 
making additional concessions in wages, benefits, hiring, and the collective 
bargaining process itself.13

Similar stories were unfolding in other manufacturing industries across 
the United States, including steel, textiles, machine tools, consumer elec-
tronics, semiconductors, computers, copiers, and more.14 Figure 3.1 shows 
how traditional manufacturing industries—​the backbone of the economy 
during the Golden Age—​were losing market share both domestically and 
internationally during the 1960s and 1970s. As a result, as Figure 3.2 shows, 
manufacturing was giving way to services as the primary source of economic 
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growth in the economy. Furthermore, during these years manufacturing 
jobs disappeared steadily—​declining from about 24 percent of all jobs in 
the economy to only 9 percent.15 Corporations were also seeing their profits 
squeezed. Profitability dropped from a peak profit rate of nearly 10 percent 
in 1965 to around 4.5 percent by 1980.16 So, as in the automobile indus-
try, in an effort to reduce costs, many US firms began downsizing, which 
involved closing some operations and combining others, selling off super-
fluous parts of the company, imposing hiring freezes, firing workers, shifting 
workers to part-​time schedules, and offering early retirement packages.17 
It also involved outsourcing to other countries like Mexico, Singapore, Sri 
Lanka, and Brazil where wages were much lower. Recent data from the US 
Commerce Department show that during the early 2000s, American-​based 
multinationals added 2.4  million jobs overseas while cutting 2.9  million 
jobs at home. Outsourcing often involved assembling things like television 
screens, radio circuit boards, engine blocks, and automobile chassis with 
parts exported from the United States. The assembled product would then 
be imported back to America. Between 1969 and 1983, the value of such 
reimports jumped from $1.8 billion to nearly $22 billion.18

Firms also replaced workers with new, more productive technologies. 
The phenomenal rise of computerization meant that many less skilled 
workers got laid off as part of the downsizing movement. However, this also 
meant that new jobs were created for more skilled workers at higher wages 
as long as the new technologies they used raised their productivity enough 
to offset the wage increase.19 Given that the Trump campaign persistently 
blamed trade and outsourcing for the loss of manufacturing jobs, it is worth 
noting that conservative and liberal economists alike disagree vehemently 
with his claim. A  report from the conservative Heritage Foundation, for 
example, based on data from the US Bureau of Labor Statistics, found that 
trade with China or elsewhere was not to blame but that “U.S. manufactur-
ing employment has fallen primarily because U.S. businesses have changed 
how they manufacture goods. Advances in computers and robotics ena-
ble machines to perform many rote tasks that once required human labor. 
Manufacturers have replaced human labor with these machines in their 
production processes.”20 Some estimate that as much as 85 percent of the 
job losses in manufacturing from 2000 to 2010 were from technology and 
productivity improvements, not from trade or outsourcing, which only 
accounted for 13 percent.21 Many liberals, including Paul Krugman, winner 
of the Nobel Prize in Economics and an expert on trade, agreed that trade 
was not the culprit.22

Another strategy firms used to improve the bottom line was to shift 
some of their resources from manufacturing to various financial invest-
ment opportunities. General Motors, for instance, expanded GMAC, a 
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bank holding company that initially offered automobile financing, into all 
sorts of financial services. Doing this enabled firms to detach earnings from 
production and exclude the general workforce from revenue generation. In 
turn, this reduced workers’ share of the firm’s income, increased top execu-
tives’ share, and, as a result, contributed to increased income inequality.23 
More on that later.

Employers also cut back on benefits packages. Sixty-​three percent of 
the civilian workforce during the early 1990s was covered by employer-​
provided health plans, but by 2010 only 54 percent were covered. Put dif-
ferently, the number of Americans without health insurance increased from 
about 34 million to 51 million during that period. It was worse for young 
workers. Since 2000, the share of recent college graduates with health 
insurance provided by their employer dropped by 22 percent. Recent high 
school graduates suffered a 14 percent decline. And for those people who 
were lucky enough to be covered by an employer plan, more and more of 
them had to chip in to cover the premiums at a time when the cost of health 
insurance was shooting up beyond the rate of inflation. That meant that 
costs were being shifted from the employers to the employees.24

By the same token, fewer employers offered their workers traditional 
pension plans that guaranteed retirees a monthly benefit. Between 1980 
and 2008, the proportion of private sector workers participating in these 
defined benefit pension plans dropped from 38  percent to 20  percent. 
Instead, many firms switched to 401(k) plans where the employee and 
sometimes the employer contributed to an investment account with no 
clearly defined benefit. Employee contributions were voluntary, so the ben-
efit depended partly on how much they contributed. But it also depended 
on how well their investment portfolio did, so, for instance, if the stock mar-
ket crashed and decimated the portfolio, as occurred to many people during 
the 2008 financial crisis, the retiree would suffer the consequences. Saving 
for retirement became more voluntary and much riskier. According to the 
US Social Security Administration, the likelihood that the baby boom gen-
eration, born between 1946 and 1964, will not have enough retirement 
income to sustain them for the rest of their lives has increased accordingly.25

The impetus for reforming US corporations and reducing costs by auto-
mation, cutting wages and benefits, and outsourcing good manufacturing 
jobs did not come entirely from inside corporate boardrooms where execu-
tives worried about shrinking market share and profit margins. Pressure also 
came from the outside world. For example, thanks partly to deregulation 
since the 1970s, buyer–​supplier relationships changed. To an increasing 
extent suppliers had to deal with larger buyers like Walmart or Target who 
pressed them to cut costs, including wages.26 Another example comes from 
the world of high-​stakes finance. The 1980s was a time of hostile corporate 
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takeovers, where corporate raiders like Kohlberg Kravis Roberts & Co. 
(KKR), a huge private equity firm, and T. Boone Pickens, chairman of BP 
Capital Management, a large hedge fund, would spot what they believed to 
be underperforming but potentially lucrative firms and tender an offer to 
the firm’s stockholders to buy them out and seize control of the company. 
If they succeeded, they often reorganized the firm, firing top management, 
selling off subsidiaries unrelated to the firm’s core mission, and often out-
sourcing many remaining operations.27 The idea was to make firms leaner, 
more efficient, and more profitable.28 One of the most notorious cases was 
KKR’s leveraged buyout of RJR Nabisco, maker of Oreo cookies and other 
food products, in 1988 for $25 billion. Once the deal was done, 40 percent 
of the workforce was laid off, including the CEO; Nabisco’s food and ciga-
rette businesses were separated; and operations in Britain and famous food 
brands like Del Monte and Chun King were sold.29 Firms increasingly took 
preemptive action to guard against hostile takeovers like this. According 
to Steve Pearlstein, a Pulitzer Prize–​winning professor of public and inter-
national affairs, beginning in the 1980s, “Corporate executives came to 
fear that if they did not run their businesses with the aim of maximizing 
short-​term profits and share prices, their companies would become takeo-
ver targets and they would be out of a job. Overnight, outsourcing became 
a manhood test for corporate executives.”30

The impact of all this for workers was clear—​good jobs were lost. As 
workers were forced to find new jobs, they often suffered “job skidding” 
where, for example, a well-​paid middle manager at Nabisco would be laid 
off and then get a new job with lower pay and worse benefits as an assistant 
manager at the local McDonald’s. If those who lost these jobs in manufac-
turing were well educated or managed to get retrained with new skills, there 
might have been opportunities for good jobs in the service sector, particu-
larly as computerization came into its own and the technology sector flour-
ished. But for those without those credentials and training, service sector 
jobs were less attractive.31 Put differently, in the new “knowledge economy,” 
those with the right knowledge prospered, and those without did not.

Job loss in manufacturing was important precisely because manufac-
turing jobs tend on average to pay more than jobs in other sectors of the 
economy. In other words, there is a significant “wage premium” for manu-
facturing jobs. The average wage premium in 2012–​2013 for US manufac-
turing workers without a college degree was $1.78 per hour (10.9 percent 
more than comparable nonmanufacturing workers earned). In some states 
the wage premium was much higher, particularly in places that produced 
high-​tech or capital-​intensive goods, such as aircraft, autos, and refined 
petroleum products. The wage premium for non-​college-​educated work-
ers in Michigan is still among the highest, despite what happened to the 
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automobile industry, at $3.35 per hour (21.9  percent). Other high-​end 
examples include Louisiana ($3.06 per hour, 19.6 percent), with its large 
fossil fuel industry, and Washington ($3.13 per hour, 17.6 percent), with 
its aerospace and computer industries.32 High-​paying manufacturing jobs 
had provided a solid economic foundation for working-​ and middle-​class 
families during the Golden Age. As those jobs were lost, that foundation 
began to crumble, with dire consequences for people’s pocketbooks. This 
provided fodder for Donald Trump’s promise to workers that he would be 
God’s greatest job creator, bringing back good manufacturing jobs to the 
United States.

One reason the manufacturing sector has a wage premium is because 
of its comparatively high rate of unionization compared to the service sec-
tor.33 Another reason these good manufacturing jobs were being lost was, as 
I explained in chapter 1, that the percentage of workers belonging to unions 
dropped steadily from its peak of about a third in the late 1950s to about 
11 percent in 2015.* Had organized labor been stronger it might have been 
able to defend against much of this job loss, not to mention cuts in wages 
and benefits. For example, in countries like Sweden and Denmark, where 
unions represent well over 60 percent of workers, organized labor has been 
able to prevent some plants from being closed and some jobs from being 
lost. Unions are also strong enough to negotiate with employers to figure 
out ways to reorganize production, shift production to new products, and 
retrain workers for new jobs, something that happens frequently in coun-
tries like Germany that have extensive apprenticeship and job reskilling 
programs.34 For all these reasons, understanding the demise of organized 
labor requires a closer look.35

THE DEMISE OF ORGANIZED LABOR

Although it has declined since the early 1950s, public support for unions 
has never slipped below 50  percent over the last ninety years.36 So there 
must be some other reason for the decline of organized labor and unioniza-
tion rates. In fact, there are several, but it is important to keep in mind that 
most of the decline has occurred in the private sector, not the public sec-
tor, where roughly 28 to 42 percent of federal, state, and local government 
workers are union members, compared to about 7 percent in the private 
sector. But unionization rates have slipped for everyone.37 Why?

* Today only a small fraction of unionized workers are in the private sector. The number of 
workers belonging to public sector unions outnumbers those belonging to private sector unions 
more than five to one (Hirsch and Macpherson 2016).

 



[ 40 ]  American Discontent

40

First is the shift from a manufacturing to a service-​based economy. Some 
service workers are highly educated professionals, such as doctors, lawyers, 
nurses, and professors. As professionals, they expect to be allowed to think 
for themselves and act with autonomy on the job. Doctors, for instance, 
bridle at the thought that somebody else should tell them how much time 
they can spend with a patient, what diagnostic tests they can order, and 
what medications they can prescribe. Such independence does not lend 
itself to joining a union that negotiates contracts that might limit doctors’ 
autonomy. This may explain why few doctors belong to unions or organize 
strikes.38 The same can be said for many other professions in the United 
States. But other service workers are much less well educated and lack this 
kind of professional socialization. Some clean hospitals, office buildings, 
and hotels; some work in restaurants and bars; some pick vegetables and 
fruit in the fields. And often these are part-​time workers, women, and some-
times recent immigrants to the United States. They too have been hard to 
organize, in part because traditional unions like the UAW, the Teamsters, 
or the United Steel Workers only have experience organizing America’s 
smokestack industries.39

Second, the business community has become especially skilled and 
more aggressive at opposing unionization drives and decertifying unions 
that are already in place. Even during the Golden Age, organizations like the 
National Association of Manufacturers offered seminars to teach employers 
how to do this, as did an expanding number of specialized consultant firms. 
This caught many labor leaders napping, but they eventually fought back. 
Since 1960, the number of unfair labor practices filed with the National 
Labor Relations Board (NLRB) rose steadily. During the 1970s, there was 
a 216 percent increase in the number of workers reinstated in their jobs 
by the NLRB after having been fired for union activity, and a 128 percent 
increase in the number of workers awarded back pay by the NLRB.40 But 
despite winning these legal battles, the labor movement lost the larger war. 
According to Jake Rosenfeld, an expert on organized labor, “This period 
corresponded first with a decline in union [certification] win rates, and sub-
sequently with a dramatic decrease in union election drives.”41

Third, as noted in chapter 1, the federal government contributed to the 
decline of unions by passing legislation like the Taft-​Hartley and Landrum-​
Griffin Acts that made unionization more difficult. Moreover, in the 1960s 
and 1970s, a rift between the liberal wing of the Democratic Party and 
organized labor developed over the Vietnam War. George Meany, pres-
ident of the American Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial 
Organizations (AFL-​CIO) and a fervent anticommunist, came to believe 
that liberal extremists had taken over the party, culminating in its nomina-
tion of Senator George McGovern, a liberal antiwar candidate from South 
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Dakota, to run against Richard Nixon for the White House in 1972. This 
undermined the Democratic coalition that had supported progressive 
social policy and labor interests in Congress since World War II. It made it 
especially difficult for labor to toughen the National Labor Relations Act in 
ways that would have countered the aggressive antiunion tactics of employ-
ers. Rosenfeld summarized the dismal political situation for labor during 
this time: “Congress did not pass and therefore the president did not sign 
any major piece of legislation altering the basic framework governing col-
lective bargaining. . . . It left labor largely powerless to combat employers’ 
legal and illegal tactics during organizing campaigns and decertification 
drives.”42

Sometimes the government took much stronger steps against organ-
ized labor. The most famous was Ronald Reagan’s move as president 
in 1981 to fire striking air traffic control workers and replace them with 
military personnel—​a decisive move that destroyed the 14,500-​member 
Professional Air Traffic Controllers union and triggered a resurgence of 
strike breaking and tougher negotiating positions by corporations in several 
industries.43 Large companies were so emboldened that they abandoned 
pattern bargaining in the 1980s. Pattern bargaining was a system where a 
union and a major employer would negotiate a contract and then the other 
firms in the industry would agree to similar contracts to avoid a confron-
tation with the union. This is what happened in the Treaty of Detroit in 
1950 when General Motors and the UAW agreed to terms and then Ford 
and Chrysler followed suit. The shift away from pattern bargaining made for 
much more variability in union agreements, which increasingly included 
reductions in benefits, wage freezes or concessions, and the introduction 
of two-​tiered employment schemes where the pay scales and benefits of 
workers who had been with the company for a while were grandfathered in 
under terms of the old contract but more recent workers were brought in 
with much less attractive compensation packages.44

Finally, the assault on unions also played out at the state level thanks to 
American federalism, where lots of policymaking was left up to the discre-
tion of the states. Some state governments tried to eviscerate public sector 
unions in various ways to help balance state budgets. Wisconsin Governor 
Scott Walker, for instance, made a national reputation for himself trying 
to do this.45 Furthermore, nineteen states passed right-​to-​work legislation 
between 1944 and 1963, after which there was a lull for more than a dec-
ade. But in 1976, the trend began anew. By 2017, another eight states had 
passed such laws either by statute or by constitutional amendment.46 The 
Republican-​controlled government in my state, New Hampshire, nearly 
passed a right-​to-​work proposal in early 2017. In right-​to-​work states, work-
ers are not required to join a union if they work in a union-​organized shop. 
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Nor are they required to pay union dues. In states without right-​to-​work 
laws, they are. So when I worked in an aluminum die-​casting factory in New 
Jersey one summer during college running punch presses, drill presses, and 
grinders, I had to join the International Brotherhood of Teamsters and have 
dues deducted automatically from my weekly paycheck. The same was true 
another summer when I worked in the machine shop of a factory making 
metal screening and other types of wire cloth and had to join the United 
Steel Workers union. Had these plants been in Mississippi, Alabama, 
Louisiana, or some other right-​to-​work state, I  would have had no such 
obligation even if it had been a union shop.† Right-​to-​work laws, of course, 
tend to diminish union memberships and the finances upon which unions 
depend.

Federalism and the lack of centralization in the United States is one 
reason unionization rates have always been lower than in many Western 
European countries and one reason they have declined more precipitously 
in America than across the Atlantic. In many European countries labor 
law is determined at the national not the local level, and labor agreements 
are negotiated between unions and employer associations representing all 
workers and firms in an industry or economic sector. The agreement applies 
to everyone, so wages and benefits are standardized for all firms regardless 
of whether they are unionized. As a result, in contrast to the United States, 
there is little incentive for an employer to oppose unionization in a plant—​
it won’t have any effect on the company’s labor costs because they have to 
pay the same either way. Moreover, national law in some European coun-
tries stipulates that certain welfare benefits, notably unemployment insur-
ance, are organized through the unions so that only members are eligible 
for benefits, a system that also encourages union membership.47

But what does any of this have to do with Donald Trump? A lot, because 
it went a long way in laying the groundwork for his economic pitch to 
voters. How? By generating lots of economic stress and anxiety for many 
American families—​problems he promised to solve.

TOUGH TIMES FOR AMERICAN FAMILIES

Reminiscent of the Lordstown automobile plant, there is a famous scene 
in Charlie Chaplin’s 1936 movie Modern Times where he is working on an 
assembly line screwing nuts onto pieces of machinery. As the line continues 

† Variation in labor law across states also helps explain the variation in the union wage premi-
ums across states.
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to speed up, he has to work faster and faster just to keep pace. Eventually, 
he can’t and has a nervous breakdown. The symbolism is hard to miss—​as 
times change, people have to work harder and harder in order not to fall 
behind, and the chances that they might actually get ahead diminish. This 
is exactly what happened to millions of Americans as the Golden Age of 
prosperity slipped away.

Rising international competition, falling market shares, profit squeezes, 
outsourcing, the loss of manufacturing jobs, the rise of the service sector, 
technological innovation, automation, and the weakening of unions had 
profound and disturbing effects for working-​ and middle-​class Americans. 
Less skilled workers have been hurt the most, but some college-​educated 
workers have been hurt too. The story begins with wage stagnation and 
growing income inequality. Between 1973 and 2000, the median wage 
remained flat, inched up about fifty cents an hour during the next few years, 
but then stalled again. This was a tough problem for middle-​ and working-​
class families during the latter half of the 1970s and early 1980s when, 
thanks to the rising costs of food, raw materials, and oil, inflation hit double 
digits, only to be brought under control by a severe tightening of mone-
tary policy that threw the economy into a deep recession. The go-​go 1990s 
provided only a brief respite driven by the dot-​com bubble, low interest 
rates, and a flood of cash from abroad.48 The upshot of all this, as Figure 3.3 
shows, was that average incomes for the bottom three-​fifths of the income 
distribution improved only slightly after the mid-​1960s.

At the same time, things were much better for people at the top. While 
wages were stagnating at the bottom, economic productivity continued to 
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rise steadily as it had since the 1940s. This meant that the financial gains 
from increased productivity were no longer being shared by everybody but 
were going to people at the top of the income distribution.49 Among other 
things, this reflected the demise of the AIF discussed earlier. Figure 3.3 also 
shows that income for the top two-​fifths of the income distribution and 
especially the highest fifth increased appreciably. This was also due to the 
fact that these people owned most of the wealth in the country—​stocks, 
bonds, bank accounts, real estate, and other income-​generating assets. Since 
the early 1960s, the top fifth of the population has owned over 80 percent 
of the nation’s wealth, and by 2010, that figure was just shy of 90 percent.50 
Wealth generates income, especially during boom times when the stock and 
bond markets create big profits as they did during the 1990s and again after 
2010, or when real estate prices are rising as they were in the early 2000s.

In short, the rich got much richer than everybody else. Figure 3.4 shows 
that from 1970 through 2015, income inequality, measured by the Gini 
coefficient, grew steadily. The Gini coefficient is a standard measure of 
income inequality ranging from 0 to 1. A coefficient of 0 represents perfect 
equality where everyone in society gets the same income. A coefficient of 
1 represents perfect inequality where one person gets it all. Income ine-
quality in the United States in 2015 was on par with that of Turkey and 
Estonia, and was roughly twice as high as the average for the Organisation 
for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), the group of the 
thirty-​five mostly high-​income democratic market economies in Europe, 
North America, and East Asia. Taxes and government transfer programs 
reduced income inequality in America by about 18 percent, but this was 
again well below the OECD average—​nearly half of the OECD countries 
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reduced inequality in this way by 30  percent or more.51 Declining union 
membership accounted for 20 percent of the increase in earnings inequality 
in the United States since the 1970s.52

To make ends meet, the average American family had several options. 
One was to work more hours, with women entering the labor force in 
increasing numbers as second breadwinners. For instance, from 1970 to 
1997, the average time married couples spent working for pay jumped from 
about fifty-​two to sixty-​two hours per week. And thanks in part to more 
women entering the labor force, traditional families where the adult male 
was the only breadwinner, as represented in those 1960s TV sitcoms men-
tioned in chapter 1, dropped from about 24 percent to 7 percent of all fami-
lies between 1970 and 2000.53 One side effect was that parents had less time 
to spend with their kids, such as helping them with their homework, a trend 
which sociologists have shown tends to put kids at a disadvantage in terms 
of how well they do in school and, as a result, how well they do later in life.54

The second option was to save less money—​or spend money already 
saved. The amount of money the average American saved rose from about 
7.5 percent of their earnings in 1960 to a little over 12 percent by 1975 but 
then began dropping. By 2005, the personal savings rate dipped below zero, 
which meant that on average people were not saving anything but instead 
were beginning to tap whatever money they had managed to save up to that 
point, including saving accounts and those personal retirement accounts 
I  mentioned earlier. The ramifications are especially scary when we con-
sider retirement savings. Nowadays the median retirement account balance 
is $3,000 for all working-​age households and $12,000 for those households 
near retirement. Put differently, 92 percent of working households do not 
meet conservative retirement savings targets for their age and income. If 
we consider not just their savings but the rest of their net worth, includ-
ing their house if they own one, it still looks like 65 percent will fall short 
of having enough money to sustain themselves through retirement.55 This 
short-​term strategy for making ends meet will have disastrous long-​term 
consequences, as many senior citizens are beginning to discover.

Borrowing was the third option families used to meet their financial 
needs. According to the US Federal Reserve, “Since 1960, the growth rate 
of real [inflation adjusted] household debt in the United States has far 
outpaced the growth rates of real disposable income and real household 
wealth.  .  .  .  Beginning in 2000, however, the pace of debt accumulation 
accelerated dramatically.” Much of the run-​up in debt during the twenty-​
first century was mortgage related. Rising mortgage debt became the big 
story in the early 2000s not just because people were trying to make ends 
meet but also because a combination of other factors, including low interest 
rates, weak lending standards, the spread of deceptive and exotic mortgages, 
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and the growth of a global market for securitized loans, promoted increased 
borrowing.56 I will have more to say about this in chapter 7. But what mat-
ters now is that from 1973 to 2011, average household debt mushroomed 
from 67  percent to 119  percent of disposable personal income.57 And 
shouldering this debt proved to be increasingly difficult. Figure 3.5 tells 
the story. The share of households incurring especially high debt burdens 
and having trouble paying their bills on time increased during the 1990s 
and early 2000s. The middle fifth of households was particularly hard hit 
in terms of the percentage increase of households with debt problems. 
Borrowing was necessary for the baby boom generation to maintain the 
same standard of living as their parents’ generation. It’s even harder for 
today’s young adults—​the millennial generation, born between 1981 and 
1997. For instance, since the 2008 financial crisis, while most types of 
household debt started to decline, student debt continued to grow—​and at 
an accelerating pace—​more than doubling between 2001 and 2013.58 Why  
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American families with increasingly tenuous earnings and savings profiles, 
and therefore worse credit ratings, were able to borrow so much money is 
clear—​banks and other lending institutions faced a looser regulatory envi-
ronment and found profitable ways to lend to riskier customers. How they 
did it is again a subject best left for chapter 7.59

Government policies also contributed to growing inequality in the first 
place. Consider tax policy first. Beginning with the Carter administration, 
the United States pursued several regressive tax reforms, so called because 
they benefited higher-​income groups the most and in some cases actually 
hurt the middle and working classes.60 When Reagan came into office in 
1981, he quickly signed what at the time was the largest tax cut in US his-
tory, with benefits disproportionately going to the higher-​income groups. 
From 1977 to 1988, people in the bottom half of the income distribution 
saw their federal taxes rise by as much as 1.5 percent, while those in the top 
half saw their taxes fall, often by much more than that. Taxes for the top 
5 percent of the income distribution dropped by 2.5 percent, while taxes 
for the richest 1 percent dropped by 6 percent.61 The George H. W. Bush 
and Clinton administrations raised taxes a bit and expanded the Earned 
Income Tax Credit (EITC), which helped raise incomes a little for those at 
the bottom.62 But then George W. Bush pursued regressive tax cuts with a 
vengeance during the early 2000s. Figure 3.6 shows that by 2010, the ben-
efits of his first three tax cuts were disproportionately skewed in favor of 
wealthier people. We’ll see why in chapter 5. Those at the very top of the 
income distribution—​the richest 1 percent like Bill Gates, Warren Buffett, 
and Donald Trump—​received the most generous cuts (roughly a 25 per-
cent reduction), while those in the middle like police officers and school 
teachers got the least generous cuts (less than a 10 percent reduction).
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Social policies also exacerbated inequality. To begin with, the value of 
the federal minimum wage peaked in 1968 at $10.34 (in 2012 dollars).63 
As Figure 3.7 shows, taking into account the effect of inflation, it declined 
steadily thereafter, rebounding slightly in the early 2000s but never return-
ing to anywhere near its high point. Furthermore, in 1964, President Lyndon 
Johnson launched his War on Poverty, which expanded some old social 
programs, such as AFDC, and established new ones, notably Medicare 
and Medicaid, two health insurance programs for the elderly and poor. But 
when Reagan took office, his administration reduced program budgets for 
AFDC, job training, unemployment insurance, and more. Perhaps most 
important, in 1996, the Clinton administration, which came into office 
promising to “end welfare as we know it,” passed the Temporary Assistance 
to Needy Families (TANF) program—​a major reform that limited to five 
years the amount of federal income assistance people could receive over the 
course of their lifetimes. It also imposed activation and workfare policies. 
That is, states administering welfare benefits could demand that recipients 
enroll in job training programs and find work according to rules set at the 
state level. The idea was to create incentives for people to get off welfare 
and into the labor force. The problem was that TANF was needed most 
when people were out of work and job opportunities were scarce—​dur-
ing recessions. This was a Catch 22 dilemma. Lane Kenworthy, an expert 
on welfare policy, concluded that during the 2008–​2009 recession and 
its aftermath, “the five-​year lifetime limit instituted in the mid-​1990s has 
proved too strict, causing needless hardship and suffering.”64 The recession 
was also a time when Congress made it increasingly difficult, if not impos-
sible, for welfare benefits, including the extension of unemployment com-
pensation, to keep pace with need. The point is that since the 1970s, most 
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of these programs have remained in place but have expanded at a much 
slower pace than before. The major exception was AFDC, where inflation-​
adjusted benefit levels decreased and then TANF set limits on how long 
you could receive benefits.65

In sum, in addition to the changes in the economy noted earlier, both 
regressive tax reforms and rolling back social programs contributed to grow-
ing economic stress and inequality in the United States. A  recent report 
from Stanford University’s Center on Poverty and Inequality concludes 
that the United States is an inequality-​producing machine on steroids—​
even compared to relatively stingy welfare regimes in other Anglo-​Saxon 
countries—​thanks to its “distinctively anemic safety net and a distinc-
tively unequal distribution of wealth.”66 As a result, like Charlie Chaplin’s 
dilemma on the assembly line, many people have had to run faster and 
faster just to stay in the same place economically, let alone get ahead. Some 
have failed to do so, which is why the middle class has been shrinking and 
inequality has been growing. Between 1971 and 2015, the share of adults 
living in middle-​class households dropped steadily from 61 to 50 percent.67 
Nowadays, American middle-​class prosperity has become more of an illu-
sion than a reality because it is based increasingly on overwork and debt.68

This translated into three things of political importance: growing con-
cerns about inequality, the economy, and upward mobility. Consider ine-
quality first. According to Gallup Polling over the last thirty years, roughly 
60 percent of Americans believed that income and wealth were distributed 
unfairly, which is why Obama, as well as Hillary Clinton and Bernie Sanders, 
made the issue a core part of their presidential campaigns. People with 
lower incomes were more likely to believe that inequality was unfair than 
were people with higher incomes. Although less than half of Republicans 
held this view, enough did so that some Republicans in the 2016 campaign 
addressed the issue, assuming that independents, Hispanics, and other 
voter groups felt it was important. As we shall see, Trump was not among 
them, even though roughly a third of his supporters felt that the issue was 
important. There were also partisan differences in how to deal with inequal-
ity. Democrats wanted to reduce wealth at the top of the socioeconomic 
scale by, for example, taxing the rich, while Republicans wanted to create 
opportunities for people at the bottom to climb the economic ladder by 
their own initiative. Nevertheless, the percentage of Americans believing 
that government should do more to redistribute wealth by taxing the rich 
heavily rose since the 1970s, and especially between 2000 and 2015, during 
which time the percentage of Americans favoring heavy taxes on the rich 
rose from 45 to 52 percent.69

Second, what about economic angst? People’s views on the economy, 
whether it is doing well or not, and their economic confidence rises and 
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falls more or less as does the state of the economy.70 Although that confi-
dence hit a major low point during the first few years of the Great Recession, 
it recovered to a degree by the time the election approached in 2016.71 
Nevertheless, a Marketplace-​Edison Research Poll found that by October 
2016, over a third of Americans polled said that they lost sleep worrying 
about their finances—​up eleven points from the previous year. Nearly a 
third worried of not being able to pay their mortgages—​up ten points from 
the previous year. Nearly a third were afraid that they might lose their job 
in the next six months—​up ten points from the previous year. And two-​
thirds said they felt financially insecure at least occasionally.72 According to 
Gallup Polling, in the run-​up to the 2016 election, the economy remained 
the leading issue in Americans’ minds when they were asked what they 
thought the biggest problem facing the country was—​about 40 percent of 
Americans believed this, with Republicans being much more concerned 
than Democrats by a two-​to-​one margin.73 Moreover, by 2015, more than 
two-​thirds of Americans believed that the economic system unfairly favored 
powerful interests, with only 31 percent reporting that it was generally fair 
to most Americans.74

Much of this stemmed from underlying trends in the economy described 
earlier, notably the gradual disappearance of good jobs. Figure 3.8 shows 
that since the turn of the century, a majority of Americans believe that it has 
been a bad time to find a quality job, with the percentage skyrocketing, of 
course, when the financial crisis and Great Recession hit, but staying above 
50  percent throughout the period. Furthermore, Americans had become 
more pessimistic about job security. Nearly two-​thirds of those surveyed 
in 2016 felt that there was less job security now than in the past, and half 
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believed it would get worse in the future. Importantly, given Trump’s claims 
about the evils of outsourcing, 80 percent said that the greatest danger to 
American jobs was outsourcing work to foreign countries.75 All of this made 
sense because since 2000, the civilian employment rate for prime-​age men 
older than sixteen years of age dropped from about 72 percent to roughly 
66 percent.76 The decline in health care and pension benefits, described ear-
lier, surely contributed to economic angst too.

Finally, the third politically important concern involved changes in eco-
nomic mobility, of which there are two basic types.77 Generational mobility 
refers to the odds that people will do significantly better or worse economi-
cally during their lifetimes. Intergenerational mobility refers to the odds that 
their kids will do better or worse as adults than their parents did. There 
is considerable generational mobility in the United States, but most of 
it—​roughly two-​thirds—​occurs over short distances within the national 
income distribution.78 It’s as if we were sitting next to each other in a restau-
rant and switched chairs at the same modestly set table—​the middle-​class 
table—​rather than you moving to a more opulent table, a higher economic 
class, or a more spartan table, a lower economic class. But here’s the thing. 
As income inequality increases, as it has in America, children from more 
affluent families start farther ahead of those from poorer families. In other 
words, the tables in the restaurant are moved farther apart, maybe into dif-
ferent rooms, which according to some researchers tends to make both 
types of mobility less likely. There was considerable mobility from 1950 
to 1980, but then both individual and intergenerational mobility stalled.79 
According to economist Lawrence Mishel and his team, “today’s middle-​
income families may not be doing as well as those of previous generations, 
and children may not achieve the economic success of their parents.”80 As 
it turned out, concern about the deterioration of upward mobility was an 
especially important reason people supported Trump.81

The problems of economic hardship that I  have been describing have 
long affected social solidarity in America. Lillian Rubin, a sociologist, psy-
chotherapist, and internationally renowned author, interviewed nearly four 
hundred working-​class people and found that the deteriorating economic 
conditions in the late 1980s and early 1990s caused people to be angry 
about taxes, welfare programs, immigrants, and racial minorities. They also 
tended to lose hope for their future, and worry that their kids would not 
have a better future than their own had been. These concerns were worse 
for men than women because the men were often the ones being laid off 
or suffering from intermittent employment. In turn, people tended to lash 
out at other groups within the working class, blaming them for their trou-
bles. Why? She found that people needed scapegoats or they would blame 
themselves. So, whites blamed people of color for coming into the country 
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and competing with them for jobs. Hispanics were resentful of African 
Americans because they believed that the blacks had been more vocal and 
therefore rewarded with affirmative action assistance, whereas Hispanics 
had been neglected because they had been quiet. African Americans were 
resentful due to their history of racial oppression and slavery at the hands of 
whites. Rubin also discovered a resurgence of white ethnic pride, seen, for 
example, in the formation of white ethnic clubs and associations, because 
as the number of immigrants of color coming to America increased, their 
sheer visibility compared to the white immigrants who preceded them 
caused whites to think more about their own ethnic and racial heritage. 
Rage and racism were the result, although curiously, when the people she 
interviewed could set aside the issue of race and ethnicity, they often found 
lots of common ground in their shared working-​class experiences.82

More than two decades later another sociologist, Arlie Russell 
Hochschild, interviewing working-​class whites in poor Louisiana commu-
nities found much the same thing—​deep bitterness, particularly among 
members of the Tea Party Movement, that minorities had in effect cut in 
line ahead of them to receive special consideration and a leg up in the com-
petition for jobs and education. They perceived that the chances for upward 
mobility, both for themselves and their kids, were disappearing.83 More 
generally, what is involved here is a politics of resentment, which in fact can 
take many forms. For instance, residents of rural areas may resent people 
living in urban areas; less well-​educated people may have disdain for intel-
lectual elites; and those without government benefits may begrudge those 
that have them.84 We will return to the issue of race and racial resentment in 
chapter 4. But first, how did Trump capitalize on the economic concerns of 
working-​ and middle-​class Americans that I have described?

TRUMP TAPS THE DISCONTENT

Trump drew political strength from the economic discontent that had 
developed around the decline of the Golden Age. In addition to promising 
to bring jobs back as God’s best presidential job creator, he pledged to bring 
traditional American manufacturing back to its former glory. This included, 
notably, reviving industries like steel production and coal mining that had 
long been in decline. For example, Trump repeatedly said that he would 
bring coal mining jobs back to West Virginia, Pennsylvania, and other 
former coal mining hubs. At a campaign rally in Pennsylvania, he proudly 
held up a sign proclaiming in big bold letters that “Trump Digs Coal.” And 
despite a mountain of evidence that reviving the coal industry was impos-
sible because demand for coal over the last decades had dropped and that 
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restoring coal mining jobs would also be difficult due to automation, his 
supporters believed him.85 Driving home from work one day shortly after 
the election, I listened to a coal miner from West Virginia being interviewed 
on the radio. He explained that he had lost his job back home and moved 
his family to Wyoming, where he was now working in the biggest coal 
mine in the country. He said he voted for Trump because he had prom-
ised to resurrect mining jobs back east. He also said that if Trump didn’t 
deliver on his promise within eighteen months, he would vote Democratic 
in the 2018 midterm elections. He was not the only one enamored with 
Trump’s promise. As one West Virginia delegate to the 2016 Republican 
National Convention told the crowd, “Tens of thousands of coal miners 
have lost their jobs over the last seven-​and-​a-​half years under this [Obama] 
administration—​it’s time we change course with a man named Donald 
J. Trump.”86

In another pledge to bring jobs back, Trump said that he would throt-
tle unfair foreign competition by ripping up the NAFTA agreement and 
renegotiating the trade deal with Mexico. Time and time again he prom-
ised that he would “entirely renegotiate NAFTA” or “terminate it” because 
it “has destroyed our country.” He also took aim at China because “they’re 
not playing fairly.” He set this theme when he announced his candidacy for 
president and started talking about unemployed Americans:  “They can’t 
get jobs, because there are no jobs, because China has our jobs and Mexico 
has our jobs.”87 He even lambasted some American companies for taking 
advantage of trade agreements like NAFTA, claiming at one point that Ford 
planned to “fire all its employees in the United States” after the automo-
bile giant announced it was planning to move its small car production to 
Mexico over the next two years.88 Never mind that his pledge to slap hefty 
import tariffs on Chinese, American, and other companies like these would 
lead to higher prices for Americans who wanted to buy their products—​his 
supporters still lapped it up.

Trump promised working-​ and middle-​class workers that their wages 
would go up too if he was elected president, the implication being that this 
would restore the chances for upward mobility, among other things. He 
hammered on this theme in a flurry of tweets in December 2015. In one 
tweet he complained, “The middle-​class has worked so hard, are not getting 
the kind of jobs that they have long dreamed of—​and no effective raise in 
years. BAD.” In another tweet he said, “Wages in our country are too low, 
good jobs are too few, and people have lost faith in our leaders. We need 
smart and strong leadership now!” His plan for fixing wages and restoring 
upward mobility was to take a tougher stance on trade by imposing tariffs 
at the border, lower the corporate tax rate to stop firms from outsourcing 
jobs, boost economic growth, and tighten the borders so that immigrants 
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wouldn’t get in and steal jobs from American workers—​a topic that is at the 
heart of the next chapter.89

The one issue discussed previously that Trump did not seem keen on 
addressing was inequality. This shouldn’t be surprising. He was, after all, a 
billionaire. He talked often about lowering taxes on corporations and the 
wealthy and sometimes the middle class, but he never said much publicly 
about inequality. This put him very much at odds with Hillary Clinton and 
especially Vermont Senator Bernie Sanders, who built most of his run for 
the Democratic presidential nomination on America’s vast and growing 
inequality. However, Trump’s silence on income inequality didn’t matter. 
Why? An analyst from the Brookings Institution explained:

As a general rule, Americans are not as troubled by the gap between the rich and the 
rest as the citizens of other nations, so long as they feel that wealth is earned fairly. The 
health of the American dream is not captured by narrow measures of income inequality. 
Rather, it is about equality in both the sense and the substance of real opportunity, of 
individual possibility.90

The issue wasn’t inequality per se but rather perceptions of the prospects 
for upward mobility—​making a better life for you and your kids. Others 
have agreed.91 Francesco Duina found exactly this in Broke and Patriotic, his 
study of why poor Americans are so patriotic—​despite their misfortunes 
they believe that America is still the land of milk and honey, and that any-
body can make it if they work hard enough and catch a few breaks.92 This 
made sense insofar as Trump’s support tended to be strongest in areas of the 
country where prospects for the future and upward mobility had dimmed 
the most.93 According to Pew Research, there isn’t any group in America 
more pessimistic about their chances for economic improvement than the 
white working class, who, as it happens, also tend to blame government for 
their problems.94 And many of these folks were Trump supporters.

CONCLUSION

Serious political consequences followed from all of this. As jobs were lost, 
economic stress mounted, income inequality grew, and mobility dimin-
ished, the middle class grew smaller.95 Throughout the Golden Age the 
middle class helped anchor American politics in a relatively centrist posi
tion. We will see later that once that anchor began to slip, Democrats and 
Republicans tended to drift farther apart. At the same time, it gave Donald 
Trump an issue that would help propel him to the White House—​his 
promise to bring jobs back to America.

 



Ec o n o m y  a n d   C l a s s   [ 55 ]

Trump exploited the job issue, other economic problems described ear-
lier, and the angst they produced for many Americans. His solutions, how-
ever, were at odds with what most experts said had caused these problems 
and what they believed would actually solve them. In particular, Trump 
persistently blamed international trade for job loss and wage stagnation, 
but the real culprits were often automation, computerization, and corpo-
rate moves to streamline their operations to compete more effectively in an 
increasingly competitive economic world.

But Trump’s economic pitch also had a racial angle to it. As Lillian Rubin’s 
research foreshadowed, and Arlie Hochschild’s confirmed, racial and ethnic 
fault lines within the working and middle classes expanded as America’s 
Golden Age receded into memory. MIT economist Michael Piore has 
argued that identity politics like this became the norm in America, frag-
menting the electorate and further undermining trust and solidarity.96 This 
gave Trump’s campaign an additional issue to work with—​the scapegoating 
that Rubin warned about. Indeed, his campaign speeches were peppered 
with all sorts of disparaging remarks about Hispanics who were ostensi-
bly flooding across the border taking jobs away from Americans; Muslims 
who threatened the homeland’s security; and African Americans who he 
intimated were causing all sorts of crime and mayhem in American cities. 
Issues of race and ethnicity played a big role in Trump’s rise to power, as the 
next chapter explains.
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CHAPTER 4

Race and Ethnicity

Dog whistles are curiosities. They emit a sound so high pitched that 
people can’t hear it but dogs can. Owners use them to train their dogs 

to sit, come, fetch, and do other things. Dog whistles provide a wonderful 
metaphor for describing how racially coded appeals have been used polit-
ically in America with significant effect. Conservatives as far back as the 
1960s like Arizona Senator and one-​time Republican presidential nominee 
Barry Goldwater used racial innuendo to attract white voters by hinting—​
but not saying out loud—​that African Americans were creating all sorts of 
problems for whites. The use of “dog whistle politics” has been all too ubiq-
uitous in America.1

Donald Trump’s campaign threw dog whistle politics aside in favor 
of clearly audible and racially charged promises to voters as part of his 
“Make America Great Again” campaign. One promise was that he would 
build a wall along the southern border to keep out Mexicans and other 
Hispanic immigrants who he claimed not only were taking jobs away 
from hard-​working Americans but also were criminals, rapists, and drug 
dealers—​“bad hombres” in his terms.2 He also said that he would deport 
all undocumented immigrants, estimated to be about eleven million 
people. He softened that statement a bit during an interview with 60 
Minutes, a popular television news program, after he was elected, but not 
by much:

What we are going to do is get the people that are criminal and have criminal records—​
gang members, drug dealers, we have a lot of these people, probably two million, it could 
be even three million. We are getting them out of our country or we are going to incar-
cerate. . . . But we’re getting them out of our country, they’re here illegally.3
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Another promise was that he would crack down on migration from Muslim 
countries, particularly Syria, because those were the places spawning what 
he called radical Islamic terrorists, who wanted to come to America and 
destroy it. At one point his campaign issued a press release stating that if 
elected, he would have “a total and complete shutdown of Muslims enter-
ing the United States.”4 Finally, he assured voters that he would solve the 
problems of crime, decay, and devastation in America’s cities, which he 
implied were largely the doing of African Americans. He put it this way at a 
rally in Toledo, Ohio: “The violence. The death. The lack of education. No 
jobs. We’re going to work with the African American community and we’re 
going to solve the problem of the inner city.”5

Much of this sounded like the racial and ethnic scapegoating that Lillian 
Rubin and Arlie Hochschild found among demoralized working-​class fami-
lies mentioned briefly in the previous chapter. It resonated with Trump’s 
supporters and helped him win in the primaries and the general election. 
The clear majority of them favored deporting undocumented immigrants 
and building the wall.6 Trump’s supporters were also far more inclined to 
view African Americans as criminal and violent, not to mention unintel-
ligent and lazy, than many of his opponents’ supporters in the primaries 
and general election.7 But why? Were Hispanic and other immigrants really 
flooding the country and causing all sorts of economic and social problems 
like he said? Were Muslims the overwhelming terrorist threat he assumed? 
Was the African American community in such terrible shape as he implied? 
The answer to all these questions is no. There was plenty of evidence casting 
doubt on the truthfulness of Trump’s claims about these groups of people, 
yet he continued to make these claims and promises—​even in his inaugu-
ral address.8 In the end, however, the truth didn’t matter because his pro-
nouncements resonated with voters’ fears that the United States was under 
siege from a growing number of racial and ethnic threats. These fears had 
been brewing for a long time, due in part to the trends of wage stagnation 
and job loss I described in chapter 3. But other trends were involved too, 
including a growing white backlash against African Americans, Hispanics, 
and Muslims; the country’s changing racial and ethnic demography; and 
various trends in the criminal justice system. The increased threat of terror-
ism, triggered by the attacks on the United States on September 11, 2001, 
helped ramp things up too. Politicians had been stirring up these fears, 
often for decades, for their own strategic purposes and often by using those 
political dog whistles.

The previous chapter showed that Trump’s claims and promises capital-
ized on real trends—​wage stagnation, industrial decline, job loss, mounting 
debt, and stifled mobility—which everybody recognized. His description of 
these trends was frequently right, but his explanations for them were often 
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wrong. But when it came to issues of race and ethnicity, the facts pointed 
one way while people’s perceptions pointed the other way—​and Trump 
exploited that. In this case, as we shall see, it was often the perception rather 
than the reality that mattered.

THE POLITICS OF RACE AND ETHNICITY

It goes without saying that problems of racism have long run deep in 
American politics. There are plenty of examples. It began with the perse-
cution of Native Americans and slavery in the 1600s. There was the vicious 
and bloody Civil War in the nineteenth century, followed by Jim Crow 
during the Reconstruction era, with its history of political intimidation, 
oppression, and lynching of African Americans. There was the internment 
of Japanese Americans during World War II. Racism reared its ugly head 
again in the 1960s in places like Montgomery, Birmingham, and Selma, 
Alabama, where police used dogs, nightsticks, and water cannons to try to 
silence African American civil rights protesters. But beginning in the 1960s, 
racism gradually assumed a more modern guise that is particularly relevant 
to my argument about Trump—​dog whistle politics.

Barry Goldwater, Richard Nixon, and other Republicans pioneered the 
so-​called Southern Strategy in the 1960s and 1970s. The Southern Strategy 
was a plan to get white working-​class voters from the South to desert the 
Democratic Party and vote Republican, often by hinting but not saying 
explicitly that the Democrats were doing things that benefited African 
Americans at the expense of whites. Ever since the Civil War, southern 
segregationists had hated the Republican Party—​the despised party of 
Abraham Lincoln that had launched the “War of Northern Aggression” 
and dismantled slavery in the South. But as the Democratic Party began to 
warm slowly to civil rights issues, beginning with Franklin Roosevelt and 
running up through the Kennedy and Johnson administrations, it gradually 
alienated many southern Democrats, the so-​called Dixiecrats. Goldwater 
and Nixon saw an opening for the Republican Party to make inroads south 
of the Mason-​Dixon Line by developing the Southern Strategy, which 
appealed to whites whose power was threatened by the civil rights move-
ment and the expansion of the franchise.9 But credit must be given as well 
to George Wallace, four-​term Democratic governor of Alabama and a rabid 
segregationist who ran surprisingly strong campaigns for the Democratic 
Party’s presidential nomination in 1964, and then for the presidency itself 
as an independent in 1968. Wallace showed Republicans that there was 
political gold to be mined by pandering to the racist sentiments of some 
white Americans. He won about 13  percent of the popular vote in 1968 
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and carried five southern states, which certainly showed others that the 
Southern Strategy had legs.

In part, the Southern Strategy blamed the tax burden being shoul-
dered by white working-​ and middle-​class families on the government’s 
need to pay for social programs that benefited “other” people. The implica-
tion was that the other people were people of color, notably poor African 
Americans. During the 1970s, many people’s taxes were rising—​but more 
because inflation pushed them into higher tax brackets than because of 
the fiscal requirements of the welfare state. Besides, the number of poor 
whites in America far exceeded the number of poor blacks, so whites 
benefited more than blacks from these programs. Nevertheless, many 
Republicans and some conservative Democrats embraced the Southern 
Strategy and continued to use it well into the 1990s, mixing issues of race 
and class into a toxic political brew.10 To be sure, some white working-​ and 
middle-​class folks were simply fed up with anyone, regardless of race, who 
in their view was lazy and sponged off the welfare state.11 But the point 
is that the Southern Strategy worked. Many white voters grew skeptical 
of Democratic Party social programs that had been first established by 
Roosevelt’s New Deal in the 1930s and beefed up since then, especially 
by Johnson’s Great Society initiatives in the 1960s. They began turning 
against the welfare state, taxes, the Democratic Party, and what they per-
ceived to be big government.12

Several scholars have shown that thanks to the Southern Strategy, a 
significant and mostly white part of the American working and middle 
classes began shifting politically to the right. This helped foster two things. 
One was the rise of increasingly conservative Republican and occasion-
ally Democratic politicians, particularly but not exclusively in the south-
ern Bible belt, a subject we will set aside until chapter 6.13 The other was 
a white backlash against minorities and the policies allegedly designed to 
help them.14 As sociologists Doug McAdam and Karina Kloos explain, it 
began in the South in the 1960s as opposition to the civil rights movement 
but then spread northward, “inspiring a more general ‘backlash’ by racial 
conservatives all over the country.”15

In Cicero, Illinois, for instance, demonstrators advocating racially open 
housing were attacked in 1966 by white opponents wielding bricks and 
bottles. Opposition to school busing was another indication that the white 
backlash had spread to the North. When I was growing up in New Jersey in 
the 1960s, my town began busing kids from black neighborhoods to mid-
dle schools in white neighborhoods and vice versa. The idea was to ensure 
equal educational opportunities for everyone. I  remember some of my 
friends’ parents being furious about it. As late as the mid-​1970s, communi-
ties like South Boston were still deeply divided over court-​ordered school 
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busing to the point where there were antibusing demonstrations that occa-
sionally turned violent.

There were also lots of legal challenges where whites took aim at affirma-
tive action laws. One very high-​profile case was Allan Bakke’s 1974 lawsuit 
against the Regents of the University of California, in which he alleged that 
he had been denied admission to medical school because he was a white 
man and because minorities were given special consideration in the admis-
sions process. He eventually won his case in the US Supreme Court, which 
affirmed in a deeply divided decision the university’s right to consider race 
among other things as an admissions criterion if this didn’t involve racial 
quotas.

The white backlash continued to ebb and flow over the years, reaching 
a crescendo with Barack Obama’s election as president and the rise of the 
Tea Party Movement.16 But public opinion polls reflected white backlash 
too. About a third of white adults in 2015 believed that the country had 
made all the changes necessary to give blacks equal rights with whites. In 
other words, well over fifty-​three million people felt that we did not need 
to do anything more to make amends for the historically racist treatment 
of African Americans. Enough was enough. Only about a tenth of African 
Americans agreed.17

A final example of the growing white backlash, although one targeting 
more than just African Americans, is the recent attack on voting rights—​
an institutional change tied to demographic trends. Thanks to higher birth 
rates and immigration, the Hispanic population grew significantly during 
the 1990s and 2000s. A Time Magazine cover story in 1990 was entitled 
“America’s Changing Colors: What Will the U.S. Be Like When Whites 
Are No Longer the Majority?”18 By the time Trump launched his bid for 
the presidency, Hispanics constituted a larger percentage of the popu-
lation than African Americans (17.6 percent vs. 13.3 percent). The US 
Census Bureau predicted that by 2044, non-​Hispanic whites would be a 
minority in the country.19 This scared Republican leaders, who began wor-
rying that the country’s electoral base was tilting more and more in favor 
of the Democrats. Most Hispanic immigrants and their children were rel-
atively poor and uneducated—​precisely the sort of people that tended 
historically to vote for Democrats. Indeed, Obama won the presidency 
twice garnering a large majority of the minority vote, including Hispanics 
and African Americans. But even before Obama’s election, conservative 
whites worried increasingly that they were losing control of their country. 
As a result, in several states in the early 2000s, Republicans passed laws 
designed ostensibly to reduce voter fraud, which in fact had been virtually 
nonexistent for decades, but that made it more difficult for poor minorities 
to vote. For example, several states passed laws requiring voters to show 
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government-​issued identification, such as a driver license, birth certifi-
cate, or state identification card, at polling places to get a ballot. People 
without such proof of residency because, for instance, they did not own 
a car or could not afford the fee for an ID card were disenfranchised.* In 
some states, the impact if not the discriminatory intent was so obvious 
that the courts struck down the laws. A federal court ruled that North 
Carolina’s 2013 voter ID law “targeted African Americans with almost sur-
gical precision.”20 But Republicans didn’t stop there. In Texas, they filed 
lawsuits that succeeded in overturning certain provisions of the 1965 
Voting Rights Act that protected minorities from being disenfranchised. 
Texas convinced the courts that it was no longer necessary for the US 
Department of Justice to oversee voter registration and voting there. The 
Justice Department had done so previously because Texas, among other 
southern states, had engaged in all sorts of egregious violations of the vot-
ing rights of minorities.21

Trump made the most of this, defending tighter voter restrictions because 
in his view voter fraud was rampant, particularly among undocumented 
immigrants, which was another reason he believed that immigration should 
be restricted. In a statement to reporters at Trump Tower in October 2016, 
he said that the Obama administration was conspiring against him to rig 
the election. When asked how, he explained, “They’re letting people pour 
into the country so they can go vote before the election.”22 Polling less than 
a month before the election found that 41 percent of Americans (73 per-
cent of Republicans vs. 17 percent of Democrats) believed that the election 
was probably rigged, which suggested that voters may have been swayed 
by Trump’s repeated warnings about widespread voter fraud.23 Among 
Republicans, 60 percent believed that undocumented immigrants would be 
voting illegally in the election.24 Even after he won the presidency, Trump 
told congressional leaders at a White House reception that he would have 
won the popular vote had three million to five million undocumented immi-
grants not voted illegally for Hillary Clinton.25 This was an astounding claim. 
There was no proof behind the numbers. And even if the numbers were true, 
it would mean that these people had all voted miraculously for the same can-
didate!26 This was conspiracy theory gone wild.

But the more important point is that, having been nurtured for decades 
by the Southern Strategy, by the time Trump decided to run for office, many 
white Americans, particularly Republicans, were not inclined to defend 
programs that supported or protected the rights and interests of minority 

* Some university students going to school outside their home states were also targeted in 
this way. Students tend to be more liberal and vote Democrat more than the average American 
(Waldman 2016, chap. 12).
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groups.27 As noted earlier, far fewer whites than blacks said the country still 
had work to do for blacks to achieve equal rights with whites. There were, 
however, significant partisan differences depending on people’s political 
affiliation. In May 2016, nearly 60 percent of white Republicans said that 
too much attention is paid nowadays to race and racial issues, while only 
20 percent of white Democrats agreed. Similarly, only 36 percent of white 
Republicans felt that more changes were needed to give blacks equal rights 
with whites, while 78 percent of white Democrats believed that.28 Not sur-
prisingly, then, Republicans were much less inclined than Democrats to 
support affirmative action, voting rights, and social programs that would 
improve the economic situation of African Americans or other minorities, 
or the taxes that paid for these things.†

Trump’s position on voter fraud is important for two more general rea-
sons. First, it shows how he abandoned subtle dog whistle politics and did 
not hesitate to openly accuse minorities of all sorts of things, some more 
sinister than others.‡ Second, it exemplified his misunderstanding of the 
facts and his willingness to either twist or ignore them entirely to woo vot-
ers. Nowhere was this more evident than when it came to issues of race and 
inequality.

RACE AND INEQUALITY

African Americans and Hispanics have fared worse historically than whites 
in terms of their socioeconomic position. Figure 4.1 shows that in 1975, the 
median family income for African Americans and Hispanics was about the 
same, roughly $37,000, adjusted for inflation. It increased by about 24 per-
cent by 2015. Meanwhile, median family income for whites in 1975 was 
nearly twice as high—​just shy of $60,000—​and rose 38 percent by 2015. 
In other words, the income gap between whites, on the one hand, and 
blacks and Hispanics, on the other hand, was large and became even larger, 
with whites on top. Furthermore, as Figure 4.2 illustrates, the poverty rates 
for African Americans and Hispanics were substantially higher than they 

†  Americans do not tend to support government programs that help the less fortunate 
despite rising inequality and poverty. This may be because Americans hold optimistic views of 
mobility, which curb their enthusiasm for redistributive policies (Manza and Brooks 2016). 
Ironically, however, the United States has less mobility than many other advanced countries 
(Corak 2016).

‡ Trump was not the first presidential candidate to abandon dog whistle politics. Still smart-
ing from his defeat by Obama in the 2012 presidential election, Mitt Romney blamed his loss 
on Obama’s habit of bestowing policy gifts on “dependent segments” of the population. He 
named them openly—​African Americans and Hispanics (McAdam and Kloos 2014, p. 275).
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were for whites. This was due partly to the fact that working-​class African 
Americans had depended to a considerable extent on well-​paid blue-​collar 
manufacturing jobs in the smokestack industries that had been vanishing 
slowly since the 1970s. As those jobs disappeared, their economic situa-
tions deteriorated.29 But educational differences mattered too.

High school and college graduation rates rose for these groups between 
1975 and 2015. However, while high school graduation rates for African 
Americans and whites improved to a point where the gap between them 
nearly vanished, reaching about 88  percent in 2015, Hispanics lagged at 
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Figure 4.1:
Income inequality by race, 1975–​2015.
Source: US Census Bureau 2017c, Table F-​5.
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about 67 percent.30 More important given the need for a college degree in 
today’s knowledge economy, Figure 4.3 shows that although the college 
graduation rates for all these groups increased after 1975, blacks outpaced 
Hispanics, and whites continued to outpace both. In short, economic and 
educational inequality persisted across racial and ethnic groups.

We must be careful not to paint with too broad a brush. I have been talking 
about averages. There is considerable variation in income, poverty, and edu-
cational attainment within racial and ethnic groups too. Recall, for instance, 
the Gini coefficients mentioned in chapter  3 that measured income ine-
quality. Although the coefficients for African Americans and Hispanics are 
larger than for whites, the differences are not extreme. In other words, there 
is almost the same amount of income inequality within each group as there 
is between them.31 What happened in the African American community 
helps illustrate why. Simply put, a separation occurred historically in the 
black community along class lines. A black middle class emerged receiving 
a big boost from the 1960s civil rights legislation, which opened up job 
opportunities, especially in the public sector where it was easier to moni-
tor and enforce the law. To be sure, just as black working-​class households 
began to slip economically since the 1970s, so did many black middle-​class 
households, whose wealth and neighborhood resources didn’t stack up 
compared to their white counterparts.32 More important, however, for my 
argument and for reasons discussed later, a distinct black underclass also 
developed, characterized by extreme poverty, high rates of female-​headed 
households, out-​of-​wedlock births, joblessness, crime, drug abuse, and 
other social problems.33
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Different sides of African American life were on display on television in 
the late 1970s and 1980s. On one side, The Jeffersons, with its catchy theme 
song “Movin’ on Up,” was a sitcom developed by Normal Lear about an 
upwardly mobile middle-​class African American family in New York City 
that had moved from Queens to Manhattan thanks to George Jefferson’s 
successful dry-​cleaning business. On the other side, although not as desti-
tute as the underclass, Sanford and Sons, another sitcom by Lear and starring 
Redd Foxx, a comedian famous for his raunchy comedy records, portrayed 
Fred Sanford and his son Lamont as two African Americans living in the 
Watts section of Los Angeles and struggling to make ends meet running 
Fred’s languishing junk yard—​an enterprise that never seemed to generate 
enough cash to pay off their debts, causing Fred to concoct all manner of 
get-​rich-​quick schemes.

Two points are important here, both about misperceptions. First, under-
standing the economic situations of different racial and ethnic groups 
requires some nuance—​it’s not cut and dried. Trump either did not under-
stand this or refused to acknowledge it when, for instance, he addressed a 
crowd in Michigan during the campaign and described African American 
communities like this: “You live in your poverty, your schools are no good, 
you have no jobs, 58 percent of your youth is unemployed.” What he 
neglected to note among other things was that about 50 percent of white 
youth was unemployed too because these figures included high school stu-
dents not in the labor market, and that three-​quarters of the black com-
munity was not living in poverty (see Figure 4.2 again).34 Furthermore, 
according to the US Census Bureau, in 2015 there were nearly three times 
as many whites living in poverty as blacks simply because there were so 
many more white people living in America to begin with.35

The second important point is that many Americans misunderstood 
the situation too. Even though African Americans on average have sub-
stantially lower incomes, less education, and more poverty than whites, a 
Pew Research Center poll in 2016 found that less than half of the whites 
and Hispanics surveyed knew that blacks tended to fare worse than whites. 
Blacks were more aware of the situation. Nevertheless, only 60 percent of 
the African Americans polled knew this about their situation.36

Many Americans believe that inequality boils down to the attitudes 
and behaviors of people in different groups. Public opinion polls since the 
late 1960s show that Americans feel strongly that individuals are largely 
responsible for their own economic situations. This reflects the country’s 
long-​standing cultural values, discussed in chapter 1, that hold hard work 
and self-​reliance in high regard. For example, in 2007, two-​thirds of all 
Americans believed that personal factors rather than racial discrimination 
explained why many African Americans had trouble getting ahead in life. 
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This view, however, was not held equally across racial and ethnic groups. 
Seventy-​one percent of whites and most Hispanics believed that it was black 
people’s own fault that they had not gotten ahead. This stands in sharp con-
trast to other countries where a substantial majority of citizens think that 
poverty and joblessness are caused by structural factors like low wages or 
meager job opportunities, not laziness, lack of ambition, or other personal 
attributes. It turns out that African Americans put far more weight on struc-
tural factors too.37 As recently as 2016, blacks were much more likely than 
whites to say that lower-​quality schools (75 percent vs. 53 percent) and lack 
of jobs (66 percent vs. 45 percent) are major factors holding black people 
back. And 70 percent of blacks believed that racial discrimination was still 
an important factor, as compared to only 36  percent of whites. In short, 
whites tend to blame the victims of financial distress for their own troubles, 
whereas blacks tend to blame society’s opportunity structure.38 Some have 
argued that this is because whites tend to suffer from “color blind racism” 
where they rationalize black people’s lower socioeconomic status as the 
product of market dynamics and imputed cultural limitations.39 Blaming 
the victim like this has long been a feature of racial politics in America.40 
But which perceptions are right?

The bottom line, according to the best social science research, is that it 
isn’t individual attributes, laziness, or lack of ambition but deeper structural 
factors that matter most. Let’s return to the example of the black under-
class. William Julius Wilson, one of America’s foremost experts on the sub-
ject, interviewed people living in some of the poorest African American 
urban neighborhoods in the United States. Contrary to public perceptions 
(and conservative rhetoric) that the persistence of the underclass was due 
to black people’s poor work habits, moral decay, and other cultural defi-
ciencies, Wilson found that the problem was a lack of economic opportu-
nity, migration of relatively better-​off members of the African American 
community to more affluent neighborhoods elsewhere, and, as a result, 
the deterioration of critical community institutions for those left behind, 
including a diminishing tax base, failing schools, and civic disengagement. 
Crime, drugs, out-​of-​wedlock births, and female-​headed single-​parent fam-
ilies became prevalent even though most people living in these communi-
ties still subscribed to conventional middle-​class values, including a desire 
for legitimate jobs and traditional family life. However, they recognized that 
their chances of achieving these dreams were extremely slim given the scar-
city of economic opportunities available to them. Without legitimate work, 
people turned to dealing drugs, prostitution, and other forms of crime to 
make ends meet—​it was their survival strategy. And without a sufficient 
pool of “marriageable” men, due to high rates of male unemployment and 
incarceration, discussed later, women often chose to raise their kids alone 
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rather than marrying the fathers and having to worry about them too. In 
other words, what might look like dysfunctional underclass culture turned 
out to be a necessary adaptation to economic circumstances largely beyond 
people’s control.41

This is not to say that culture (or racial prejudice) doesn’t mat-
ter or that it doesn’t contribute to the ongoing plight of poor African 
Americans.§ It feeds back in a vicious cycle, further hobbling people’s 
chances of upward mobility. But Wilson’s point was that its origins were 
structural and historical. When I explain this to my students, many are 
often surprised. In fact, many people do not realize this, which helps 
explain why, on the one hand, Trump’s message resonated with white 
voters who believed overwhelmingly that blacks were to blame for 
their own misfortunes while, on the other hand, it offended black vot-
ers who did not believe this. Capturing the sentiment of many African 
Americans, Alexis Scott, former publisher of the Atlanta Daily World, a 
black-​owned newspaper, had this to say about Trump: “He is giving voice 
to every stereotype he’s ever heard” about black people.42 Here again is 
the red thread in my argument. Trump made inner-​city social problems 
a racial and cultural issue when it was more a long-​standing economic 
issue—​and it worked like a charm given people’s misunderstandings of 
the causes, consequences, trends, and racial characteristics of inequal-
ity in America. Misperceptions also helped him appeal to voters on the 
issue of race and crime.

RACE AND CRIME

How many times have we seen drug dealers and gang members played by 
African Americans or Hispanics in the movies and on television? A lot. This 
was another stereotype that Trump used. He equated violent crime with 
African Americans and Hispanics, particularly immigrants from Mexico. 
Here again he played to public misperceptions and fears about the threats 
posed to America by different racial and ethnic groups. Just like the issue 
of race and inequality, misperceptions about race and crime have a long 
history in America insofar as dreadfully racist criminal justice practices 
are concerned. Racial profiling is one example, highlighted, for instance, 
in 2014 when a white police officer in Ferguson, Missouri, shot to death 
Michael Brown, an unarmed black teenager—​an incident that sparked days 

§ Many studies report that implicit racial discrimination still plays a role in who gets inter-
viewed and hired for jobs (O’Flaherty 2015, chap. 5).

 



[ 68 ]  American Discontent

68

of rioting in that community. Opposition to profiling was also at the heart 
of the Black Lives Matter Movement. But the point is that, as was true for 
the issue of race and inequality, Trump was not the first politician to twist 
the issue of race and crime to his political advantage.

Politicians have used the issue of crime in the United States to mobilize 
voters—​particularly white voters—​for decades as part of their strategies 
for winning elections. Indeed, years ago campaigning on a law-​and-​order 
platform became an integral part of many Democratic and Republican 
campaigns.43 For instance, electoral politics helped motivate Governor 
Nelson Rockefeller of New York in 1973 to pass the so-​called Rockefeller 
Drug Laws in that state that established harsh mandatory prison sentences 
for the illegal possession or sale of drugs. It was a political move that gar-
nered much national attention and eventually helped propel Rockefeller to 
the vice presidency of the United States. And it significantly increased the 
New York State prison population. At the national level Nixon launched 
the War on Drugs in 1971. Forty years later it had cost $1 trillion and trig-
gered a sharp rise in incarceration. During the Golden Age, the number of 
people serving time in state and federal prison hovered around 200,000. 
But beginning in 1974, it rose steadily, hitting nearly 1.5 million by 2015.** 
Poor communities of color were hit hardest.44 Nixon’s motivation was 
entirely political. Many years later one of his closest aides, John Ehrlichman, 
explained that the Nixon campaign in 1968, and the Nixon White House 
after that, had two enemies: the anti–​Vietnam War Left and black people. 
The idea was that

by getting the public to associate the hippies with marijuana and blacks with heroin, and 
then criminalizing both heavily, we could disrupt those communities. We could arrest 
their leaders, raid their homes, break up their meetings, and vilify them night after night 
on the evening news. Did we know we were lying about the drugs? Of course we did.45

Since then every president has found it useful for one reason or another 
to mobilize voters around drug-​related and other kinds of crime. This 
included Bill Clinton, who signed legislation in 1994 providing funds for 
tens of thousands of new police officers and imposing the famous “three 
strikes” mandate whereby people convicted three times of certain crimes, 

** Thanks in large part to increasingly tough drug laws, incarceration rates in the United States 
during the 1980s and 1990s were ten times higher than in Europe (Western and Beckett 1999). 
Between 2005 and 2007, about 24 percent of all inmates of federal and state prisons were serv-
ing time for drug-​related offenses. Over half of all federal inmates were doing so (Sabol and 
West 2008, pp. 21–​22). Perhaps as many as 20 percent of these people had been convicted of 
offenses related to the possession and sale of marijuana—​not hard drugs like heroin or cocaine 
(US Department of Justice 2003, p. 444).
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including drug crimes, were automatically sentenced to life in prison. In 
turn, rates of incarceration in state and federal prisons soared, especially 
among people of color.46

Trump took advantage of the long political tradition of racial scape-
goating bolstered by public misperceptions about the relationship 
between race and crime. We have already seen that he blamed African 
Americans and Hispanics for crime in America, particularly violent crime 
like rape and murder. This resonated with the public’s perceptions too. 
Americans—​and whites in particular—​consistently associate these two 
groups with criminal activity. One national survey found in 2010 that 
whites overestimated the percentage of burglaries, illegal drug sales, 
and juvenile crime committed by African Americans by 20 to 30  per-
cent. Other studies report similar results. Furthermore, according to 
the General Social Survey, most Americans believe that blacks are more 
prone to violence than Hispanics, and even more so than whites.47

But these perceptions do not fit the data very well. Consider men serv-
ing time in state and federal prisons for violent crime. According to the US 
Department of Justice’s 2015 statistics, 57 percent of the African American 
prisoners and 59 percent of the Hispanic prisoners were locked up for vio-
lent crimes, including murder, manslaughter, rape, or sexual assault, but 
only 48 percent of the white prisoners were in for that reason.48 This is con-
sistent with the perception that African Americans and Hispanics are more 
violent and criminally inclined than whites. However, these numbers over-
look one crucial fact—​those who end up doing jail time are not necessarily 
the ones who commit crime. The Justice Department also reports that from 
2008 to 2012, the rate of violent crime among whites (56.4 incidents per 
1,000) was slightly higher than it was for blacks (51.3 per 1,000), and much 
higher than it was for Hispanics (27.8 per 1,000).49

This evidence raises two important points. First, Trump’s insistence that 
Hispanic criminals are flowing across the border in droves is misleading. In 
fact, immigrants overall have lower crime rates than native-​born citizens.50 
According to the Cato Institute, a conservative think tank, “By race and eth-
nicity, every group of legal and illegal immigrants has a lower incarceration 
rate than their native peers. Even the incarceration rate for illegal immi-
grants is lower than the incarceration rate for native white Americans.”51 
This includes Hispanic immigrants. This conclusion is reinforced by the fact 
that if we consider the entire US prison population, not just violent offend-
ers, the proportion of Hispanic immigrants in prison is low compared to 
other groups, presumably because they try very hard to abide by the law to 
avoid deportation.52

Second, to a significant degree incarceration is often a matter of race, 
whereas the commission of crime is often a matter of class. Insofar as 
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economics and race intersect, here is the red thread in my argument again. 
Sociologists Robert Sampson and Janet Lauritsen, for example, note that 
differences in crime rates among racial and ethnic groups stem in part 
from social forces that “concentrate race with poverty.”53 This conclusion 
is bolstered by Figure 4.4, which shows how frequently households in dif-
ferent income groups are likely to be victimized by crime. Victimization is 
clearly associated with class. The higher the income group, the less likely 
the household is to be victimized regardless of its race.

Why might there be such a discrepancy between those who commit 
crime and those who serve time for it? First, behind these numbers were 
racist police practices, especially racial profiling and the increased like-
lihood that cops would bust people who were more visible to them like 
blacks dealing crack cocaine on the streets in open-​air markets in poor 
neighborhoods than whites dealing powdered coke in the privacy of their 
homes and apartments in more affluent areas.54 In fact, even though African 
Americans are less likely than whites to use illegal drugs, they are three to 
four times more likely to be arrested on drug charges, and are six to seven 
times more likely to be in prison for drug offenses.55 More specifically, 
when it comes to marijuana, whites and blacks use it at about the same 
rate, but blacks are three times more likely to be busted, charged, and con-
victed than whites.56 Second, in experiments, when subjects were tested for 
their implicit racial biases—​that is, the propensity to assume the worst of 
people of color without realizing it—​researchers found whites to be biased 
even when they explicitly disavowed being prejudiced. Implicit bias against 
African Americans and Hispanics has also been found among criminal 
justice officials, including police, prosecutors, defense lawyers, jurors, and 
judges. Some studies have found that implicit bias leads to higher bail and  
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harsher sentences for people of color than for whites, especially among 
juvenile offenders.57 The effect of implicit bias is especially strong when it 
comes to drugs.58 Given the War on Drugs, it’s no wonder that the number 
of African Americans and Hispanics in prison has grown over the years.

The point is that Trump catered to the misperceptions of Americans who 
believed that minorities were the ones responsible for crime in America. 
In fact, had he been better informed or less inclined to misconstrue the 
facts, he might have argued that crime was an artifact of the tough times 
he correctly blamed on wage stagnation, rising debt, stifled mobility, and 
the other economic trends discussed in chapter 3. But again, what mattered 
was how well he tapped voters’ perceptions of the truth, not the truth itself. 
And Trump was a master at that. Many Americans shared his mispercep-
tions, which is why Trump’s scapegoating of minorities on these issues 
resonated among his supporters. But he scapegoated minorities for other 
things too—​some economic, some not.

IMMIGRATION AND JOBS

Immigration was one of the most important issues in Trump’s campaign. 
At least since the 1980s, a threat narrative had emerged in American poli-
tics that linked immigration to a host of economic and social problems. It 
was an issue with two dimensions—​Hispanic and Muslim. On the Hispanic 
side, he expressed deep concern especially about those “bad hombres” from 
Mexico streaming across the border not only creating criminal mayhem, 
which we now know to have been blown way out of proportion, but also 
taking jobs away from American workers. Insofar as crime was concerned, 
Hispanic immigrants have long been portrayed by politicians as a threat to 
the nation. Because many came illegally, they were framed automatically as 
dangerous criminals. Furthermore, during the Nicaraguan Contra War in the 
1980s, they were pictured as communists; during the War on Terror, they 
were labeled as terrorists; and during the 2014 international Ebola epidemic, 
they were portrayed as a danger to public health. These claims were far from 
the truth.59 But insofar as jobs were concerned, during a campaign speech in 
Phoenix, Arizona, Trump called for a crackdown on undocumented immigra-
tion because “most illegal immigrants in our country are lower-​skilled work-
ers with less education who compete directly against vulnerable American 
workers. . . . These illegal workers draw much more out from the system than 
they will ever pay in.”60 He also insisted that they drive down wages. Once 
again, the red thread of economic trends got tangled up with racial issues.

Trump’s pitch about Hispanic immigrants was well placed. An increas-
ing percentage of the white population believed that immigrants, especially 
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Hispanic immigrants, were a burden on the nation, adding to problems of 
crime, competing with other Americans for jobs, benefiting from social 
programs, and more. As politicians pandered to these beliefs, more whites 
defected from the Democratic Party into the arms of the Republicans, espe-
cially if they lived in areas where immigration was just beginning to increase 
and as the mainstream media began to report negative images of immi-
grants. Support for more conservative policies, such as lower taxes and less 
spending on welfare programs and education, grew accordingly. In short, 
a white backlash developed against immigrants in general but Hispanic 
immigrants in particular.61 Trump tapped into that backlash.

Many of Trump’s supporters said they believed his claims about immi-
gration, jobs, and wages. A Pew Research Center poll a few months before 
the election found that two-​thirds of registered voters who said they sup-
ported Trump reported that they thought immigration was a “very big 
problem” for the United States—​even bigger than terrorism, crime, race 
relations, or the availability of good jobs.62 But that’s only half the story, 
because although Trump’s account of the immigration issue fit their percep-
tions, it did not fit the facts.

First, it is true that Mexicans constituted slightly more than half of all 
undocumented immigrants in the United States in 2014.63 And since 1980, 
there was an increase in undocumented migration to the United States 
from Mexico. However, the number of undocumented Mexicans peaked 
at about 7 million in 2008 and then fell back to about 6.6 million by 2010. 
Moreover, migration was a two-​way street. Beefing up security along the 
southern border actually reduced the outflow of undocumented migrants, 
which was a major reason the net rate of undocumented migration grew 
during the 1990s—​not just because people were coming into the United 
States but also because they couldn’t leave. Nevertheless, and despite 
Trump’s claims to the contrary, between 2009 and 2014, more Mexicans 
left the United States than arrived, mostly to return to their families and 
because job opportunities since the Great Recession had diminished. In 
other words, to the extent that there was a flood of immigration at all, it was 
flowing more to the south than to the north. Most people did not realize 
this.64

Second, a report from the National Academies of Science, written by an 
eminent team of demographers, economists, and sociologists, found that 
Mexican immigrants were not taking jobs from Americans or depressing 
wages. Tomatoes illustrate the point. When the federal government banned 
the use of Mexican farm workers in 1964, rather than hiring Americans, 
California tomato growers replaced them with tomato-​picking machines. In 
fact, most economists agree that immigrants—​including poorly educated 
Mexicans—​don’t undermine employment opportunities for Americans. 
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They also find that immigration enhances economic growth, as well as the 
lives of immigrants and people already living here. The US Chamber of 
Commerce agreed too, reporting that immigrants in general tend to have 
skill levels at either the very high or very low levels and thus do not tend 
to compete with Americans for jobs. Insofar as most Hispanic immigrants 
are concerned, they work in low-​wage jobs where, according to most econo-
mists, they don’t disadvantage American workers. But the point is that immi-
grants do jobs that most Americans either don’t want or don’t have the skills 
to do—​they complement rather than steal jobs from native-​born Americans. 
Incidentally, immigrants will also help replace workers in jobs performed by 
the baby boom generation as it moves into retirement. This was something 
else that most people did not know.65

Third, immigrants do not sap welfare and other services in America to 
the extent often assumed. This misunderstanding has long been a politi-
cal flashpoint. To begin with, the law forbids immigrants—​both legal and 
undocumented—​from using many services until they have established 
permanent residency and been in the United States for five years. The two 
big exceptions are elementary public education and emergency health 
care. In fact, evidence shows that Hispanics who are in the United States 
legally and who are entitled to various federal benefits are often reluc-
tant to apply for them simply for fear of deportation.66 The conservative 
Heritage Foundation estimates that the average undocumented immigrant 
household costs taxpayers $14,387 per year. However, the Chamber of 
Commerce argues that even if we accept this estimate, most economists 
see these costs as an investment in America’s future because the children 
receiving these benefits will eventually become workers and taxpayers.67 
Moreover, even undocumented immigrants pay many of the same taxes 
as US citizens. They pay sales, property, and excise taxes; automobile 
registration fees; and even federal income tax and Social Security and 
Medicare taxes insofar as they must provide their employers with coun-
terfeit documents.68 The best evidence suggests that at least half of undo
cumented immigrant households currently file income tax returns using 
Individual Tax Identification Numbers, and many who do not file income 
tax returns still have taxes deducted from their paychecks. Collectively, 
undocumented immigrants in the United States pay an estimated total of 
$11.6 billion annually just in state and local taxes.69 In addition, the Social 
Security Administration estimated that in 2010, undocumented workers 
paid about $12 billion into the administration’s trust fund.70 So to claim, as 
Trump did during the campaign, that undocumented immigrants will take 
more out of the system than they will ever put in is questionable. Again, 
most Americans did not know this, which is why Trump’s message reso-
nated with them.71
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Overall, then, it is far from clear how much of a burden immigrants 
from Mexico and other countries really are. They do not take jobs from 
Americans or push down their wages. They pay billions of dollars each year 
in taxes. And they do not pose nearly as serious a criminal threat to society 
as Trump claimed and his supporters assumed. Yet it was in places through-
out the United States where the growth of Hispanic and other nonwhite 
populations had been growing the fastest since 2000 that Trump was most 
likely to attract white supporters who had previously voted Democrat. This 
included, for example, rural counties in the Midwest that were crucial for 
his victory in the general election.72 This suggests that whites were perceiv-
ing demographic change as a real threat insofar as they saw themselves grad-
ually being outnumbered by immigrants who might eventually knock them 
off their perch in the racial pecking order. As noted earlier, this sort of con-
cern had long been a source of racism and anti-​immigrant sentiment in the 
United States.73

It is worth noting that mainstream Republicans had moved away from 
anti-​immigrant rhetoric before this. As president, for example, George 
W.  Bush proclaimed on more than one occasion that we are a nation of 
immigrants. And although he called for tougher border security, he also 
advocated a middle-​ground approach between an automatic path to citizen-
ship and mass deportation. His brother, Jeb, occasionally addressed crowds 
in Spanish when he was governor of Florida, which has a large Spanish-​
speaking immigrant contingent, and when he ran for the Republican presi-
dential nomination. And Marco Rubio, another one of Trump’s opponents 
in the primary, was also much less critical of immigrants than Trump was. 
The point is that Trump came down hard on an issue that clicked with his 
constituents but that others in his own party had treated more gingerly. 
Whether his fierce anti-​immigration views stemmed from an insightful 
reading of the Tea Party Movement, listening to his inner circle of advisers 
like Steve Bannon, or something else is unclear. But it worked.

IMMIGRATION AND TERRORISM

What about Muslims, the other side of the anti-​immigrant coin in the 
Trump campaign? Trump constantly raised concerns about the dangers 
of radical Islamist terrorists. His concern was that our borders were so 
porous that terrorists could easily sneak into the country and kill inno-
cent Americans. A  week after taking office, Trump signed an executive 
order titled “Protection of the Nation from Foreign Terrorist Entry into 
the United States” to solve the problem. The background for this was that 
the United States had experienced terrorist attacks at the hands of Muslims 
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associated with or proclaiming allegiance to various terrorist organizations 
in the Middle East, notably Al Qaeda and the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria 
(ISIS). On September 11, 2001, Al Qaeda operatives hijacked four com-
mercial airliners and used them to demolish the twin towers in New York 
City and hit the Pentagon. The fourth plane crashed in Pennsylvania. 
Furthermore, a married couple—​one born in America and the other 
in Pakistan—​inspired by radical jihad killed fourteen people in a 2015 
shooting spree in San Bernardino, California. And a lone gunman prais-
ing ISIS opened fire the next year in an Orlando, Florida, nightclub, killing 
forty-​nine partygoers. There were other incidents as well. To some people 
Trump’s concern seemed to be justified insofar as there were three million 
Muslims living in the United States. Maybe there were more radical Islamist 
terrorists hiding among them! Indeed, nearly as many Trump supporters 
believed that terrorism was a serious problem as believed that immigration 
was.74 The facts, however, pointed in a very different direction.

Since the 9/​11 attacks until 2017, there were only 123 fatalities in the 
United States at the hands of Muslim extremists. Only a quarter of the ter-
rorists involved in these killings were Muslim-​born immigrants. To put this 
in broader perspective, during that same fifteen-​year period, there were 
over 240,000 murders in the United States, including mass shootings like 
the one at Sandy Hook Elementary School in Connecticut that left twenty-​
six people dead, most of them young children. This meant that attacks by 
Muslims accounted for only a miniscule 0.0005 percent of all murders in 
America.75

Without diminishing the obvious importance of keeping terrorism at 
bay, it seemed like the situation was well under control. Trump’s campaign 
promise to shut down Muslim immigration was akin to killing a fly with 
an M1 Abrams tank—​a sixty-​one-​ton weapon with enough firepower in its 
105-​mm cannon to take out enemy forces over a mile away. Nevertheless, 
Trump supporters in general and in the right-​wing media, including Fox 
News and the Breitbart News Network, insisted that radical Islamist ter-
rorism was a major threat in America, even though the FBI didn’t even 
mention it in its 2014 report, “National Threat Assessment for Domestic 
Extremism.” The FBI was far more concerned about other groups, such 
as white supremacists, black nationalists, Puerto Rican nationalists, ani-
mal rights groups, and radical antiabortion crusaders.76 But the important 
point, again, is not so much that Trump’s rhetoric did not mesh with the 
facts but that it did mesh with his supporters’ perceptions. Furthermore, 
targeting Muslims as the source of terrorism on US soil added an additional 
layer to Trump’s explicit racial and ethnic scapegoating, which meant that it 
resonated with many Americans’ general perceptions about racial and eth-
nic minorities.



[ 76 ]  American Discontent

76

But there was a second way in which Trump scapegoated Muslims that 
had little to do with terrorism. Many of those worried about Muslim immi-
gration believed that Muslims wanted to destroy American values and 
replace them with Islamic Shari ’a law. In fact, many people believing this 
did not understand what Shari ’a law is and assumed that it is simply a recipe 
for extreme brutality and oppression for those, particularly women, who 
violated strict Islamic moral codes. For example, Newt Gingrich, former 
Speaker of the House and a close adviser to Trump during the campaign, 
charged that every Muslim in America who believes in Shari ’a “should be 
deported.” Why? Because according to Gingrich, Shari ’a “is a moral threat 
to the survival of freedom in the United States and in the world as we know 
it.”77 Yet as is true of the Bible’s teachings, there are many interpretations 
of Shari ’a, only some of which can be construed as the sort of radical 
Islamic fundamentalism about which Gingrich and other Trump support-
ers were so worried. Nevertheless, ten years after 9/​11, nearly one in three 
Americans believed that Muslim Americans wanted to establish Shari ’a as 
the law of the land in the United States. And almost 60 percent of white 
evangelical Protestants believed that the values of Islam were at odds with 
American values. How Shari ’a law could come to dominate American soci-
ety given that Muslims were barely 1 percent of the population is anyone’s 
guess.78 What matters, however, is that many Americans believed it and so 
were sympathetic to Trump’s appeals for clamping down on Muslims.

In fact, anti-​Muslim sentiment in America had been growing prior to 
the 2016 presidential campaign. For instance, between 1996 and 2015, the 
years for which the FBI posts hate crime statistics on its website, the num-
ber of hate crimes against Muslims increased tenfold. Furthermore, the FBI 
reported a 65  percent increase in anti-​Muslim hate crimes just between 
2014 and 2015. Some observers have argued that by playing on the public’s 
Islamophobia, Trump’s inflammatory anti-​Muslim campaign rhetoric exac-
erbated the situation. The number of anti-​Muslim attacks in 2015 was the 
highest since 2001.79 Whether Trump’s rhetoric is responsible or not, the 
broader lesson is that there has been a persistent and in some cases grow-
ing undercurrent of racial and ethnic animosity in America that Trump 
exploited for political advantage.

CONCLUSION

To summarize, Trump’s willingness to disparage racial and ethnic minori-
ties and immigrants resonated with voters, but not because this was some-
thing new and exciting to them in American politics. His appeals resonated 
with the public for three basic reasons. First, by linking issues of race to 
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the problems of job loss, inequality, and poverty, he mixed the issues of 
race and class in ways that helped people rationalize their economic situ-
ations. Scapegoating minorities for their troubles was the key. Second, 
people were misinformed about much of what he was talking about. So 
was he, unless he simply twisted and distorted the facts to fit his pitch. As 
I explained in chapter 1, the media was culpable here insofar as it did not do 
more to challenge Trump’s facts and claims or confront the so-​called alter-
native facts and fake news being circulated on the Internet and elsewhere 
about these issues. Third, the public had been primed for Trump’s talking 
points for decades thanks to the Southern Strategy, dog whistle politics, 
and various other trends in society. He capitalized on this by conjuring up 
fears and anxieties about African American crime in inner cities, Hispanic 
immigrants taking jobs away from Americans, and radical Islamic terror-
ists coming to kill innocent citizens and destroy American values. Some of 
these concerns had been cultivated over the years by politicians, some were 
rooted in shifting demographics, and some were associated with 9/​11 and a 
few subsequent killings. Trump turned it all to his advantage and threw dog 
whistle politics out the window. He didn’t start from scratch; he had plenty 
of material to work with.

When it came to immigration, once in office Trump moved quickly 
to deliver the goods as promised. During his first week as president, he 
signed an executive order directing the secretary of homeland security to 
begin planning, designing, and building the wall along the border with 
Mexico; to build detention facilities nearby to deal with asylum claims; to 
hire five thousand Border Patrol agents; and to empower state and local 
law enforcement to act as immigration officers. The same week he signed a 
second executive order instructing the secretary to prioritize certain undo-
cumented immigrants for removal—​both convicted criminals and people 
merely charged with a crime but not yet tried in court. The order also pro-
hibited federal funding for sanctuary cities where local officials declined 
to help enforce federal immigration laws.80 Finally, as mentioned earlier, a 
third executive order temporarily banned anyone from entering the United 
States from seven predominantly Muslim countries in the Middle East and 
Africa. Scapegoating had become administration policy.

In 2004, Barack Obama addressed the Democratic National Convention 
and uttered what are now these famous words: “There’s not a black 
America and white America and Latino America; there’s the United States 
of America.” Four years later he became America’s first African American 
president, and many people thought this was the beginning of a new era in 
US history—​a postracial era—​reversing, at long last, trends that had been 
in motion for a very long time. The fact that Donald Trump won office eight 
years after that by scapegoating racial and ethnic minorities proved that a  
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postracial America was a dream not yet realized. In fact, Obama’s presi-
dency heightened rather than diminished racial divisions within American 
politics, tilling the soil even deeper for the growth of Trump’s supporters. 
But before we get to that, we need to examine a third trend underpinning 
Trump’s popular appeal—​the rise of neoliberalism, a conservative ideol-
ogy that had become increasingly important in US politics at least since the 
days of Ronald Reagan because it promised to rejuvenate the economy, put 
people back to work, grow their incomes, and restore the American Dream.



CHAPTER 5

Ideas and Ideology

In the huge television hit Mad Men, a saga about the world of corporate 
advertising in the 1960s, Jon Hamm plays the character of Don Draper, 

a heavy-​drinking, womanizing, Madison Avenue marketing guru. In one 
episode Draper is pitching an ad campaign to a prospective client, the man-
ufacturer of Lucky Strike cigarettes, at a time when national concerns over 
the dangerous health effects of smoking are on the rise. His pitch is short 
and sweet:  “Everybody else’s tobacco is poisonous. Lucky Strikes’  .  .  .  is 
toasted.” In other words, forget that they might kill you—​they taste good. 
What Draper knows is that one word or phrase can make or break a product.

Donald Trump knew this too. His promise to “Make America Great 
Again” was a wonderful catchphrase. After all, what red-​blooded American 
wouldn’t want to make his or her country great? Who wouldn’t want more 
jobs, better wages, and a stronger economy? But the slogan’s strength was 
also its Achilles heel—​it immediately required clarification and specif-
ics. How exactly would America be made great? What policies would be 
required? And why would they work? It seemed like Trump was at a disad-
vantage here because compared to Hillary Clinton, he was short on details. 
Her campaign website posted forty-​one policy position papers with sup-
porting details and documentation.1 Trump’s website had a measly fifteen 
with far fewer specifics.2 One might have thought that this gave Clinton a 
clear advantage—​she had details and facts, while he didn’t. But in the end it 
didn’t matter. He won the election anyway.

One reason was that Trump’s rhetoric, claims, and promises reso-
nated with a number of ideas and ideological beliefs held deeply by many 
Americans. He didn’t need facts because ideas and ideology sufficed. Facts 
often got in his way. Indeed, the vagueness and superficiality of Trump’s 
policy proposals left him plenty of room to play on people’s ideological 
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predispositions. This chapter examines the most important of these—​
people’s conservative beliefs about the economy and government—​which 
were central to Trump’s campaign because they helped him draw the road 
map that he promised would lead to a greater America. Indeed, economic 
issues were at the forefront of his campaign; he downplayed most other tra-
ditional Republican talking points, such as abortion and family values.3 I’ll 
have a few things to say at the end about how he used ideology to handle 
certain women’s issues because they became a flashpoint later in the cam-
paign. But the main argument of this chapter is that Trump capitalized on 
an important ideological trend that had been developing since the 1970s—​
the rise of neoliberalism. However, before digging into this, I need to intro-
duce a few terms that will come in handy along the way.

WHAT’S IN AN IDEA?

When people talk about ideas or ideology, what they mean is often pretty 
fuzzy, so let me clarify. In this chapter four types of ideas come into play.4 
One type is what we can call a policy program or plan. This is basically a pre-
scription for solving a policy problem. Policy plans explain how changing 
things like the law or a regulation, spending more money, or fiddling with 
the tax code will fix a problem. So, for instance, we might lower interest 
rates to increase home sales. Politicians are constantly coming up with and 
arguing over plans to do things like reduce unemployment, boost economic 
growth, improve the health care system, or clean up the environment.

Another type of idea is a policy paradigm, like Keynesianism or neoliber-
alism, discussed later. Paradigms also stipulate causal relationships just like 
policy plans do. But unlike plans, paradigms are ideas that are often taken 
for granted and sit in the background of policymaking deliberations, often 
quite invisibly insofar as everybody just assumes them to be true. That’s 
why people rarely argue over them. Like blinders on a race horse, paradigms 
limit what people can see and what plans they can imagine in the first place.

A third type of idea is what social scientists call a frame, which is typi-
cally a memorable metaphor or catchy phrase designed to make a policy 
plan sound appealing. Framing is what Don Draper was so good at. Trump, 
for instance, talked about “draining the swamp” in Washington when he 
referred to his plan for cleaning up government waste and corruption.

Finally, there are public sentiments. These are the values and normative 
beliefs people have about the way things ought to be. Like frames, they 
don’t involve much causal logic, but unlike frames, which are very much in 
the foreground of political discourse, public sentiments tend to be taken for 
granted and reside in the background. Examples would be people’s beliefs 
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about whether socialism is good or bad, or whether we should aspire to the 
traditional nuclear family ideal where dad is the breadwinner, mom is the 
homemaker, and together they raise a couple of kids.

To keep things simple, let’s just say that these ideas, and particularly 
paradigms and public sentiments, taken as a whole constitute what we 
might call ideology.* How does all this help us understand Trump’s phe-
nomenal success during the campaign? Let’s begin with the rise of the neo-
liberal paradigm—​one of the most important ideological trends in recent 
American history.

THE RISE OF THE NEOLIBERAL PARADIGM

The Golden Age in America was a time when Keynesianism was the policy 
paradigm that virtually all politicians used to help them manage the econ-
omy. President Richard Nixon confirmed this in 1971 when he declared 
famously that “We’re all Keynesians now!” The basic idea, developed by 
the British economist John Maynard Keynes, was that government would 
regulate spending to counteract a market economy’s inherent instability. 
How? By priming the pump that fueled economic growth. During eco-
nomic recessions, the government would lower interest rates and taxes 
and increase public investment to stimulate aggregate demand—​even if 
this meant borrowing money and incurring budget deficits in the short 
term. Furthermore, government would reduce income inequality, thereby 
increasing the propensity for more people to buy things, which would stim-
ulate demand even more. However, during economic booms, government 
would do the opposite to avoid inflation by preventing aggregate demand 
from exceeding supply and therefore pushing up prices. Policymakers 
would stop pumping up demand and instead rein it in by raising taxes and 
interest rates and reducing government spending. Overall, then, govern-
ment would strive to modulate aggregate demand in ways that would keep 
the economy on an even keel by stimulating growth and keeping unemploy-
ment low but without creating excessive inflation.5 The crucial underlying 
assumption is that there is an inverse relationship between unemployment 
and inflation: like a playground seesaw, as one side goes up the other goes 
down, and vice versa. The trick is to keep it balanced.

Policymakers embraced Keynesianism not only in the United States 
but also in many advanced capitalist countries during the 1940s and 1950s 

* This is consistent with what most people think ideologies are. Merriam-​Webster’s dictionary 
defines ideology as “a systematic body of concepts especially about human life or culture . . . the 
integrated assertions, theories and aims that constitute a sociopolitical program.”
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as a way of avoiding a relapse into a second Great Depression.6 But things 
began to change in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Thanks to bad harvests 
around the world and deals to sell American grain to the Russians, prices 
for food and raw materials began to escalate in the United States. Making 
matters worse, the price of oil skyrocketed suddenly in the wake of the 
1973 Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) oil 
crisis. The tradeoff between unemployment and inflation that Keynesians 
had assumed broke down. The seesaw was busted. The crisis ushered in a 
period of stagflation where both unemployment and economic stagnation 
on one side and inflation on the other side rose in lock step. Keynesianism 
was thrown into question and a war of ideas erupted as economists and 
policymakers searched for answers to the stagflation riddle. Neoliberalism 
won—​a victory marked by Ronald Reagan’s election as president in 1980.7

At the core, and contrary to Keynesianism, neoliberalism assumes that 
markets tend to be self-​correcting and that governments would do well 
to leave them alone for the most part even when they run into trouble. 
Otherwise, policymakers will probably make things worse.8 For instance, 
some economists argue that people are adept at anticipating government 
policy interventions based on what they learn from past experience. As 
a result, people’s rational expectations undermine the intended effects of 
those interventions.9 Consider fiscal policy. If the government decided 
on a tax cut financed by higher borrowing to stimulate aggregate demand, 
rational consumers would save the tax cut rather than spending it in antic-
ipation of having to pay for tax increases later to pay off the debt incurred 
earlier from all that borrowing. The tax cut would have no effect. Others 
worry about the time it takes for policy to begin working because there is 
often a time lag. So, for example, if policymakers decide to increase spend-
ing to stimulate the economy during a downturn, by the time that spending 
reaches the economy, the economy may already have recovered so the stim-
ulus might trigger inflation, thereby doing more harm than good.10 Making 
matters worse, some believe that policymakers are often less interested in 
serving the public interest than feathering their own nests or kowtowing to 
various lobbies and constituents, which means that government policy is 
often inappropriate and ineffectual in solving society’s problems in the first 
place.11 The policy implications of all this are clear:  government’s role in 
managing the economy should be minimal, which means that government 
spending, taxing, and regulation should be pared to the bone to let markets 
operate freely and as efficiently as possible.

Neoliberal ideas had been around since the 1930s.12 But it took a while 
before they took center stage, replacing the old Keynesian paradigm. Several 
things helped that happen. First, beginning in the mid-​1970s, a very con-
servative group of think tanks including the Heritage Foundation, the Cato 
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Institute, and the National Center for Policy Analysis came on the scene 
in Washington. In contrast to the older and typically more moderate think 
tanks like the Brookings Institution, these new ones were ideologically moti-
vated, touted neoliberalism, and pushed it in very aggressive ways into the 
political mainstream. Heritage, for instance, wrote Mandate for Leadership, 
a hefty volume of policy briefs that laid out a blueprint for reforming all 
aspects of public policy for the incoming Reagan administration—​a docu-
ment that reputedly guided the Reagan White House’s initial budget-​, tax-​,   
and regulation-​cutting efforts.13 Much of this was funded, often quietly, by 
very conservative philanthropic organizations like the Olin Foundation 
and wealthy people like Joseph Coors, the beer tycoon, and Richard Mellon 
Scaife, principal heir to the Mellon banking and oil fortune, who were piv-
otal in founding Heritage, and later David and Charles Koch, who were 
key benefactors of Cato, the most libertarian outfit of them all.14 The com-
parative financial advantage of these think tanks compared to many oth-
ers was clear to me when a colleague and I visited them to collect data for 
another research project. Both Heritage and Cato had opulent office spaces. 
Heritage’s lobby, for instance, was a pristine, wood-​paneled affair leading to 
suites of spacious conference rooms with lots of amenities. Their counter-
parts on the left had nothing even close, where on one occasion we sat on 
folding chairs in a conference room with somebody’s half-​eaten lunch on 
an empty Ikea book case in the corner.

Second, conservatives not only poured big money into Washington 
think tanks but also gave millions of dollars to entice several of the nation’s 
law schools to teach a conservative brand of judicial theory—​the law and 
economics approach—​based on neoliberalism in a deliberate effort to push 
the judicial system to the right.15 Similar moves were made later on uni-
versity campuses including Brown, Cornell, Dartmouth, the University of 
Virginia, the University of Texas, and the University of Colorado, where 
conservative money helped establish programs to teach undergraduates 
the virtues of free market capitalism as espoused by Adam Smith, Friedrich 
Hayek, Ayn Rand, Milton Friedman, and others, and supported scholars 
who were doing research and developing theories that supported con-
servative views. This was a strategy conservatives developed to counteract 
what they perceived to have been a liberal takeover of higher education in 
America, and to legitimize their political agenda.16

Third, corporations began lobbying for neoliberalism. Beginning in the 
early 1970s, to compensate for inflation, unions demanded higher wages, 
which cut into corporate profits. In some industries, such as construction, 
cost-​of-​living clauses in union contracts automatically pushed up wages 
faster than productivity, which meant that employers were getting less 
value from their workers for every dollar they paid in wages. Corporations 



[ 84 ]  American Discontent

84

desperately wanted to stop this, partly because they believed that wage 
demands rather than exogenous shocks from rising food and energy prices 
were causing inflation. As a result, large firms started lobbying in a much 
more systematic and organized fashion, urging the government to forget 
about balancing inflation against employment and focus instead on jack-
ing up interest rates. There were two reasons for this. One was to bring 
inflation under control. The other was because they believed that higher 
interest rates would lead to significantly higher unemployment, which 
would reduce wage demands and labor costs and, as a result, increase their 
profits.17 Toward these ends, a community of leading CEOs formed the 
Business Roundtable in 1972 after which corporate lobbying, previously 
not very effective, came into its own, wielding tremendous influence in 
Congress. Nowadays corporations spend about $2.6 billion a year lobby-
ing and the biggest firms often have a hundred or more lobbyists working 
for them. They outspend the lobbying of labor unions and public interest 
groups combined by a thirty-​four-​to-​one margin.18

Fourth, more and more private money flowed into politics thanks 
to changes in campaign finance laws. However, Republicans outspent 
Democrats in thirteen of the sixteen presidential elections prior to 2016.19 
It began with the proliferation of political action committees in the 1970s 
and 1980s, accelerated after that, but really took off thanks to a landmark 
Supreme Court decision in 2010. For decades, most campaign contribu-
tions came from wealthy people, most of whom tended to be Republicans 
and therefore conservative. But in the Citizens United v.  Federal Election 
Commission decision, the court allowed corporations and unions to spend 
unlimited amounts of money on direct advocacy for or against political 
candidates. The result was a sudden flood of outside money into political 
campaigns, nearly quadrupling between the 2010 and 2012 election cycles. 
Most of the increase was from conservative sources, which outspent liber-
als two to one. Much of this so-​called dark money was donated to nonprofit 
organizations that used it to back the candidates of their choice and without 
having to report where the money came from. The agenda being pushed 
was often neoliberalism.20

Fifth, certain quarters of the media began pushing the neoliberal agenda 
with a vengeance. Neoliberalism was extolled, for example, by editorialists 
like Jude Wanniski writing frequently in the Wall Street Journal. Authors like 
George Gilder whose 1981 best seller, Wealth and Poverty, was subsidized 
by the conservative Manhattan Institute and adopted as a book-​of-​the-​
month club selection received lots of media coverage.21 Charles Murray’s 
Losing Ground, a conservative critique of social policy, was another big 
hit.22 Both were heavily criticized by the left. The emergence of flamboyant 
talk radio stars helped the cause too. For instance, Rush Limbaugh’s show 
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debuted in 1984 and eventually captivated an estimated weekly audience of 
14.5 million listeners.23 By 2016, the top ten most popular radio talk shows 
in America featured conservatives typically lambasting the Obama admin-
istration. These shows were hosted by Limbaugh (number one), Sean 
Hannity (number two), Mark Levin (number four), Glenn Beck (number 
five), Michael Savage (number seven), and Mike Gallagher (number ten), 
all with millions of listeners every day. Only two left-​wing political shows 
made the list, not counting Howard Stern (number six), who specialized 
in outrageous and sometimes indecent political incorrectness, and Dave 
Ramsey (number three), who hosted a show about financial matters.24 And, 
of course, Fox News, America’s iconic conservative cable news channel, 
contributed too. Founded in 1996, Fox was run by former Republican Party 
media expert Roger Ailes. It became a media giant pushing the neoliberal 
agenda, particularly with on-​air hosts like Bill O’Reilly, Tucker Carlson, 
Sean Hannity, and Glenn Beck.25 In 2016, Fox News viewership topped all 
cable news channels, and for years The O’Reilly Factor was the top news pro-
gram in the country until O’Reilly was fired unceremoniously in 2017 for 
sexually harassing a number of women at the station.26

A final reason behind the rise of neoliberalism was the fall of the Berlin 
Wall in 1989 and subsequently the collapse of the Soviet Union. Once 
the Cold War had been won, it was easy for advocates of neoliberalism 
to declare victory for their world view. In other words, the market econ-
omy had triumphed over state socialist planning. This opened the door for 
much cheerleading for market fundamentalism all around the world. This 
was especially evident in those postcommunist countries of Eastern and 
Central Europe and then Russia in the early 1990s that engaged in shock 
therapy where leaders moved as quickly as possible to privatize state-​
owned enterprises and create markets for everything. These were initiatives 
often supported, if not pushed aggressively, by the United States, various 
Western European governments, the International Monetary Fund (IMF), 
and other international organizations, often embracing neoliberalism.

Neoliberalism really hit its policymaking stride during the Reagan 
administration. As he was discussing stagflation during his 1981 inaugu-
ral address, Reagan remarked famously that “In this present crisis, govern-
ment is not the solution to our problem; government is the problem!” Once 
the shift from Keynesianism to neoliberalism was underway, policymakers 
became increasingly enamored with cutting three things: taxes, spending, 
and regulations. To begin with, their desire to cut taxes focused partic-
ularly on the wealthy and corporations, not so much to stimulate aggre-
gate demand, as Keynesians would have wanted, but to spur investment. 
Neoliberals argued that cutting taxes on the wealthy and corporations 
would give them more money to invest in ways that would spark economic 
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growth and job creation without boosting aggregate demand and exac-
erbating inflation. This was referred to as supply-​side economics because 
it was intended to increase the supply of investment capital to the econ-
omy. It was an integral piece of the neoliberal package. Furthermore, it was 
believed that the revenue lost today through lower tax rates would be more 
than made up for tomorrow by revenue generated later from the economic 
growth the lower rates would stimulate.27

Cutting government spending was next. There were several reasons for 
this. One was to reduce government borrowing, which was believed to 
be crowding out private actors from the capital markets, thereby stifling 
investment and growth. Another reason was to diminish budget deficits, 
which became an obsession of both political parties. And a third was to 
reduce incentives for people to act in ways contrary to the country’s best 
economic interests. The logic was that because the social safety net had 
presumably become increasingly generous since the 1960s, people had 
fewer incentives either to seek gainful employment or, if they had a job, to 
work hard at it. Why? Because government programs had reduced the fear 
of unemployment—​the government’s social safety net would take care of 
you if you didn’t have a job. Hence, not only had public policy unintention-
ally fueled higher unemployment but also it had undermined hard work 
and productivity and, therefore, the nation’s economic competitiveness. In 
short, the allegation was that government spending on social programs had 
unintentionally made people lazy.28 And, as I explained in chapter 4, it was 
often implied that these were people of color. As researchers at the Urban 
Institute concluded about Reagan’s first term in office, “In characterizing 
the federal government as more of a problem than a solution, the president 
clearly struck a popular chord with the country.”29 And he did it with flare, 
even before becoming president. In 1976, he described what he called a 
“welfare queen,” who turned out later to be fictional but not before the term 
had entered the American lexicon, where it is still used widely today. Here’s 
how he depicted this fake freeloader: “She used 80 names, 30 addresses, 15 
telephone numbers to collect food stamps, Social Security, veterans’ ben-
efits for four nonexistent deceased veteran husbands, as well as welfare. Her 
tax-​free income alone has been running $150,000 a year.”30 The imagery 
stuck in people’s minds like glue.

Finally, policymakers began to cut regulations, which were reputedly 
expensive for firms to comply with and, therefore, another reason invest-
ment capital was in short supply. Besides, they believed that one way to 
reduce the size of big government and unleash the power of the market was 
to reduce government regulation. As a result, although the federal budget 
increased steadily from $1.7 trillion to $3.8 trillion from 1980 to 2015 (in 
2016 constant dollars), one cabinet-​level department took a particularly 
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big hit. The Department of Labor suffered a 47  percent budget cut dur-
ing this period despite a huge but temporary spike in 2010 associated with 
the Great Recession. Furthermore, regulatory agencies that conservatives 
felt were particularly onerous to business had their budgets cut too, includ-
ing the Environmental Protection Agency and the Securities and Exchange 
Commission.31

Successive presidents after Reagan didn’t veer too far from the neolib-
eral script. George H. W. Bush, for instance, who had exclaimed during his 
presidential campaign that people should “Read my lips. No new taxes!,” 
eventually did raise taxes—​but to reduce a budget deficit that neoliber-
als hated. Clinton raised taxes too for the same reason. Recall that he also 
signed major legislation overhauling the federal welfare system by limiting 
lifetime eligibility to certain benefits and linking eligibility to the recipient’s 
efforts to find a job—​a move designed to get people off welfare and put 
those welfare queens out of business. And he passed legislation that kept 
federal regulators off the back of the banking and financial services indus-
tries in ways that also helped foment the 2008 financial crisis. Finally, as we 
saw in chapter 3, George W. Bush pursued neoliberal supply-​side tax cuts 
during his presidency.

Overall, then, a series of changes and challenges to the economy—​the 
red thread in my argument—​opened the door to a fundamental ideological 
shift in how policymakers dealt with the county’s economic problems. The 
trend was toward neoliberalism as the new operating paradigm. But how 
did Trump’s economic plan compare to it?

TRUMP’S ECONOMIC PLAN

Trump’s plan was pretty simple and straightforward. He promised during 
the campaign that he would lower taxes by $4.4 trillion over a decade and 
simplify the tax code. In particular, he said that no business would pay more 
than 15  percent of its income in taxes—​a dramatic reduction from the 
35 percent marginal corporate tax rate in place at the time. He also prom-
ised to reduce government spending by $1 trillion over the next decade 
and slash “excessive regulations” that he claimed cost Americans almost 
$2 trillion a year. Finally, he said he would scrap trade agreements like the 
North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and the more recent 
Trans-​Pacific Partnership, and roll back restrictions on offshore oil and gas 
drilling. Doing all of this, he claimed, would create twenty-​five million new 
jobs over the next decade and boost economic growth to at least 3.5 per-
cent annually.32 America would be great again. Most of his plan was straight 
out of the neoliberal playbook. One part, as we shall see, was not.
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Some wondered if this was too good to be true. Could we really expect 
growth rates that high? And why wouldn’t his huge tax cut, which out-
weighed his proposed budget cut more than four to one, translate into 
huge budget deficits? Deficits were anathema to virtually all Republicans 
and many Democrats who believed that they were a sign that govern-
ment was out of control and getting too big, something that neoliberals 
despised. Republican House Speaker Paul Ryan had railed against deficits. 
And Obama’s bipartisan National Commission on Fiscal Responsibility 
and Reform, the so-​called Simpson-​Bowles Commission, issued a strongly 
worded report in 2010 with support from some on both sides of the aisle 
calling for fiscal restraint and deficit reduction to pay down the national 
debt.† Experts on both the left and right estimated that Trump’s eco-
nomic proposals would increase deficits and add between $5 trillion and 
$10 trillion to the national debt over the next ten years. Forbes Magazine, 
for instance, concluded that his tax cuts would be of historic proportions. 
“[They] would make deficits worse. Much worse.”33

Trump’s defense against these charges was not exactly rock solid. To 
begin with, although he said he would cut the budget to compensate for 
some of his tax cuts, he promised in the same breath to preserve most fed-
eral spending including for defense and the three largest entitlement pro-
grams, Social Security, Medicare, and Medicaid.34 But the numbers didn’t 
seem to add up. The problem was, as Figure 5.1 shows, that roughly 70 per-
cent of major federal spending was mandatory, not discretionary, and 
therefore off limits to budget cutting. This meant that he would have had  

† There was, however, not enough support in the commission to send the report to Congress—​
seven of the committee’s eighteen members opposed the plan (Bartels 2016, p. 285).
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only a small slice of the budget available for spending cuts, which left him 
little leeway for avoiding a massive deficit. The Office of Management and 
Budget estimated the deficit for 2016 to be about $550 billion (3.3 percent 
of GDP), which meant that if Trump’s plan had been in place, he would have 
had to cut about half of all discretionary spending to balance the budget. 
Take another look at Figure 5.1. To achieve that goal without touching the 
programs he put off limits, he would have had to eliminate all spending in 
the “other” discretionary category—​about $440 billion. This would have 
wiped out all expenditures for the following:  veteran benefits and serv-
ices; education, training, employment, and social services; transportation; 
administration of justice; natural resources and the environment; and gen-
eral science, space, and technology. But even after doing all that, he would 
still have fallen short by about $110 billion.

Nevertheless, according to Trump’s plan, we didn’t have to worry. Why 
not? Because the most important thing mitigating deficits would not be 
his budget cuts but the tremendous economic growth that his policies 
would generate—​growth that would yield more tax revenue than his tax 
cuts would cost. This too was classic neoliberal supply-​side economics. But 
given the enormous gap between tax and spending cuts in his plan, this 
was something that even conservative economists questioned.35 Still, when 
quizzed about this during one of the presidential debates, he told viewers 
that deficits wouldn’t be a problem because “we will create a tremendous 
economic machine” that could generate as much as 5 or 6 percent annual 
economic growth. Virtually all reputable economists thought this estimate 
was even more far-​fetched than his initial 3.5  percent claim.36 Again, the 
math didn’t seem right.

Moreover, history wasn’t on Trump’s side. The historical record sug-
gested that Trump’s neoliberal road map for making America great was 
likely to be about as effective as the maps the Germans would have used 
during World War II had they invaded Britain. Anticipating an invasion, 
the British removed many of their road signs to make those maps virtually 
useless. In other words, there was little evidence that neoliberalism worked. 
One of the best accounts of the vast research on this question was pub-
lished by economist Jon Bakija and his colleagues, who studied many coun-
tries and reviewed dozens of research studies.37 What did they find? First, 
higher levels of taxation are not always bad. In fact, they are not significantly 
associated with economic growth one way or another, either in the United 
States or abroad. This is because higher taxes are sometimes associated with 
government spending that stimulates rather than retards economic growth, 
such as investments in infrastructure, education, resolving market failures, 
and contributing to the general welfare of the population in ways that 
improve worker productivity. Indeed, many, many things affect economic 
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growth besides taxes. Second, higher levels of government spending on 
social welfare programs do not necessarily hurt economic growth. They 
also tend to be associated with less government corruption and smaller 
government budget deficits. This is because countries with more exten-
sive taxing and spending often learn how to manage fiscal policy more 
efficiently than other countries. Third, more taxing and spending tends to 
reduce inequality, which seems to improve economic performance. Less 
inequality is also associated with more revenue for the government. Finally, 
as political economist Mark Blyth has shown, in the wake of the financial 
crisis several European countries resorted to draconian neoliberal cuts in 
government spending to extricate themselves from the depths of serious 
economic recessions. The results were often terrible and quite the oppo-
site from what was intended in terms of improving economic growth and 
reducing unemployment.38

The question, then, is, if Trump’s economic plan sounded like pie in the 
sky, why did so many voters believe it? One reason was that this was a famil-
iar story that politicians had been preaching for decades as they came to 
accept the neoliberal paradigm. By the time Trump arrived on the political 
scene, the paradigm had become so taken for granted by most Americans 
that he didn’t have to do much to convince his supporters that he knew 
what he was talking about. Indeed, psychologists have shown that people 
tend to believe things if they hear them repeatedly, including things that 
are clearly wrong.39 In other words, Trump’s plan gained political traction 
because it fit an ideological trend that began in the 1970s—​the rise of neo-
liberalism. However, there was one important exception—​Trump’s view on 
trade, particularly his idea of reconsidering NAFTA and some of America’s 
other free trade agreements. This was an idea that appealed particularly to 
members of the working and middle classes who believed that their jobs 
had been lost to foreign competition. But let’s put the free trade issue aside 
until later.

There were likely two additional reasons people bought Trump’s plan. 
One was that they were simply ignorant of the facts and historical record 
either because they were working so hard to make ends meet that they 
didn’t have time to keep up with the news or because they succumbed to 
the so-​called fake news and alternative facts surrounding Trump’s cam-
paign and perpetuated by the right-​wing media like Fox News. According 
to a study from the University of Maryland, when it came to political 
issues, Fox News viewers, the vast majority of whom were conserva-
tive, were the most misinformed audience of any major news network.40 
Trump supporters were also probably misinformed given his record of 
bending the truth. As Figure 5.2 shows, an independent fact-​checking 
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organization found that 71 percent of Trump’s campaign statements were 
false or mostly false, as compared to 27 percent for Clinton. It was widely 
reported during the campaign that Trump had told People Magazine in 
1998, “If I were to run, I’d run as a Republican. They’re the dumbest group 
of voters in the country. They believe anything on Fox News. I could lie 
and they’d still eat it up.” A number of reputable fact-​checking organiza-
tions quickly debunked this quotation as a fake—​he never said that and 
nobody was able to figure out who started the rumor. Nevertheless, given 
how loosely he played with the truth during the campaign and the appar-
ent gullibility of Fox News viewers, he may very well have believed it and 
acted accordingly.41

The other reason so many people liked Trump’s plan was that it was sim-
ple and easily understood, especially compared to Clinton’s economic plan. 
Trump lived by the KISS Principle—​Keep It Simple, Stupid. He was a pro at 
packaging his message in a few simple thoughts that resonated with crowds. 
She was not. Her ideas were not easy to grasp.42 Her tax plan, for instance, 
was far more complicated than his, which was basically just about cutting 
taxes. She promised to impose a “fair share surcharge” on rich people, fol-
low the “Buffett Rule,” close loopholes for “corporate inversions,” deploy a 
“Manufacturing Renaissance Tax Credit,” and prevent multinational corpo-
rations from “earnings stripping.”43 And that was just for starters. I think it’s 
safe to say that most Americans’ eyes would quickly glaze over if they had 
to focus on the complexities of these things.

But there was still another reason Trump’s plan was so appealing to peo-
ple. It resonated with other firmly rooted ideological elements in American 
politics and society. He framed his plan effectively in ways that fit neatly 
with many people’s public sentiments about government.
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FRAMING AND PUBLIC SENTIMENTS

Before continuing, let’s take a little test. Answer this question: what catchy 
phrases or slogans do you remember from the Trump and Clinton cam-
paigns, or for that matter from any of Trump’s opponents in the Republican 
primaries? When I asked my wife this question about three months after 
the general election, she immediately rattled off three from Trump but 
couldn’t remember any from Clinton or anybody else. I couldn’t remember 
any from Clinton either, although several from Trump came to mind. Then 
I asked some friends and got the same response. Finally, I quizzed a group 
of Dartmouth College students one evening who were particularly inter-
ested in politics and who had invited me to give a dinner talk about Trump 
and the election. Even among these politically well-​informed students, 
the results weren’t too much different. Overall, including my wife, friends, 
and students, everybody remembered Trump slogans like “Make America 
Great Again” or “Build a Wall.” But for every three people who remembered 
at least one of Trump’s catchphrases, only one person could remember any 
of Clinton’s. In fact, Trump’s slogans had so much pizzazz that they were 
mimicked on the signs people carried after his inauguration at women’s 
anti-​Trump rallies across America. Two frames were especially memorable 
and inspirational. One was “Make America Great Again,” which gave rise 
to signs saying “Make America Nice Again,” “Make America Think Again,” 
“Make America Gay Again,” “Make America Read Again,” and “Make 
America Native Again.” The other was “Build a Wall,” which inspired “Build 
Kindness Not Walls,” “Build a Wall Around Trump,” and many more. My 
conclusion, based on this admittedly nonscientific evidence? Trump was 
great at framing issues in catchy and memorable ways; Clinton was not. 
Therein lies the talent of a great pitchman. This is important in politics.

But for frames to work, they need to resonate with something people 
are already familiar with, and in politics that’s not only a taken-​for-​granted 
paradigm but also underlying public sentiments. For instance, one reason 
neoliberal reforms were passed on Reagan’s watch was that conservatives 
framed them deftly in terms of Jeffersonian small-​government ideals, which 
have been the bedrock of American ideology forever. That is, if you want to 
control big, centralized, and growing government, then you need to limit 
politicians’ access to revenues by cutting taxes, just like you would cut off 
the food supply of mice in your kitchen if you wanted to get rid of them.44

Related closely to this is a part of American culture, discussed in ear-
lier chapters, that holds individualism in high regard—​people believe that 
whenever possible they should take care of themselves rather than rely 
on the government. Put differently, Americans reject collectivism in favor 
of individualism. This is one reason Reagan’s image of the welfare queen 
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resonated so vibrantly with the public. We also saw this earlier insofar as 
Americans think that people’s economic situation is tied closely to how 
hard they work rather than the structural circumstances in which they 
find themselves. To a considerable extent, even poor Americans believe in 
individualism, particularly as a corollary of personal freedom.45 The idea 
is that anything that restricts individual choice undermines freedom. For 
instance, higher taxes would reduce an individual’s choices and therefore 
freedom in the market. Some went even further. During the Reagan years, 
some conservatives argued that high taxes jeopardized individual freedom 
by reducing net family income, which forced wives into the labor market, 
threatened their husbands’ manhood, and fueled higher divorce rates, thus 
undermining the very fabric of the traditional American family.46 Even in 
those days framing like this was strategic and sophisticated. Conservatives 
had substantially more money and other resources for monitoring public 
opinion to determine which frames resonated best with the public.47 In the 
end, observers agree that an important reason that the neoliberal supply-​
side program became institutionalized was that its supporters were better at 
framing their arguments in ways that were appealing politically.48

Not much has changed since then. Generally speaking, since the 1960s, 
Americans have grown increasingly wary of big government, as opposed 
to big business or big labor, as a threat to the United States in the future. In 
the mid-​1960s, about 48 percent of the public held this view, but by 2014, 
it had reached 72 percent, often because people felt that the federal govern-
ment threatened individual rights and freedoms. And among Republicans, 
the numbers skyrocketed from 41 to 92 percent who believed this.49

More specifically, consider taxes. Americans’ preference for the 
Jeffersonian ideal of small government has long been clear whenever they 
are asked about taxes. Since 1970, more Americans felt that their taxes 
were too high rather than either too low or just about right. And while the 
difference in opinion narrowed a bit from the mid-​1990s through 2008, 
it expanded again after the financial crisis.50 The story was similar for gov-
ernment spending. According to the Pew Research Center, since the mid-​
1970s, Americans have almost always favored small government with fewer 
services. During the late 1990s, that view was especially pronounced, but as 
recently as 2015 about half of those polled wanted smaller government in 
this regard, whereas only about a third wanted bigger government. The dif-
ference between Republicans and Democrats was pronounced and grew. By 
2015, 80 percent of Republicans favored smaller government, as opposed 
to 31 percent of Democrats.51 Why? According to Pew Research, the rea-
son was that the public worried that big government was wasteful, corrupt, 
and inefficient. At least since the mid-​1990s, many more Americans tended 
to view the government in this light than those who did not (57 percent 
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vs. 39  percent in 2015). Again, the difference between Republicans and 
Democrats was substantial (75 percent vs. 40 percent).52

Pandering to these public sentiments and embracing the neoliberal creed, 
politicians on both sides of the aisle have often said they wanted to reduce 
the size of government.‡ Trump was no exception. In particular, he jumped 
on the tax-​cutting bandwagon early, framing the problem in terms of neolib-
eral supply-​side economics. In his 2011 book, Time to Get Tough, he wrote 
with respect to the capital gains tax: “When government robs capital from 
investors, it takes away the money that creates jobs—​real private sector jobs 
that contribute to the health of our economy.”53 He also echoed people’s 
concerns about government wasting the revenues it collected, accused the 
federal government of corruption, and promised that his administration 
would clean things up: “You have tremendous waste, fraud, and abuse. That 
we’re taking care of. That we’re taking care of. It’s tremendous.”54 Trump’s 
embrace of Jeffersonian ideals continued throughout his campaign and was 
often tied to his economic plan. In a speech on September 15, 2016, to the 
Economic Club of New York less than two months before the general elec-
tion, he was crystal clear about this when he said, “My plan will embrace 
the truth that people flourish under a minimum government burden and 
will tap into the incredible, unrealized potential of our workers and their 
dreams.” Again, there was resonance with public sentiments.

Corrupt government was a frame Trump invoked relentlessly during the 
campaign—​and not just when it came to taxing and spending. For instance, 
as we saw earlier, he often complained that the election was “rigged” against 
him. At a Wisconsin rally, he was adamant about this: “Remember, we are 
competing in a rigged election. . . . They even want to try and rig the election 
at the polling booths, where so many cities are corrupt and voter fraud is all 
too common.”55 Similar charges continued after he was in the White House 
when he said that he would launch an investigation into what he claimed 
was rampant voter fraud where millions of votes had been cast illegally 
and often by undocumented immigrants for Hillary Clinton. And let’s not 
forget Trump’s frequent reference throughout the campaign to “Crooked 
Hillary,” another popular frame suggesting that his opponent was a dishon-
est Washington insider—​a former first lady, senator, and secretary of state 
who couldn’t be trusted.

Trump’s message of improving the economy by shrinking government 
had especially strong resonance because it tapped voters’ mounting dis-
gust with Washington politics. This was something that stemmed not only 

‡ One notable example was the historic Reagan tax cut in 1981, the depth of which was exac-
erbated by a bidding war that broke out between Republicans and Democrats, each trying to 
outdo the other by repeatedly seeking to increase the size of the cuts.
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from perceptions of corruption but also from the political polarization in 
Washington that had developed particularly since the mid-​1990s, marked 
by several government shutdowns and especially since the 2010 midterm 
elections by the growing inability of Congress to agree on much of anything 
or work with the president. I’ll have much more to say about this later in 
the book. But what’s important now is that these perceptions of govern-
ment dysfunction infuriated many Americans holding Jeffersonian values 
and primed them more than ever to support someone who promised to 
shake up the Washington political establishment. Trump seized the oppor-
tunity, proclaiming, for example, on his campaign website that “It is time 
to drain the swamp in Washington, D.C.”56 This became an especially pop-
ular phrase during the last month of the campaign as crowds often shouted 
it just as loudly as they had been shouting “Build the Wall!”57 Why was 
this an effective fame? Trump supporters held these beliefs passionately. 
As one of them told an interviewer, “I’m anti-​big government. Our gov-
ernment is way too big, too greedy, too incompetent, too bought, and it’s 
not ours anymore.”58 Sentiments like these had been spreading nationwide. 
In 2014, Gallup reported that Americans complained that the government 
was the nation’s number one problem, surpassing even problems associated 
with health care, the economy, jobs, unemployment, national defense, and 
the federal budget.59 Moreover, as Figure 5.3 shows, Americans reporting 
that they trusted the federal government took a nose dive from 60 percent 
to only 19  percent between 2001 and 2010. Similarly, Figure 5.4 reveals 
that people’s satisfaction with government plummeted between 2001 and 
2015 from 53 percent to 18 percent. Of course, Trump’s “Crooked Hillary” 
frame worked well here too insofar as it portrayed her as the epitome of the 
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Washington establishment, especially when contrasted with Trump him-
self, who had never run for or held public office in his life. Proof that this 
was another effective frame was that it often triggered chants of “Lock Her 
Up!” at Trump’s campaign rallies.

This brings me to my final point about how Trump framed his economic 
plan so effectively. Remember that another cornerstone of that plan was to 
revisit America’s commitment to open and free trade agreements. This was 
one thing in Trump’s playbook that ran contrary to the neoliberal paradigm, 
which strongly favored free trade.60 But there was more to this than first 
meets the eye. When it came to free trade, Trump was particularly hard on 
China, telling The Economist, for instance, that China is “killing us. . . . The 
money they took out of the United States is the greatest theft in the his-
tory of our country.” He railed against the Trans-​Pacific Partnership too, 
claiming that America had hired “stupid” negotiators who didn’t pay atten-
tion to the details while foreign officials “know where every comma is,” 
and that the agreement is a “total disaster.”61 But he saved his most scath-
ing criticisms for NAFTA, which Trump called “the single worst trade deal 
ever approved in this country.” According to Trump, NAFTA had cost the 
United States thousands of manufacturing jobs.62 He directed most of his 
ire at Mexico both during and after the campaign. Echoing promises he 
made on the stump about punishing companies who outsourced jobs to 
Mexico, during the transition he threatened Toyota with stiff import tariffs 
if it opened a manufacturing facility in Mexico; he warned General Motors 
that it would incur a big border tax if it imported cars made in Mexico; 
and he praised Fiat Chrysler and Ford for expanding their operations in 
Michigan instead of Mexico.
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So how did Trump square his anti–​free trade position with the neoliberal 
paradigm he had tapped so effectively in the rest of his economic plan? He 
didn’t. However, he did frame it in terms of another long-​standing aspect of 
American ideology—​racism. We need to recognize that public sentiments 
are not monolithic; they consist of lots of different beliefs. As I explained 
in previous chapters, one of Trump’s concerns about Mexican immigration 
was that Mexicans were taking American jobs and driving down wages. By 
renegotiating NAFTA, he promised that he would solve these problems. 
However, it wasn’t just free trade that was the problem, but free trade with 
Mexico. He rarely mentioned Canada, the third NAFTA partner whose 
population is over 80 percent white. In other words, he framed his anti–​free 
trade plan by blending issues of race and jobs—​dog whistle politics. The 
same could be inferred from his remarks about trade with China, and by 
extension many of the other comparatively low-​wage countries involved in 
the Trans-​Pacific Partnership including Malaysia, Singapore, Vietnam, and 
Brunei, which were all Asian countries to the west, and Peru, Chile, and 
Mexico, all Hispanic countries to the south.

The same was true of Trump’s anti-​immigration policy, which was also 
at odds with neoliberalism’s belief in the benefits of the free movement of 
labor unfettered by government intervention. In fact, many business leaders 
supported immigration as a source of much-​needed labor, either for low-​
skilled workers in agriculture and the service industries or for high-​skilled 
workers in information technology, software engineering, biotechnology, 
and other sectors of the economy. Yet, as was true of his trade policy, Trump 
framed his anti-​immigration policy in terms of race and protecting work-
ing-​ and middle-​class jobs.

There are three important takeaways in this. First, political plans and 
rhetoric are sometimes inconsistent or contradictory across policy areas. 
Second, resolving these inconsistencies requires crafting multidimensional 
frames that appeal to more than one aspect of the public’s sentiments. Trump 
was a pro at this. But, third, the broader and most important lesson is that 
Trump’s success was not cut from whole cloth. It was made from an old tap-
estry of ideas and ideology that he inherited. He used it to sell his economic 
plan of tax, spending, and regulatory cuts, and revised trade agreements to 
enough Americans to get elected. It fit the neoliberal paradigm voters had 
become used to since the Reagan era. It resonated with many people’s val-
ues and sentiments regarding the dangers of big government, immigration, 
and more, which had also been on the rise. And in doing so, it hit emotional 
hot buttons more effectively than any other presidential candidate in a long 
time.63 That’s why “draining the swamp” was such a great frame. It was a 
metaphor that wrapped concerns about high taxes, wasteful spending, 
excessive regulation, exorbitant deficits, and distrust with establishment 
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Washington—​as personified by Hillary Clinton—​into a neatly framed 
package conjuring up vivid images of politicians, lobbyists, political opera-
tives, and other dangerous creatures preying upon the American public. 
That Trump—​the consummate pitchman—​could sell himself as the one 
and only candidate capable of killing the vicious predators slinking around 
Washington helped pump up his image as a fearless advocate of the people 
ready to tackle the nation’s problems—​the Crocodile Dundee of American 
politics. Crocodile Dundee, of course, is the main character in the 1986 
blockbuster film by the same name—​a macho yet humorous, knife-​wield-
ing rough neck from the Australian Outback who manages not only to dis-
patch an aggressive crocodile and various other troublemakers during the 
movie but also to win the heart of the beautiful female reporter from New 
York City who wants to do a story about him.

Trump’s economic plan stood in stark contrast to Clinton’s plan, which, 
as noted, was far more complicated and difficult to understand. Her plan 
also lacked the snazzy frames that Trump was so good at inventing. And 
hers sounded like Keynesianism rather than neoliberalism because it talked 
more about raising taxes than cutting them, and promised to spend more, 
not less, money. For example, she pledged to immediately make four-​year 
universities tuition-​free for families earning less than $85,000 a year, set up 
a $25 billion fund for historically black colleges and universities, spend $10 
billion on public–​private partnerships designed to strengthen American 
manufacturing, and expand apprenticeships and training to improve the 
quality of the workforce.64 In other words, her plan favored bigger not 
smaller government, which was another ideological strike against her.

One last bit of framing was important in Trump’s campaign and reso-
nated clearly with another long-​standing set of American values—​
populism.65 Recall from chapter  1 that populism could involve hostility 
toward moneyed or intellectual elites.66 With respect to the latter, Thomas 
Frank observes that “anti-​intellectualism is a central component of con-
servative doctrine” in America today, particularly among Republicans, who 
have great contempt for sophisticated ideas and who “rail against obnox-
ious Ivy League stuffed shirts.”67

Trump appealed to populist sentiments all the time.68 For one thing, 
he constantly attacked Hillary Clinton as an establishment elite, criticiz-
ing her, for example, of being pals with Wall Street bankers and giving 
speeches at Goldman Sachs for six-​figure honorariums. For another thing, 
Trump did not resemble the intelligentsia. As one veteran journalist noted, 
“There’s nothing ‘elite’ about him. There’s nothing elite about the way he 
sounds. He sounds like the rest of us. Unfortunately, he sounds like the 
rest of us after we’ve had six drinks.”69 Trump’s anti-​intellectualism was evi-
dent as well in his statements about how he makes decisions. He did so, he 
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said, “with very little knowledge other than the knowledge I [already] had, 
plus the words ‘common sense,’ because I have a lot of common sense and 
I have a lot of business ability.” And on experts, he remarked, “They can’t 
see the forest for the trees. . . . A lot of people said, ‘Man, he [Trump] was 
more accurate than guys who have studied it all the time.’ ”70 The irony in 
all this, of course, was that Trump received a bachelor’s degree from the 
University of Pennsylvania—​one of the elite Ivy League universities—​and 
was firmly ensconced in the richest 1  percent of American society, often 
seen at black-​tie galas and fundraisers rubbing shoulders with East Coast 
blue bloods and the jet set. Nevertheless, playing the populist card helped 
Trump appeal especially to middle-​ and working-​class voters.71 Finally, let’s 
not forget the nationalist side of Trump’s populism—​his repeated promises 
to make America first, keep out dangerous foreigners, and stop kowtowing 
to foreign governments in trade and other things.

Clinton may have been vulnerable when it came to stories of her court-
ing Wall Street bankers, her Wellesley and Yale diplomas, or her overly 
intellectual approach to policymaking. In contrast to Trump, she relished 
talking about the details of policy much more than pressing the flesh out 
on the campaign trail. But she did apparently have one thing going for her 
that Trump did not—​she was a woman. And that should have given her a 
huge advantage over Trump when it came to women’s issues. But it didn’t.

THE PITCH TO TRADITIONAL FAMILY VALUES

Women’s issues were not the main thrust of Trump’s campaign—​economic 
issues were. That’s why “Make America Great Again” was such a big deal. 
But women’s issues eventually became prominent and revealed something 
about how effectively Trump tapped deeply held conservative values. I sug-
gested earlier that Trump was the Crocodile Dundee of politics—​a manly 
character poised to save America from peril. His macho persona spilled 
over into women’s issues. This is a two-​part story.

The first part is about Trump’s sexism. He was hounded throughout the 
campaign by allegations from various women about his sexual impropri-
eties. His sexist comments about Megyn Kelly, one of the moderators of 
the first television debate with Clinton, were also widely reported. But the 
ultimate demonstration of his misogyny was his taped comment to a televi-
sion entertainment show host discovered about a month before the general 
election. Trump bragged that because he was such a huge television celeb-
rity, having starred in the hit show The Apprentice, he could have his way 
with women. As Trump explained, “And when you’re a star, they let you 
do it. You can do anything. Grab ‘em by the pussy. You can do anything.”72 
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When the tape was leaked to the press and went viral on the Internet, 
women were outraged. Yet, as we will see in chapter  8, Trump didn’t do 
too badly among women, especially white women with less than a college 
education, 62 percent of whom voted for him despite his sexist remarks and 
behavior. Furthermore, a whopping 87 percent of Trump supporters said 
his treatment of women did not bother them.73

The second part of the story is about abortion. Trump won the over-
whelming majority of the white born-​again evangelical Christian vote and 
over half of the Protestant vote overall. He also won a larger percentage 
of the Catholic and Mormon vote than Clinton. What these religions all 
shared, of course, was a vehement opposition to abortion.74 The antia-
bortion crusade had galvanized conservative Christians for decades. In 
1999, Trump had advocated that a woman should have the right to choose 
whether she wanted an abortion. But by the time he threw his hat into the 
political ring, he had switched to a prolife position. His campaign reported 
that once he became president, “Then he will change the law through his 
judicial appointments and allow the states to protect the unborn,” a posi-
tion that would have appealed not just to religious prolife voters but also to 
conservative states’ rights voters—​the latter typically viewing states’ rights 
as an antidote for big government.75 This was a shrewd way to pose the 
issue because it simultaneously appealed to both sets of values. And it was 
another example of the importance of being able to craft multidimensional 
frames from different public sentiments.

Furthermore, by siding with the antiabortion crusade, Trump not only 
capitalized on traditional conservative family values but also jumped on a 
powerful and well-​funded religious bandwagon that had been rolling for 
years in American politics. Following the tumultuous 1960s and early 
1970s, which ushered in more-​tolerant attitudes toward sexual freedom, 
abortion, and homosexuality, evangelicals turned increasingly toward the 
Republican Party and became more active in politics. Led initially during 
the 1980s by the Reverend Jerry Fallwell’s Moral Majority, this movement 
pushed conservative social issues, particularly abortion, on to the political 
agenda.76 To be sure, according to Gallup, since 1975, less than a quarter 
of the public opposed abortion under all circumstances, and since 1996, 
a majority of Americans identified themselves as being prochoice.77 But 
conservatives were undeterred by these numbers and had pushed hard 
for prolife legislation ever since the Supreme Court’s landmark 1973 deci-
sion in Roe v. Wade affirmed a woman’s right to an abortion. And they had 
scored many victories at the state level, where dozens of abortion clinics 
had been closed and doctors faced tougher restrictions on providing such 
services. Nowadays, for example, forty-​three states prohibit abortions after 
a specified point in the pregnancy (except when the woman’s life or health 
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is in danger), thirty-​eight states require an abortion to be performed by a 
licensed physician, and thirty-​seven states require parental involvement in a 
minor’s decision to have an abortion.78 Trump’s antiabortion view gave him 
the support of a powerful political machine, which undoubtedly helped his 
ground game during the campaign.

Two things are interesting about these stories. First, Trump’s prolife 
position and his sexist persona spoke to traditional family values where 
men were dominant if not superior to women and life was sacred from the 
moment of conception. For decades, conservative politicians had appealed 
to these sentiments in voters.79 This helps explain why so many women 
voted for Trump despite his reported sexism; despite his decision to pick 
Indiana Governor Mike Pence, a staunch antiabortion advocate, as his vice 
presidential running mate; and even though he promised to eliminate fed-
eral funding for Planned Parenthood, an organization that provided health 
care services for women. Only 3 percent of Planned Parenthood’s serv-
ices were abortions—​the rest were things like breast exams, gynecological 
exams, Pap smears, and contraceptives.80 But that didn’t matter. The point is 
that many women who supported Trump likely did so because he embraced 
their traditional family values. Indeed, white working-​class women often 
resented Clinton for accusing Trump of sexism.81 As it turned out, half of 
Trump voters believed in the traditional American family model.82

Second, Trump doubled down on those traditional family values by rail-
ing against Muslim immigration. After all, there was some common ground 
between the people who supported him because he took a strong stand 
against radical Islam and the people who supported him because he affirmed 
traditional family values. Both groups feared that the moral fabric of America 
was in grave danger. Remember that people worried that Islamic Shari ’a law 
would eventually destroy America’s most basic values. The prolife movement 
worried that the loose sexual mores of the 1960s and 1970s posed a simi-
lar threat, particularly because they had opened the door for legalized abor-
tion thanks to the Supreme Court’s landmark ruling, which they detested. 
Wielding the family values frame, Trump killed three birds with one stone—​
he justified his prolife position on abortion, his sexism, and his Islamophobia. 
That said, although the family values framing may have helped him win the 
election, it did not appease women’s rights advocates, as the women’s anti-​
Trump demonstrations proved the day after his inauguration.83

CONCLUSION

To wrap up, Trump’s economic plan resonated with the dominant poli-
cymaking paradigm of the day, neoliberalism. And the ascendance of 
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neoliberal ideology was in part a response to some of the economic changes 
associated with the end of the Golden Age of American prosperity—​the 
red thread running through my argument. Moreover, Trump was a master 
at framing that plan in ways that echoed many deeply held public senti-
ments. So even if the mathematics or logic of his plan might have raised 
doubts, he still managed to sell it well enough to capture his party’s nomina-
tion and then the White House. Something similar happened with respect 
to women’s issues, where he managed to build frames that appealed to con-
servative Christians and other advocates of traditional family values.

One caveat is necessary. Trump’s ability as a pitchman was not entirely 
of his own doing. It appears that Trump had help from two very high-​
powered data analytic companies, Cambridge Analytica and SCL, which 
specialized in collecting enormous amounts of data from places like peo-
ple’s Facebook accounts and using it to develop messaging and information 
strategies for their clients. They worked for Ted Cruz before he dropped 
out of the Republican primary race. Apparently, Trump’s team hired 
Cambridge Analytica and SCL to identify words and phrases that were 
currently trending on social media and resonated with people’s emotions 
about various topics. The technique even had a name—​biopsychosocial 
profiling. Trump’s campaign would then incorporate these words into his 
speeches and press conferences to trigger people’s emotions on various top-
ics in ways favorable to his pitch. Andy Wigmore, who worked with these 
firms on the British referendum campaign to leave the European Union, 
provides an example: “So with immigration, there are actually key words 
within that subject matter which people are concerned about. So when you 
are going to make a speech, it’s all about how can you use these trending 
words. . . . It’s all about the emotions.”84 As I mentioned earlier, Republicans 
had been doing this for years, albeit in less technologically refined ways, 
and I am sure Democrats had been too. But it appears that Republicans had 
taken this to new heights in the 2016 campaign in what was probably the 
most sophisticated propaganda campaign in US electoral history.85 It was 
nothing short of cognitive warfare that helped polarize American politics.



CHAPTER 6

Polarization and Politics

I was in Washington, DC with a colleague interviewing people at think 
tanks and government research agencies in April 2008, just a few months 

before Barack Obama was elected president. Nearly everyone told us that 
since the 1980s, the political atmosphere in the city had grown more and 
more polarized, and that partisanship had gotten worse than anyone could 
remember. One person at the Heritage Foundation, a conservative think 
tank, explained that it had reached a point where colleagues at think tanks 
on the left and right were now reluctant to walk together on the Washington 
Mall for fear of being spotted, photographed by someone with a cell phone 
camera, and reported to their superiors for fraternizing with the enemy. In 
some cases, the level of paranoia bordered on the ridiculous. One day we 
were scheduled to interview someone at the Council of Economic Advisors, 
but when we arrived, he refused to talk to us until we proved that we were 
the academics we claimed to be and not journalists or undercover politi-
cal operatives digging up dirt on the Bush administration. Someone else, a 
Republican at another conservative think tank, told us that her Democratic 
friends no longer invited her to their dinner parties simply because she was 
a conservative—​and that this sort of thing had become common now in 
Washington. Things were bad, but nobody could have predicted then how 
much worse they would soon become.

How did this happen? The economic, racial, and ideological trends I have 
been discussing flowed together forming a fourth trend—​rising political 
polarization. By the time of the election in 2008, the political differences 
between Democrats and Republicans and the level of acrimony between 
them had reached a tipping point. If the right catalyst came along, polari-
zation could suddenly turn into full-​blown political gridlock—​politicians 
would be at each other’s throats and the wheels of policymaking would 
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slow to a dysfunctional crawl. That catalyst was the financial crisis, Obama’s 
election as president, and his efforts to manage the crisis and the nation’s 
health care problems. This chapter explains how polarization reached that 
critical threshold. The next chapter tells how the catalyst turned polariza-
tion into gridlock and how Donald Trump took advantage of it all.

THE CONTOURS OF POLARIZATION

The ideological gap between Republicans and Democrats had been widen-
ing gradually for decades. Studying this sort of thing is bread and butter for 
political scientists, who have produced scads of studies trying to figure out 
how much polarization there is in America—​both among the public and 
among the political elite. Let’s start with the public. In countless surveys, 
researchers have asked people to describe whether they consider them-
selves to be liberal, moderate, or conservative and to express their opinions 
on a host of policy issues. Figure 6.1 shows how people’s political ideologies 
changed since the onset of stagflation. In 1972, 26 percent of the elector-
ate reported that they were conservative, while 18 percent reported being 
liberal. Things fluctuated after that, but by 2012, the numbers had risen to 
36 percent for conservatives and 24 percent for liberals, indicating that peo-
ple’s ideological positions were shifting away from the center toward either 
the right or left. Note as well that the increase in conservatives was nearly 
twice as large as the increase in liberals, an indication that the country was 
becoming more conservative overall—​and that neoliberalism was setting 
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Changing political ideology in the electorate, 1974–​2012.
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into the American psyche. Polarization becomes clearer when people are 
asked whether they consider themselves to be either a strong Republican 
or Democrat. Figure 6.2 shows that in 1972, only 26 percent of conserva-
tives and 28 percent of liberals said that they identified strongly with their 
parties, but by 2012, the numbers jumped to 41 percent and 45 percent, 
respectively. Perhaps most telling, according to Pew Research’s composite 
index of forty-​eight political values, by 2012, partisan polarization among 
the public soared to its highest point in the past twenty-​five years, nearly 
doubling since 1987.1 According to some researchers, rising polarization 
was driven by the fact that ideology rather than membership in a partic-
ular economic, racial, or religious group had become the more important 
determinant of party identification.2 Indeed, Republican contempt for 
Democrats and vice versa has been growing at least since 1994. Seventy-​
four percent of Republicans held unfavorable or very unfavorable attitudes 
toward the Democratic Party in 1994, but by 2016, that number had risen 
to 91  percent. For Democrats viewing the Republican Party in a similar 
light, the numbers increased from 59  percent to 86  percent.3 This helps 
explain why Republicans and Democrats didn’t invite each other to their 
dinner parties much anymore.

James Campbell (no relation to me) provides an extremely thought-
ful and thorough assessment of the vast polarization literature and offers 
some convincing conclusions. To begin with, everyone agrees that most 
Americans share a set of basic values—​I called them public sentiments in 
the previous chapter—​such as wanting good jobs, equal opportunities, safe 
streets, efficient government, fair elections, some sort of safety net for those 
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who cannot fend for themselves, and national security. And until the 1960s, 
most people were fairly moderate in their political views. But then things 
started changing. He explains that the issues raised by the civil rights, Black 
Power, anti–​Vietnam War, and countercultural movements, and later the 
feminist movement, began polarizing the nation. Nevertheless, according 
to Campbell, moderates still constituted about half of the electorate by the 
early 1970s, the rest being either liberal or conservative. But polarization 
continued to rise. One indication he says is that people’s general ideological 
views, their positions on specific policy issues, and their party affiliations 
became more tightly correlated over the years—​that is, people became 
more consistently liberal or conservative. Another is that there was a grad-
ual decline in split-​ticket voting and an increase in voter turnout. He argues 
that today only a plurality of Americans call themselves moderates, while 
the majority—​roughly three-​fifths—​call themselves either conservative or 
liberal.4

Figure 6.3 reports the percentage of Democrats whose ideological views 
are more liberal than the average (median) view of Republicans and the 
percentage of Republicans whose ideological views are more conservative 
than the average view of Democrats. During the 2000s, Democrats shifted 
in a liberal direction relative to Republicans, and Republicans shifted in a 
more conservative direction relative to Democrats. And ideological think-
ing is now much more closely aligned with partisanship than in the past.5 As 
a result, ideological overlap between the two parties has diminished: today, 
92  percent of Republicans are to the right of the median Democrat, and 
94 percent of Democrats are to the left of the median Republican. As noted 
earlier, many more Americans are conservative today than liberal, an impor-
tant point to which we will return soon.
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However, how liberal or conservative someone is can vary depending on 
which policy issue we are talking about. Increasing polarization since the 
1970s is evident between Democrats and Republicans, especially when it 
comes to the government’s role in society, such as how much it should reg-
ulate, how much it should spend, how heavily it should tax, and how gener-
ous its welfare programs should be.6 According to Pew Research, Democrats 
and Republicans drifted particularly far apart on economic issues, the pri-
mary concern of this book, over things like whether business regulation 
does more harm than good, whether stricter environmental laws cost too 
many jobs and hurt the economy, and whether corporations make a fair 
and reasonable amount of profit. Republicans became more likely to find 
business and environmental regulations distasteful, and less likely to worry 
about corporate profitability. Democrats moved in the opposite direction. 
Republicans also grew increasingly wary of helping the needy and, as dis-
cussed in chapter 4, became more likely to blame the individual rather than 
society for the difficulty many African Americans have had getting ahead 
in life.7 Not surprisingly, then, polarization between whites and nonwhites 
also increased significantly.8

But what about the political parties and their leaders—​the politi-
cal elite? After all, what matters ultimately is that polarization got so bad 
between the two parties that it eventually led to gridlock, where legislating 
in Washington ground to a virtual halt. Based, for example, on the analy-
sis of roll-​call voting in Congress, Campbell shows that both parties have 
become more cohesive internally and consistent ideologically, and that the 
ideological gap between them has widened. Put differently, both parties 
have closed ranks and hunkered down in opposition to each other, espe-
cially since the mid-​1990s. By some accounts polarization nowadays is 
greater than it has ever been since post–​Civil War Reconstruction over a 
century ago. Campbell concludes that the situation has deteriorated to such 
a low point that

many on both sides now find it difficult to fathom how reasonably intelligent people can 
reside at the other end of the ideological spectrum. Those on the other side are often dis-
missed as insincere, misinformed, stupid, delusional, or worse. Their views are derided 
as impervious to evidence and immune to reason. This cuts both ways. Many liberals 
vilify conservatives and many conservatives disparage liberals.9

Thomas Edsall, a particularly astute observer of American politics, agrees, 
noting, “Partisan disagreements are now so wide, and the ideological out-
looks of activists and elected officials so antithetical, that there is not agree-
ment on the facts, on what is true and what is false.”10 How polarization got 
this bad requires some explanation.
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THE CAUSES OF POLARIZATION

The gist of the story is that both Democrats and Republicans moved in a 
conservative direction on many issues, but the Republicans moved far-
ther to the right than the Democrats. There were, of course, a few excep-
tions where Republicans and Democrats tended to move closer together 
on some social issues and even shifted a bit to the left. This was true, for 
example, for the legalization of marijuana and gay marriage. However, it 
was not true for the all-​important economic issues that I have been discuss-
ing. So, exceptions aside, the political center of gravity shifted to the right 
and the ideological distance between liberals and conservatives got wider, 
especially between the two parties. For the record, others have somewhat 
different interpretations of the polarization of American politics, which 
I discuss in the appendix at the end of the book for readers who are inter-
ested. More important, however, polarization boiled down largely to the 
combined effects of the economic, racial, and ideological trends described 
earlier in the book. A good place to start is with the uneven rightward drift 
in ideology.

Ideological Trends

Since the 1970s, both political parties shifted to the right thanks in part 
to the rise of neoliberalism. But the Republicans embraced this ideology 
much more fervently than the Democrats and, as a result, moved farther 
to the right. For example, Americans have long tended to favor smaller 
government and fewer services, but since the 1990s, that tendency has 
become more pronounced and the difference between Republicans and 
Democrats on this issue has grown. In 2015, an overwhelming 80 percent 
of Republicans but only 31 percent of Democrats held these views.11

During the Golden Age, the Republican Party’s moderate wing, home to 
people like Dwight Eisenhower and Nelson Rockefeller, saw an important 
yet restrained role for government. But they were gradually pushed aside by 
more conservative Republicans, including Ronald Reagan, who famously 
said that government was the problem, not the solution. In fact, by today’s 
standards Reagan was pretty moderate. He cut taxes but then raised them 
when budget deficits ballooned. He cut welfare spending but did not elimi-
nate programs entirely. In fact, although Reagan was an arch conservative in 
his ideological rhetoric, he was a pragmatic politician in practice, not averse 
to compromise to get things done.12 Similarly, his successor, George H. W. 
Bush, was a fiscally conservative president who did not avoid raising taxes 
if needed.
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Part of the turn to the right involved the Watergate scandal and Nixon’s 
subsequent resignation from the presidency, which alienated many mod-
erate Republicans enough for them to switch allegiance temporarily to the 
Democratic Party.13 This created an opportunity—​a vacuum of sorts—​
for more extreme conservatives to take control of the Republican Party. 
Then in 1994, Newt Gingrich, a die-​hard neoliberal and eventual adviser 
to Donald Trump, helped engineer a stunning electoral victory where 
Republicans won the House of Representatives for the first time in forty 
years. This also marked the beginning of what one US senator calls the pol-
itics of personal destruction—​saying whatever it takes to denigrate your 
opponent including character assassination, deceit, and outright lying.14 
Six years later George W.  Bush, another hard-​core neoliberal, won the 
presidency. This pushed the Republican Party even farther to the right. As 
noted in chapter 5, the neoliberal shift was driven by more conservative 
money flowing into political campaigns and by increasingly conservative 
political rhetoric and policy ideas coming from the think tanks, talk radio, 
and cable news programs, such as Fox News. One of the most important 
examples of this since 2002 was a vast network of political organizations 
including political action committees, think tanks, and issue advocacy 
organizations, as well as very wealthy funders coordinated by the billion-
aire Koch brothers, whose libertarian political agenda zeroed in almost 
exclusively on economic issues. We will see later that this network played 
a key role in the rise of the ultra-​conservative Tea Party Movement during 
the Obama years.15

Religious ideology also came into play. The Christian coalition, ini-
tially mobilized by Jerry Fallwell’s Moral Majority in the 1980s, helped 
move the party to the right on social issues like abortion, school prayer, 
and for a while homosexuality and same-​sex marriage.16 This was a move 
to defend traditional family values, initially from what the religious Right 
viewed as corrosive liberal forces within the country like hippies and pro-
choice feminists, and later from dangerous religious forces outside the 
country, notably Islamic fundamentalism and Shari ’a law. As one conserva-
tive pastor exclaimed in 2016 at a national meeting of Southern Baptists, “I 
would like to know how in the world someone within the Southern Baptist 
Convention can support the defending of rights for Muslims . . . when these 
people threaten our very way of existence as Christians and Americans?”17 
But the religious Right also pushed the Republican Party in a more con-
servative direction on economic issues. The Fallwell crowd feared that exor-
bitant taxes and welfare spending also threatened the traditional family by 
forcing women to give up their homemaker role and go to work to help pay 
those taxes, and by creating incentives for women to have abortions and 
kids out of wedlock.
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On the Democratic side the story is a bit more complicated. To begin 
with, the party initially became more liberal during the 1960s, moving to 
the left, not the right. The baby boomers came of age during a time when 
protests, race riots, and sex, drugs, and rock ’n roll were on the rise, and when 
“Question Authority” was a popular bumper sticker. They tended to be lib-
eral and vote for Democrats. After Johnson signed civil rights legislation, 
African Americans, who also typically supported liberal causes, flocked 
to the Democratic Party. So did the feminists.18 All of this culminated in 
George McGovern’s 1972 nomination as the party’s presidential candidate. 
But McGovern’s nomination was a liberal high-​water mark—​the most lib-
eral candidate in the party’s history—​after which it started becoming more 
conservative, although by no means as conservative as the Republicans.19 
Nixon clobbered McGovern in the election, winning every state except lib-
eral Massachusetts. That crushing defeat slammed the brakes on the party’s 
liberal momentum. However, there was more to the story than this.

The defection of moderate Republicans to the Democratic Party men-
tioned earlier created a split within the Democratic Party. Many of these 
so-​called New Democrats were relatively affluent, middle-​class, well-​
educated professionals, not to mention white and moderately conservative, 
which put them at odds to a significant degree with the more ethnically 
and racially diverse working-​class voters that formed the base of the liberal 
New Deal coalition upon which the party’s electoral fortunes had rested 
for decades. As a result, the party started drifting to the right, especially 
on economic issues, as Democratic politicians courted this so-​called yup-
pie (young, urban, professional) vote and won seats in Congress.20 The 
trend continued thanks to the Democratic Leadership Council (DLC), 
a nonprofit organization founded in 1985 whose purpose was to attract 
white middle-​class voters through a less liberal, more centrist “Third Way” 
approach to Democratic Party politics. According to journalist Thomas 
Frank:  “The Democratic Leadership Council  .  .  .  has long been pushing 
the party to forget blue-​collar voters and concentrate instead on recruit-
ing affluent, white-​collar professionals. . . . As for the working-​class voters 
who were until recently the party’s very backbone, the DLC figures they 
will have nowhere else to go.” This, he complains, is “the criminally stupid 
strategy that has dominated Democratic thinking off and on” ever since the 
early 1970s.21 Stupid or not, it worked, at least insofar as the party’s more 
conservative approach continued to attract middle-​class and professional 
voters, especially when it came to economic issues.22

This went hand in hand with the general rise of neoliberalism, which 
also pushed the party to the right, particularly when it came to tax policy. 
The yuppies favored more regressive tax reforms than the party’s traditional 
constituents. In other words, the yuppies were inclined to favor tax cuts for 
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the more affluent members of society, including themselves. So, although 
Democrats controlled both chambers of Congress and the White House, 
in 1978, President Jimmy Carter signed the first major tax bill of the post–​
Golden Age that didn’t skew benefits toward middle-​ and lower-​income 
groups. He lowered the capital gains tax rate too, which also benefited the 
more affluent taxpayers. This was a neoliberal move and a complete reversal 
of traditional Democratic tax policy.23 It was a clear case of shifting ideolog-
ical winds blowing the party in a new, more conservative direction on a key 
policy issue. Journalist John Judis summarizes this as follows:

By the late 1970s the Carter administration had acquiesced to supply-​side business tax 
cuts and to a monetarist strategy of using high interest rates and rising unemployment to 
curb inflation. Over the next 12 years, Democrats, led by the “New Democrats,” would 
accept other key aspects of the neoliberal agenda, including trade pacts like NAFTA that 
eased foreign investment, deregulation of finance, and immigration measures to accom-
modate unskilled and later highly skilled guest workers.24

However, the New Democrats were more moderate than the Republicans 
they had abandoned because they advocated some policies that ran against 
the neoliberal grain. One example was their support of environmental 
regulation. Another was their support for programs benefiting working 
women, such as all-​day kindergarten, educational assistance for people 
going to college, and affirmative action in the labor market.25 So although 
they helped move the Democratic Party in a more conservative ideological 
direction on some issues, they helped anchor it to more liberal positions 
on others.

Overall, then, although the party drifted toward the right ideologically, 
it did not drift as far as the Republicans, which is one reason the parties 
became more polarized. But there was more to it than that. Ideological 
positions on these and other issues were connected to the red thread in my 
story—​changes in the economy and the demise of America’s Golden Age. 
So, let’s take a closer look at the economic side of polarization.

Economic Trends

Organized labor had been a steadfast Democratic Party supporter since the 
1930s. Remember that since the late 1950s, the labor movement had been 
getting weaker thanks to the decline of manufacturing, the rise of outsourc-
ing, and other economic trends. This meant that the unions’ ability to help 
finance Democratic candidates favoring liberal working-​class interests and 
turn out the vote for them was waning. This was one economic reason the 
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party began shifting to the right. Making matters worse, organized labor 
was appalled at McGovern’s strident anti–​Vietnam War position, perceived 
by many union members as tantamount to supporting the spread of com-
munism.26 The American Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial 
Organizations (AFL-​CIO) Executive Council voted not to endorse either 
McGovern or Nixon in the 1972 presidential election. At the state level, 
organized labor’s support for McGovern was only lukewarm. And to top 
it all off, the teamsters, construction trades, and longshore unions backed 
Nixon, not McGovern, in the election.27 The unions had long anchored the 
party to the left of the Republicans. Now that anchor was slipping. It was 
slipping as well because the yuppie wing of the Democratic Party was not 
inclined to stick up for organized labor or working people’s issues. Indeed, 
Bernie Sanders, among others, blamed Clinton’s loss to Trump and earlier 
Democratic losses in countless other elections at the national and state lev-
els on the Democratic Party leadership’s neglect of working-​class economic 
issues.28

The flip side of the unionization coin is a tale about business interests 
getting more conservative. Here again, the economic changes discussed in 
chapter 3 came into play. Two are important. First, during the Golden Age, 
the business community was somewhat divided in its support for the two 
parties. Small business generally supported Republicans, while big busi-
ness, such as internationally oriented banks and major manufacturing com-
panies, was not averse to supporting moderate Democrats. Why? Whatever 
tax increases were necessary to pay for the Democrats’ military spending 
and liberal social programs—​guns and butter—​did not bother big business 
too much so long as they could pass the costs of higher taxes along to con-
sumers in the form of higher prices, which they did rather easily because 
these firms faced relatively little competition. This wasn’t as easy for small 
business operating in much more competitive markets. However, begin-
ning in the 1970s, as the Golden Age receded and economic globalization 
advanced, it became harder for big business to do this because foreign firms, 
such as Toyota and Volkswagen in automobiles and Sony in consumer elec-
tronics, had emerged as formidable competitors and were already selling 
their products at low prices thanks to their technological and production 
advantages. Big business began to shift its support to the Republicans or 
conservative Democrats, who were less likely to raise taxes—​especially to 
pay for social programs. They did so as well to roll back what they consid-
ered to be onerous and expensive business regulations put in place during 
the 1970s by agencies like the Environmental Protection Agency and the 
Occupational Safety and Health Administration, and by the Clean Air and 
Water Acts—​programs often advocated by those newly minted yuppie 
Democrats.29
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But a second change in the business community was also important. 
During the Golden Age, the corporate elite—​top executives from big 
business—​tended to hold moderate and pragmatic political views regard-
less of the political party they supported. During the 1970s, they grew 
more unified around those views and, as a result, often exerted pressure on 
Republicans and Democrats in Washington to come together and compro-
mise to fix the nation’s most pressing problems.30 But, as sociologist Mark 
Mizruchi shows, as the Golden Age slipped away, competition increased 
and, in turn, the incentives for political unity and cooperation within the 
business community slowly deteriorated. They weakened as well because by 
the 1990s, corporate America was winning the fights against both regula-
tion and organized labor, which had been another impetus for firms to close 
ranks politically. As a result, solidarity among the corporate elite diminished 
and they began to pursue more fragmented and narrowly self-​interested 
lobbying rather than farsighted collective action geared toward solving big 
national problems like soaring debt, trade deficits, health care, and a loom-
ing fiscal crisis for the big entitlement programs. As Mizruchi puts it:

The decline of the American corporate elite has played a major role in the crisis of twenty-​
first-​century American democracy. . . . The gridlock in Washington, the prominent role 
of extremist elements who in earlier decades would have been considered outside the 
realm of legitimate political discourse, the inability to address serious problems . . . are all 
due in part to the absence of a committed, moderate elite capable of providing political 
leadership and keeping the destructive sectors of the American polity in check.31

In sum, changes in the labor movement and business community helped 
push politics to the right, but with less pressure on the Democrats than on 
the Republicans, which exacerbated polarization. However, two caveats are 
in order—​one about the generations and another about gender.

Economic trends also polarized the generations in ways that helped 
move politics in a more conservative direction. As private pensions began to 
disappear—​thanks to the decline of traditional manufacturing industries—​
people had to learn to save for retirement in their individual retirement 
accounts. Not everyone did so. Why? In part, as chapter 3 explained, wage 
stagnation made it harder and harder to save money in the first place. As 
a result, people approaching retirement were increasingly in danger of not 
having enough money to sustain them through their old age. And since 
they are generally on fixed incomes, they are susceptible to conservative 
calls for either holding the line on taxes or reducing them. All else being 
equal, older Americans tend to be more conservative anyway, but this com-
pounded the rightward shift in American politics, particularly as the numer-
ically large baby boom generation moved toward retirement.32 As a result, 
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both Republicans and Democrats catered increasingly to the interests of the 
elderly as represented frequently by the American Association of Retired 
Persons—​one of the most powerful lobbies in Washington. In turn, Social 
Security and Medicare, two gigantic entitlement programs for the elderly, 
were off limits politically to budget cutters, as was most military spending. 
When conservative calls for reducing budget deficits got louder, budget-​
cutting politicians did not have much left from which to choose. This created 
the possibility for intergenerational polarization insofar as programs for the 
elderly were spared, but those for younger people were sitting ducks.

Consider education. State and local government appropriations for pub-
lic universities dropped steadily after 2000. To compensate, universities 
raised tuition and fees beyond the rate of inflation. And to manage these 
higher costs, students borrowed more money—​debt that many of them had 
trouble paying off later.33 Insofar as programs like this for younger people 
were those advocated typically by Democrats but opposed by Republicans, 
the intergenerational split spilled over into politics, pushing the two par-
ties even farther apart. It makes sense, then, that between 1992 and 2016, 
according to Pew Research, whites fifty-​two years of age and older, and 
especially those over seventy years, drifted to the Republican Party while 
younger people did not.34

The economics of gender also came into play in the polarization story. 
Women tend to support liberal policies and vote for Democrats more than 
men do. The gender gap first emerged in presidential elections in the early 
1950s and grew through the mid-​1980s, more or less leveling off after that, 
with most women solidly in the Democratic camp and most men in the 
Republican camp. The gap stemmed largely from the rise in female labor 
force participation, which as mentioned in chapter  3 was partly because 
women needed to help their families make ends meet economically as 
the Golden Age faded. This exacerbated political polarization too because 
working women—​especially those with kids—​relied on government pro-
grams typically supported by liberals, such as day-​long kindergarten, child 
care subsidies, and school lunch programs, not to mention affirmative 
action labor market policies.35 The gender gap spiked in the 2012 presiden-
tial election when women turned out in droves for Obama. The gap that 
year was the largest ever recorded by Gallup Polling since it began measur-
ing it in 1952.36

Insofar as the rightward shift and polarization of politics involved shift-
ing labor, business, generational, and gender interests, much of the action 
was driven by changes in the economy and the decline of the Golden Age 
in America. This, of course, is the red thread in my argument, which also 
continued to weave its way through the story when it came to polarization 
around issues of race and ethnicity.
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Racial and Ethnic Trends

I explained in chapter  4 that Richard Nixon played the race card deftly. 
He used the Southern Strategy to attract white working-​class voters to 
the Republican Party, implying, among other things, that their taxes were 
financing social programs for lazy people on the dole, particularly African 
Americans. These were the same workers who would soon fear losing their 
jobs and having their wages depressed thanks to automation, globalization, 
and the decline of traditional US manufacturing industries. They would 
eventually blame it partly on Hispanic immigration and trade policy. Other 
Republicans followed Nixon’s lead and used this strategy with some success 
on middle-​class constituents too. I remember, for instance, having a heated 
conversation about this with my Republican brother-​in-​law, a white middle-​
class pharmacist who worked two jobs in rural Pennsylvania—​a depressed 
region of the state that never recovered fully from the Great Depression 
and the decimated coal mining industry. He was raised in an Irish Catholic 
working-​class family where his father had been a union member and eve-
ryone voted Democratic. However, he was upset that he had to pay taxes 
for programs that in his view simply encouraged some of his poor, unem-
ployed customers—​often people of color—​to take advantage of the govern-
ment’s largesse, in this case Medicaid, instead of getting a job. As a result, he 
switched allegiance to the Republican Party—​and he was not alone. In the 
face of an increasing white backlash, Democrats started losing more of their 
white middle-​class supporters, who grew disenchanted with the party’s lib-
eral wing. As noted, the DLC was created to counter this trend. However, 
the point is that the two parties became increasingly polarized racially.

By the early 2000s, conservative, white, married people viewing them-
selves as paying taxes to finance programs for downwardly mobile and cul-
turally subversive minority groups constituted much of the Republican 
Party’s base. Meanwhile, racial and ethnic minorities, women, poor peo-
ple dependent on government services, and liberal whites made up the 
Democratic Party’s base.37 Public opinion polls reflected this in questions 
about discrimination and supporting affirmative action. By 2014, there was 
a sharp partisan divide between Republicans and Democrats on this issue. 
Sixty-​one percent of Republicans believed that discrimination against 
whites was at least as big a problem as was discrimination against blacks. 
Just as many Democrats disagreed. Tea Party Republicans felt particularly 
strong about this, with 76 percent believing that whites were discriminated 
against at least as much as blacks. Moreover, white Republicans outnum-
bered white Democrats three to one in believing that too much attention 
is paid nowadays to issues of race.38 As sociologists Doug McAdam and 
Katrina Kloos astutely observe, “One of the central sources of continuity 
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linking the Republican Party that emerged under Nixon in the late ’60s and 
early ’70s with the GOP of today is a sustained politics of racial reaction.”39 
In other words, the white backlash discussed in chapter 4 assumed a politi-
cally partisan flavor that further polarized the two parties.

Immigration helped fuel racial polarization in American politics too. 
Rising immigration, facilitated partly by looser immigration laws passed in 
the 1960s, meant that by the late 1970s, there was a growing population of 
new immigrants seeking educational and economic opportunities, which 
intensified the competition for college admissions, jobs, and promotions. 
The problem was that this was happening just as the economy was beginning 
to suffer from the effects of stagflation, globalization, and rising international 
competition, so the supply of opportunities did not keep pace with increased 
demand. This was another reason many people perceived that their racial 
group was now pitted against others. In particular, conservative white men 
saw themselves competing against minorities.40 Both explicit and implicit 
anti-​Hispanic and antiblack attitudes increased among Americans.41 Rising 
anti-​Muslim sentiment also emerged in the wake of the 9/​11 attacks. Racial 
and ethnic scapegoating was on the rise. The important point, however, is 
that all of this further exacerbated racial and ethnic polarization between the 
Republican and Democratic Parties as the Democrats attracted a growing 
minority population and the Republicans became increasingly white.42

Social movements were a polarizing force in American life during these 
years, particularly in race relations. As I explained earlier, during the 1960s, 
the Democratic Party shifted to the left for a while thanks to the civil rights, 
antiwar, and women’s movements. But this started coming to an end in the 
1970s, about when the yuppies were defecting from the Republican Party 
and neoliberalism was emerging as the dominant economic ideology. On 
the right, the Christian conservative movement of the 1970s and 1980s 
pulled the Republican Party to the right, as did the Tea Party Movement 
during Obama’s presidency.43

In any case, by 2008, escalating polarization had reached a tipping point 
where if the right catalyst came along it could easily transform polarization 
into full-​blown gridlock. But before getting to that we need to pause briefly, 
take a step back, and look at the institutional environment within which all of 
this unfolded. Arguably, had that environment been different, things might 
not have turned out as they did and Trump might not have become president.

INSTITUTIONS MATTERED TOO

I argued in chapter 1 that institutions played an important role in shaping 
the four trends upon which Trump capitalized to win the White House. 
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This is clear insofar as institutional changes increased the level of conserv-
atism and polarization in Washington. To begin with, recall that campaign 
finance laws changed in ways that facilitated the flow of more outside money 
into elections beyond the control of the political parties themselves. As out-
side money became more important, both parties became more respon-
sive to these influences. This was another reason Democrats became more 
attuned to the conservative interests of middle-​ and upper-​income voters at 
the expense of their traditional working-​class constituents.44 Similarly, cor-
porate operatives and lobbyists became ubiquitous in Washington, plying 
their trade on Republicans and Democrats alike. According to McAdam 
and Kloos, “In this new environment, Democratic members of Congress 
were, if anything, only slightly less susceptible to the influence and blan-
dishments of the business community than Republicans.”45 Again, pres-
sures developed pushing both parties to the right, albeit at different speeds, 
which contributed further to polarization. Even researchers who think that 
things besides political contributions are more important in the polariza-
tion story agree that campaign contributors and lobbyists, not to mention 
media commentators and activists, have helped push politics in a more con-
servative and polarizing direction.46

Gerrymandering played a role too. Every ten years after the national cen-
sus has been taken, population shifts from one state to another are docu-
mented. This leads to redistricting for seats in the House of Representatives. 
States whose population increases significantly gain seats, while states 
whose population decreases significantly lose them. And when this hap-
pens, whichever party controls the state government gets to redraw the 
district lines in their state. Often this is done in ways that create electoral 
advantages for the incumbent party. As it turned out, this was often the 
Republican Party, because it gained more control over state legislatures as 
the population shifted away from Democratic Rustbelt states to Republican 
Sunbelt states thanks to changes in the economy. This frequently involved 
redrawing district lines to undermine the electoral clout of African 
American and Hispanic communities, which tended to vote Democratic, 
thereby helping to push politics in a more conservative direction.47 The 
practice became more prevalent and sophisticated, especially since 2000, 
thanks to the Republican State Leadership Committee (RSLC), founded 
in 2002 with a $30 million budget from the US Chamber of Commerce. 
The RSLC played a key role in organizing the first nationally coordi-
nated gerrymandering effort—​the Redistricting Majority Project other-
wise known as operation REDMAP—​that helped boost the number of 
Republican-​controlled seats in the House in the 2012 election.48 This sort 
of partisan redistricting got so bad that in a few states the courts ordered 
the new district lines to be redrawn. These conflicts were one way in which 
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gerrymandering also exacerbated racially polarized politics. But there was 
another way gerrymandering polarized politics too.

Because of gerrymandering, there were fewer seats in the House, with 
truly competitive races between a Republican and a Democrat. This encour-
aged incumbents to embrace more ideologically extreme policies during 
the primaries because their party would likely win the general election any-
way. They took more extreme positions to appeal to their party’s electoral 
base, which tends to be more adamant ideologically and more likely to vote 
in the primaries. The defeat of US Representative Eric Cantor from Virginia 
in 2014 is a case in point. Cantor was a rising star in the Republican Party 
and a darling of the conservative Tea Party Movement but lost the primary 
to an even more conservative challenger. In cases like these, gerrymander-
ing contributed to political polarization as more ideologically dogmatic 
and conservative politicians won these so-​called safe seats.49

Nationwide, the effects of gerrymandering have been clear. The 
Associated Press conducted a statistical analysis of all 435 US House races 
in 2016, as well as thousands of state-​level House and assembly races. The 
results showed that Republicans enjoyed a major advantage thanks to ger-
rymandering. Without going into methodological details, the AP devised 
a test designed to detect cases where one political party may have won or 
widened or retained its grip on power through gerrymandering. There were 
four times as many states with Republican-​skewed state House or assem-
bly districts as there were Democratic ones. “Among the two dozen most 
populated states that determine the vast majority of Congress, there were 
nearly three times as many with Republican-​tilted US House districts.” 
This included traditional battleground states, all of which had districts 
redrawn by Republicans since the 2010 census. The Princeton University 
Gerrymandering Project confirmed these results, which were consistent 
with analyses of earlier congressional elections conducted by the Brennan 
Center for Justice at the New York University School of Law. The point is 
that gerrymandering helped give the Republicans a clear advantage in gain-
ing and increasing their control over the House and, in turn, pushing it in an 
increasingly conservative and polarizing direction.50

By some accounts, pro-​Republican gerrymandering after the 2010 
census was the most extreme in modern history.51 In North Carolina, for 
example, thanks to Republican redistricting in 2011, state politics took a 
sharp conservative turn and transformed the state’s US House delegation 
from a slight Democratic to a solid Republican majority. It also polarized 
North Carolina’s state politics. According to Carter Wrenn, a veteran North 
Carolina Republican political consultant, “It’s more polarized and more 
acrimonious than I’ve ever seen. . . . And I’ve seen some pretty acrimonious 
politics. I worked for Jesse Helms.” Helms was a long-​time US senator from 
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North Carolina and a segregationist on par with Alabama Governor George 
Wallace.52 The politics in North Carolina became so partisan and divisive 
that when a Democratic governor was elected in 2016, the Republican-​
controlled legislature moved to strip him of many of his constitutionally 
given powers.

Five other institutional features of American politics had significant 
effects on rising conservatism and polarization too. First was the Republican 
move, discussed in chapter 4, to restrict voting by minorities and college 
students who tended to vote for Democrats. This enraged Democrats, who 
often tried to stop it in the courts. Again, North Carolina was an example, 
but so was my state, New Hampshire, where the Republican legislature 
bent over backward trying to limit the ability of out-​of-​state college stu-
dents from voting.

Second was the expansion of the whipping system in the House and 
Senate since the 1970s whereby party leaders used their congressional 
underlings—​the whips—​to count votes in Congress for legislation and 
then pressured hesitant party members to vote the party line rather than 
seeking compromise with the opposition.53 Failure to toe the party line 
could have serious consequences for a legislator. For example, the party 
leadership might deny the legislator a plum committee appointment. It 
might also result in a loss of party funding or infrastructural support the 
next time the legislator ran for office.

Third, the US political system is based on federalism. The possibilities 
for gerrymandering, eviscerating voting rights, and pursing the Southern 
Strategy, among other things, would have been diminished significantly 
were a more centralized form of government in place. Neither North 
Carolina nor New Hampshire could have imposed arbitrary voter ID laws 
had national legislation specified who could and could not vote in national 
elections. And when it comes to gerrymandering, if the US Supreme Court 
overturns some of the gerrymandering currently under appeal, it will be 
another indication that things might have turned out differently if the polit-
ical system had been more centralized in the first place.

Fourth, the advent of the primary system by which the two parties select 
their presidential nominees drove another polarizing wedge between them. 
Beginning in the early 1970s, the Democrats and then the Republicans 
instituted state-​level primary or caucus systems, which gave party activists, 
who as mentioned earlier often held more extreme ideological views than 
most voters and party leaders, greater influence over the nominating proc-
ess.54 This was one reason McGovern won the Democratic nomination in 
1972, did so well with the party’s yuppie contingent, and alienated its tradi-
tional blue-​collar base. Before this the nominees were selected at the party 
national conventions, with much of the action taking place behind closed 
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doors in smoke-​filled rooms where party bosses called the shots, often 
picking more moderate candidates.55

Finally, I mentioned in chapter 1 that America’s two-​party winner-​take-​
all electoral system is more prone to polarization than many European 
systems based on proportional representation. In Europe, where several 
parties compete in elections, it is often the case that no party wins a clear 
majority. As a result, two or more parties need to agree to work together 
to form a governing coalition. Similarly, parties gain seats in parliament 
according to what percentage of the vote they win. Again, passing legisla-
tion requires lots of deal making. The horse trading involved tends toward 
compromise and moderation. The odds of growing political polarization 
would have been reduced in America had there been a system of propor-
tional representation in place.

In short, if the institutions had been different, then American politics 
might not have shifted so far to the right, political polarization would not 
have reached the epic proportions it did, and, as we shall see in the next 
chapter, Donald Trump would have been deprived of one of his most 
appealing campaign promises—​to rectify the polarization and gridlock in 
Washington with which many Americans had become disgusted.

CONCLUSION

One question remains that is worth a moment of our time. Why didn’t 
polarization occur earlier? Why was it only in the mid-​1990s that things 
started to become especially nasty? The short answer is simply that things 
take time to unfold. The economic, racial, and ideological trends I  have 
been discussing didn’t happen overnight. Nor did the institutional changes 
just reviewed.

But there is one more reason polarization didn’t start getting bad until 
then—​and it is steeped in irony. American hegemony was solidified with 
the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the demise of the Soviet Union 
soon thereafter. Without a clear foreign threat, there was less incentive 
for politicians to come together and form coalitions and compromises in 
the national interest. After all, Franklin Roosevelt managed to forge his-
toric compromises in the 1940s when fascism was on the rise in Europe 
and Japan and the country was at war. Lyndon Johnson did much the same 
during the 1960s when the specter of communism loomed large over 
Southeast Asia and the Cold War was in full swing. Without that unify-
ing force, political fragmentation became much more likely. This was even 
true within the two main political parties. For instance, during the 1950s 
and 1960s, William F. Buckley Jr. and his colleagues at the National Review 
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helped unite libertarian, religious, and other Republican factions by argu-
ing that communism threatened both individual freedom and Western civ-
ilization. Without that foreign threat, Republicans would have been less 
likely to work together.56 Therein lies the irony—​an increase in America’s 
hegemonic strength abroad thanks to the demise of communism weakened 
its capacity for political governance at home.

We will return to the issue of American hegemony in the final chapter. 
But first we need to see how polarization turned into political gridlock, and 
how Trump exploited it. That requires an understanding of how the eco-
nomic, racial, ideological, and political trends we have been discussing were 
transformed suddenly by an unprecedented and very powerful catalyst.
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CHAPTER 7

Gridlock, Crisis, and Obama

Traffic on the major highways in and out of Boston begins getting heavy 
during the week around 4:00 PM, gradually slowing to a crawl within 

an hour or so, especially on Friday when people are fleeing the city to ski 
up north during the winter or visit the beaches on Cape Cod to the south 
during the summer. It’s worst where three or four lanes of traffic are forced 
to merge. It doesn’t take much before gridlock sets in and traffic grinds to 
a halt. A serious accident—​a catalyst—​can do the trick. And when that 
happens, people’s tempers, already on edge, flare and road rage can result 
where people get so angry that they yell, swear, shake their fists at other 
cars, pound the steering wheel, and do other crazy things that only make 
matters worse—​sometimes dangerously so.

Something similar happened in Washington where the economic, 
racial, and ideological trends I have been discussing merged, creating polit-
ical polarization, which over the years grew worse and worse and finally 
reached a tipping point. When the right catalyst was introduced, the situa-
tion suddenly turned into full-​blown political gridlock where policymaking 
was engulfed in obstructionism, delay, and dysfunction. The catalyst that 
finally triggered gridlock involved four things. One was the government’s 
decision not to rescue one of Wall Street’s most hallowed investment banks, 
Lehman Brothers, when it got into trouble in the subprime mortgage mar-
ket. This triggered a financial crisis unlike any since the Great Depression. 
Second was Barack Obama’s election as the first African American presi-
dent of the United States, which exacerbated racial tensions. Third was his 
handling of the financial crisis and its aftermath, which involved massive 
government bailouts for several big banks, a huge insurance company, and 
the US automobile industry, as well as a radical overhaul of the nation’s 
financial regulations. Fourth, on top of that, he revolutionized the nation’s 
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health care system. All of this amounted to an enormous government inter-
vention into the economy that flew in the face of neoliberalism, which by 
then had become the received policy wisdom. The working and middle 
classes were hurting badly. The situation exploded. Congressional decorum 
broke down, partisanship hit new heights, and polarization in Washington 
suddenly turned into political paralysis. Across the country the public was 
outraged. And Trump turned the situation to his advantage. This chapter 
explains how it happened.

GRIDLOCK ARRIVES

By some measures, gridlock developed slowly and steadily in Washington, 
reaching a zenith during Obama’s presidency. An analysis from the 
Brookings Institution found that in the mid-​1970s, only about 40 percent 
of important legislative issues were left unresolved by the end of a congres-
sional session—​a number that grew gradually thereafter. By the middle of 
the Obama presidency it reached about 60 percent, with a few years sur-
passing 70 percent.1 However, by other measures gridlock emerged much 
more abruptly on Obama’s watch, indicating that a tipping point had been 
reached and that events surrounding his presidency served as the cata-
lyst ushering in a qualitatively new and decidedly worse era of legislative 
dysfunction.2

For example, the number of vacancies in the administration and judici-
ary soared during Obama’s presidency, especially during his second term. 
Members on both sides of the aisle agreed that they had never seen things 
this bad, largely because the confirmation process had become a political 
football. The Republicans were prone to stalling or blocking administrative 
confirmations wherever possible, often by requesting nominees to answer 
hundreds of questions in writing. Notably, following Obama’s re-​election, 
his nominee for the Environmental Protection Agency received 1,000 writ-
ten questions from the Senate as part of the confirmation process. Jacob 
Lew, the Treasury secretary nominee, got 444 questions prior to his con-
firmation hearing—​more than all those received by the seven previous 
Treasury secretary nominees combined. In turn, the White House took 
longer to prepare nominations in the first place because it realized that it 
had to put candidates through an excruciating vetting process to make sure 
they could pass muster in the confirmation hearings.3

As for judicial appointments, compared to his three 2-​term predeces-
sors (Reagan, Clinton, Bush), there was nothing special about how many 
nominations Obama made to the federal district court bench through his 
seventh year in office or how many were confirmed. But in his last year in 
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office, the number of nominations confirmed fell far short of his predeces-
sors. The Senate confirmed only 30 percent of his eighth-​year nominees, 
much fewer than it did for Reagan (66 percent), Clinton (50 percent), or 
Bush (68 percent). As a result, on Obama’s watch, district court vacancies 
nearly doubled from thirty-​three to sixty-​five between mid-​April 2015 
and mid-​April 2016, which was far worse than his predecessors. Why? 
Although all of these presidents had to contend with Senate confirmation 
hearings controlled by the opposition party, Republicans dug in their heels 
and refused to confirm many of Obama’s nominees, or in some cases even 
bring them forward for hearings.4 Even when they did confirm someone, 
the process dragged on forever. For instance, it took more than a year before 
the Republican-​controlled Senate confirmed Lawrence Vilardo in October 
2015 to the US Western District Court in New York State, whereas when 
the Democrats still had a majority in the Senate, it only took about three 
months to confirm Geoffrey Crawford to the US District Court in Vermont.* 
Of course, Republican Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell’s refusal 
to meet with let alone convene confirmation hearings for Merrick Garland, 
Obama’s nominee to the Supreme Court and a judge whose record was 
impeccable by all accounts, epitomized gridlock.

Furthermore, the use of the filibuster—​speaking on the floor of Congress 
to prolong debate and delay voting on a piece of legislation—​became more 
common as polarization increased in Washington. Historically, the filibus-
ter was used to kill legislative proposals that didn’t have strong bipartisan 
support, but on Obama’s watch McConnell used it to slow down or tor-
pedo things that did have bipartisan support so that Obama wouldn’t get 
credit for it. Indeed, the use of the filibuster skyrocketed during Obama’s 
first year in office. So did the number of cloture votes, which ended debate, 
stopped a filibuster, and brought legislation to a vote—​but only after sev-
eral days had passed. Four out of every ten cloture votes taken in the entire 
history of the US Senate up to 2014 occurred during McConnell’s tenure as 
minority leader.5 Michael Mann and Norman Ornstein, two keen observers 
of national politics, argue that the filibuster became a stealth weapon used 
by Republicans during the Obama years to obstruct even legislative matters 
that used to be routine and widely supported. In their words, “It is fair to 
say that this pervasive use of the filibuster has never before happened in the 
history of the Senate.”6

* My thanks to Judge Crawford for this information. Even though his confirmation process 
was comparatively short, it was still intense and thorough: an FBI background check; reviews 
of all his public addresses, decisions from the Vermont bench, and personal finances; written 
answers to a slew of questions from the Senate Judiciary Committee; and two grueling inter-
rogations by White House and then Justice Department lawyers.
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Some of the most egregious examples of gridlock involved budgetary 
matters. For years Congress had passed continuing budget resolutions and 
raised the debt ceiling when necessary with no strings attached and little 
hesitation. That all changed under Obama as Republicans tried to squeeze 
out a variety of concessions from the White House in exchange for their 
cooperation. As a result, the budget resolutions covered shorter periods of 
time, an indication of how difficult it was for Republicans and Democrats 
to agree on them. More significant, however, in 2011, House Republicans 
demanded concessions before agreeing to raise the debt ceiling—​the cap 
on how much money the federal government was allowed to borrow. A dra-
matic game of chicken ensued between Republicans and Democrats with 
threats of a major government shutdown. Finally, Congress raised the ceil-
ing with only hours to spare before the government would have started 
defaulting on its debt. The episode was unprecedented, unnerved the inter-
national financial community, and caused Standard and Poor’s to down-
grade the federal government’s credit rating for the first time in history. 
Nevertheless, Congress fought over the debt ceiling again in 2013, this time 
with House Republicans trying to hold the Affordable Care Act hostage—​
an effort that ultimately failed. Such partisan political brinkmanship was 
unparalleled in US history.7

It’s no surprise, then, that people became fed up with Washington poli-
tics. Remember from chapter 5 that public trust and satisfaction with gov-
ernment declined significantly after 2001. The public’s approval rating of 
Congress also plummeted during that time from about 50 percent agree-
ing that it was doing a good job to just 17 percent by 2016.8 And Obama’s 
approval rating (48  percent) was lower on average than any president in 
over thirty years.9 What went wrong?

THE FINANCIAL CRISIS

The first part of the catalyst was the 2008 financial crisis. Far from a normal 
business cycle slump, the crisis was a perfect storm that took decades to 
unfold. The story was driven in part by incentives in banks and mortgage 
companies that encouraged predatory lending and exceedingly risky invest-
ments. But the government was also to blame, motivated to a considerable 
degree by the rise of neoliberalism as it applied to the deregulation of the 
banking and financial services industry.10 The trouble started in the sub-
prime mortgage market where people with lousy credit ratings were sold 
adjustable rate mortgages that, as it turned out, they couldn’t afford. But 
given the wage stagnation and other economic problems facing middle-​ 
and working-​class families that I described in chapter 3, this was their only 
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hope for achieving the centerpiece of the American Dream—​home own-
ership. When interest rates began going up, many of them couldn’t pay 
their mortgages, the housing market crashed, and millions lost their homes 
through foreclosure.

Some of Wall Street’s largest banks got caught up in the collapse because 
they held billions of dollars of these mortgages in asset-​backed securities—​
bonds consisting of bits and pieces of subprime mortgages and perhaps 
credit card debt, auto loans, and other consumer liabilities. When the hous-
ing market started to crash in 2007–​2008, so did the banks holding these 
bonds. The first casualties were Bear Stearns and then Washington Mutual, 
which the government helped liquidate at considerable public expense. 
But when Lehman Brothers went bankrupt after the government refused 
to help, all hell broke loose. This was the straw that broke the camel’s back. 
Now it was apparent that nobody knew who was holding the toxic sub-
prime mortgages, who might go belly up next, and whether the federal 
government would bail them out. As a result, banks were afraid to lend 
anybody money, so the credit markets froze. At the same time American 
International Group (AIG), the world’s largest insurance company, was 
suddenly in serious trouble too because it had insured billions of dollars 
of these asset-​backed securities against default. It was almost as if AIG had 
sold fire insurance to everyone in town and everybody’s house had sud-
denly burned to the ground the same night so the company had to pay eve-
ryone all at once for their losses—​and might not be able to do so. Those 
holding asset-​backed securities including institutional investors like gigan-
tic mutual funds and hedge funds couldn’t be sure whether their insurance 
was worth the paper it was printed on. In such an uncertain financial cli-
mate, even businesses that were in good shape couldn’t get credit and had 
trouble refinancing loans.11

For example, National Public Radio ran a story during the first year or so 
of the crisis about Crate and Barrel, a midpriced furniture and housewares 
chain with a store in Cambridge, Massachusetts. The business was doing 
well enough, but then sales began slipping as the crisis unfolded. In turn, 
the owner had a hard time making his payroll and turned to his local bank 
for a short-​term loan to cover this and a few other expenses. He had done 
business with the bank for years and never had financial troubles before, but 
the bank refused to help simply because the economic situation in general 
was so unsettled. He had to begin laying off workers, working longer hours 
himself, and eventually went out of business through no fault of his own.

As the crisis metastasized, millions lost their jobs, retirement accounts 
evaporated, and the economy plummeted toward what many feared 
might become a crisis worse than the Great Depression of the 1930s. 
The Great Recession was on. Unemployment doubled from 4.6  percent 
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in 2007 to nearly 10 percent by 2010. People blamed the federal govern-
ment, Wall Street banks, and unscrupulous mortgage lenders for the crisis. 
Exacerbating trends discussed in chapter 4, they also began blaming immi-
grants from Mexico and Latin America for taking their jobs. Economic and 
racial issues converged again, but this time energized by the crisis and in 
an atmosphere further charged racially thanks to the 9/​11 terrorist attacks 
that had put Muslims in the crosshairs of many Americans. That was bad 
enough, but people got even madder about how the government started 
handling the situation.

The Bush administration moved to bail out Wall Street. In September 
2008, Henry Paulson, Bush’s Treasury secretary, got Congress to approve 
a $700 billion bank bailout package, the Troubled Assets Relief Program 
(TARP), but not before his first request was rejected in a close partisan 
vote by the House, throwing the stock market into a one-​day tailspin, los-
ing 778 points. Paulson used about $100 billion of TARP money for the 
government to buy preferred stock in eight big banks. The plan was to thaw 
out the credit markets by injecting liquidity into the banking system. But in 
many people’s minds this was a step toward socialism—​state ownership of 
the means of production—​even though the idea was for the government 
to sell back these shares a few years later, hopefully breaking even on the 
deal if not making a little money. Nevertheless, the joke at the time was 
that Bush came into office as a social conservative but left as a conservative 
socialist. The government used TARP funds the same way in lending AIG 
$85 billion in exchange for a temporary 79.9  percent equity stake in the 
company—​a bailout that eventually totaled $182 billion by March 2009. In 
the meantime, Barack Obama was elected president.

OBAMA’S ELECTION

The second element of the catalyst was Obama’s election in 2008. The mere 
fact that an African American was elected president of the United States 
was remarkable given the country’s history of racism. Many hoped that 
Obama’s victory would mark a turning point in race relations in America. 
Some envisioned a “postracial America.” They were sadly mistaken. For 
one thing, Obama’s racial identity had been called into question during the 
2008 campaign by those who demanded to see his birth certificate suspect-
ing that he was born in Kenya and, therefore, might be ineligible to be pres-
ident. He produced the document, but that wasn’t enough to allay people’s 
concerns. The percentage of people polled who believed that Obama was 
foreign born and/​or a Muslim increased dramatically, especially among 
Republicans, between the 2008 election and 2011.12 Even Donald Trump 
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raised the so-​called birther issue, telling the Today show in 2011, for exam-
ple, that “I have some real doubts. . . . I have people that actually have been 
studying it and they cannot believe what they’re finding.” On another show, 
Good Morning America, he made the same charges but added, referring to 
Obama’s birth certificate, that “Maybe it says he’s a Muslim.”13

Furthermore, according to detailed statistical analyses of the 2008 elec-
tion by UCLA professors Michael Tesler and David Sears, “Barack Obama’s 
candidacy polarized the electorate by racial attitudes more strongly than 
had any previous presidential candidate in recent times.”14 Even within the 
Democratic Party during the primaries, there was a deep division over who 
supported Obama or not between people who were liberal on racial issues 
and those who were conservative on them. The former supported him but 
the latter did not. Moreover, Tesler and Sears found significant spillover 
effects—​all else being equal, any policy issue for which Obama took a pub-
lic stand could become polarized according to people’s racial predisposi-
tions. For instance, during the campaign Obama favored raising taxes on 
the wealthy, but people’s support for his position was significantly affected 
by whether they were conservative or liberal on racial issues, with racial 
liberals being more inclined to support it than racial conservatives. Tesler 
and Sears did their analysis early in Obama’s first term in office, but their 
conclusion was prophetic:

Race is probably the most visceral issue in American public life. As such, increased 
polarization of the electorate according to racial attitudes could make the contemporary 
political discourse even more vitriolic than the earlier rancorous atmospheres under 
Presidents Bill Clinton and George W. Bush. Such a racialized environment would have 
the potential to make reaching common ground on public policy an even more difficult 
task in the age of Obama.15

Truer words were never written. Postelection surveys and panel data 
showed that the impact of racial resentment did not diminish once Obama 
took office. One indication was that the highly racialized voting in the 2008 
presidential election was repeated four years later.16 Another indication 
was that thirty-​eight states soon introduced legislation, such as the voter 
ID laws mentioned in chapter 4, that many people believed was intended 
to inhibit voting by minority groups.17 Finally, over the course of Obama’s 
presidency, the percentage of all Americans who believed that racism was a 
big problem in their country doubled from 26 to 50 percent. Nearly three-​
quarters of African Americans and more than half of Hispanics agreed.18

The combination of the financial crisis and Obama’s election helped 
bring polarization to the boiling point in another way too—​by turning up 
the heat another notch on the immigration issue. During the early 2000s, 
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Democrats and a few Republicans had tried to cobble together legislation 
creating a path to citizenship for undocumented immigrants. But in the 
wake of the financial crisis, the Great Recession, and Obama’s election, this 
effort collapsed as racial hostility toward immigrants soared. Recall that 
many conservatives viewed immigrants as a financial burden on Americans, 
who had to pay for their treatment in hospitals, their kids’ education and 
other social services. Moreover, many people believed that immigrants 
were competing with Americans for jobs in an economy where the unem-
ployment rate had suddenly jumped. The Republican Party, urged on by 
its stridently conservative electoral base, saw a wedge issue and took full 
advantage of it, suddenly rejecting all discussions of a path to citizenship. 
The issue stalled in Congress—​one of many examples of gridlock.

The toxic relationship between race, immigration, and the financial cri-
sis was especially clear in Arizona, a state with lots of Mexican immigrants, 
a state that had been hit especially hard by the housing crisis and Great 
Recession, and a state that took a very hard line on immigration.19 The 
most notorious example of this was Sheriff Joe Arpaio, known as “America’s 
toughest sheriff,” who made national headlines by running aggressive 
patrols that engaged in racial profiling to round up suspected undocu-
mented Hispanic immigrants. Once in custody, these people were often 
housed in canvas tents in triple-​degree temperatures under the broiling 
Arizona sun and forced to wear pink underwear. Arpaio eventually lost his 
job, was found guilty of civil contempt of court, and was later convicted of 
criminal contempt as well. Trump soon pardoned him.

Of course, it was not inevitable that Obama’s election would trigger grid-
lock.20 Mitch McConnell said as much in a 2010 interview just before the 
midterm elections: “If President Obama does a Clintonian backflip, if he’s 
willing to meet us halfway on some of the biggest issues, it’s not inappro-
priate for us to do business with him.”21 However, there were no backflips 
and McConnell dug in his heels after the election, refusing to do much of 
anything with either Obama or congressional Democrats.

In fact, congressional Republicans had started conspiring to obstruct 
Obama and the Democrats’ agenda two years earlier. Even before Obama’s 
inauguration, McConnell explained to his caucus in 2008 that the plan was 
to make the new president less popular by preventing him from accomplish-
ing anything.22 And on the evening of the inauguration, leading Republicans 
gathered at an upscale Washington restaurant to plot their next moves. 
Planning a gridlock strategy was the first order of business. Representative 
Kevin McCarthy from California declared, “If you act like you’re the minor-
ity, you’re going to stay in the minority. . . . We’ve got to challenge them on 
every single bill and challenge them on every single campaign.” They also 
agreed to attack Obama’s nominees for top positions in the government, 
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and attack vulnerable Democrats in the media and on the airwaves. 
McConnell demanded unwavering cooperation from his Republican col-
leagues to ensure that the administration didn’t succeed in anything.23 He 
got it—​but he had already been enjoying it to a degree. Since the 1980s, 
Republicans had displayed far more unity in Congress than Democrats, and 
were far more aggressive than Democrats in inflicting losses on losers of 
policy fights, such as cutting the opposition’s favorite social programs to 
the bone wherever possible.24 As noted earlier, their whipping system was 
superb. This became even more evident once the Republicans finally con-
trolled both houses of Congress in 2015 and refused to give an inch on any 
Democratic proposal, not to mention judicial or administrative nominees. 
Governing, which had become more sluggish over the years, now ground 
to a virtual halt, policy ideas got stuck in legislative limbo, and the level of 
rancor and incivility in politics hit the roof.25 Shortly after Trump came to 
power, Republican Speaker of the House Paul Ryan confessed his party’s 
culpability in all this:  “We were a 10-​year opposition party, where being 
against things was easy to do. You just had to be against it.” All they had to 
do was say “no” to everything—​and they did.26 However, Obama’s election 
and the politics of race are not the end of the story.

OBAMA AND THE CRISIS

How Obama handled the financial crisis and Great Recession was the third 
part of the catalyst that transformed polarization into gridlock. Obama 
doubled down on his predecessor’s crisis management plan. In February 
2009, he approved a $787 billion stimulus package to revive the economy 
by cutting taxes, extending unemployment benefits, and funding public 
works projects. He also signed the American Recovery and Reinvestment 
Act, which pumped another $260 billion into the economy through a 
combination of tax cuts and credits, infrastructure improvements, small-​
business loans, and more. He also nationalized Fannie Mae and Freddie 
Mac, two huge federally chartered mortgage companies that got into trou-
ble during the crisis. Finally, to save the US automobile industry and the 
seven million jobs associated with it, the government temporarily took over 
General Motors and Chrysler at a cost of $80 billion, and lent Ford another 
$6 billion.†

† Many accounts are available of the government’s efforts to save the banks, AIG, the auto-
mobile manufacturers, Fannie Mae, and Freddie Mac and avoid an even worse recession. For a 
helpful overview, see Amadeo 2017a, 2017b.
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On top of all this, with the Obama administration’s help, Democrats in 
Congress introduced legislation in March 2010 to improve regulation of 
the banking and financial services industries. Obama signed the Dodd-​
Frank Wall Street Reform Act four months later—​the most sweeping regu-
latory reform in banking since the 1930s.27 This was a huge incursion of 
government into the financial services industry. It was designed to prevent 
a crisis like this from ever happening again.

The upshot of all this was fourfold. First, it looked like neoliberal-
ism had suddenly been laid to rest and Keynesianism—​pump priming 
extraordinaire—​was back in business. Robert Skidelsky, an eminent polit-
ical economist who had written the definitive three-​volume biography of 
Keynes, led the cheers with his well-​received book published only a year 
after the crisis hit entitled Keynes:  The Return of the Master. All of this 
was particularly infuriating to many conservative policymakers who still 
believed in neoliberalism.

Second, many of the government’s policies didn’t sit well with the pub-
lic either. In part, this was because many of them had come to believe in 
neoliberalism too. But more generally, people were angry that the Obama 
administration had apparently bent over backward to save Wall Street but 
had forgotten Main Street, where people had lost their businesses, homes, 
jobs, and retirement accounts—​and whose taxes, they believed, had paid 
for the bank, AIG, and auto industry bailouts. Many seemed to forget that 
some of the bailouts originated on Bush’s watch. But never mind. Joseph 
Stiglitz, a Nobel laureate in economics, captured the public mood when he 
wrote that many Americans across the political spectrum were feeling that 
this was socialism for the rich and capitalism for the poor.28 These concerns 
surfaced early when the House refused to pass the first version of TARP 
in the partisan vote mentioned earlier that had sent the stock market tum-
bling. However, the public was at loggerheads over the issue too. As late as 
2013, about half of those surveyed thought that the government was more 
concerned with making Wall Street firms profitable than making sure that 
the financial system worked well for all Americans; the other half said it was 
fine or were unsure.29 That same year Americans were also deeply split over 
whether there was too much or too little government regulation of finan-
cial institutions and markets (43 percent vs. 49 percent), with two-​thirds 
of Republicans saying there was too much and two-​thirds of Democrats 
saying there was not enough, results that held steady through 2015.30 The 
automobile industry bailout was more popular.31

Third, there was profound pessimism about the economy. In 2015, long 
after the crisis began, a whopping 74  percent of those surveyed said the 
economy was still in only poor or fair shape, 20 percent said it would prob-
ably be worse next year, and over half expected no improvement. Again, 
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opinions broke along partisan lines, with Democrats being more optimis-
tic than Republicans.32 People agreed that the economy was in serious 
trouble but disagreed vehemently about how the government had han-
dled it. As political scientist Larry Bartels put it, there were “massive par-
tisan differences” on Obama’s economic rescue package years after it was 
implemented.33

Fourth, this economic pessimism was expressed most visibly by the 
Occupy Wall Street Movement, which started in September 2011 when 
a group of demonstrators took over Zuccotti Park in the middle of New 
York City’s financial district. With chants and signs proclaiming that “We 
are the 99 percent,” they protested growing inequality in America, exacer-
bated by the crisis, where the top 1 percent of the population held a huge 
amount of the country’s income and wealth. One survey found that the 
vast majority (80 percent) of demonstrators were liberal, while only 6 per-
cent were conservative. Yet, curiously, 73 percent said they disapproved 
of how Obama was doing his job, even though 60 percent reported having 
voted for him in 2008. They ranked unemployment as the most important 
problem facing the country. And foreshadowing Trump’s rise to power, a 
plurality of 36 percent said they wouldn’t vote for either Obama or the 
Republican nominee, whoever it turned out to be, in the next presiden-
tial election.34 They were fed up with the status quo. Sister movements 
sprang up in hundreds of cities and towns across the country, including 
Hanover, New Hampshire, where I teach and where a small group of pro-
testors set up tents and sleeping bags on a downtown corner, hunkering 
down through a frigid New England winter to protest against Wall Street 
and inequality. Figure 7.1 shows that by 2015—​seven years after Lehman 
Brothers collapsed—​most people believed that the government’s rescue 
efforts had done little or nothing to help the middle class (72 percent), 
small business (68 percent), or the poor (65 percent).35
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The financial crisis, the Great Recession, Obama’s election, elevated 
racial tensions, and Obama’s handling of the crisis all contributed to the 
Republicans’ unwillingness to work with Democrats on pressing national 
issues. As we will see later, it also gave ammunition to the Trump campaign. 
However, the anger and gridlock that bubbled up over all this paled in com-
parison to what happened with Obama’s health care reform.

OBAMA AND HEALTH CARE REFORM

The fourth and final part of the catalyst was Obama’s major health care 
initiative. He delivered a nationally televised speech to both chambers of 
Congress on September 9, 2009, where he rolled out his health care reform 
plan. As he was explaining that the program would not cover undocu-
mented immigrants, Representative Joe Wilson, a Republican from South 
Carolina, yelled “You lie!” from the back of the chamber. People were 
stunned. Wilson’s outburst was an unprecedented breach of congressional 
decorum for which he was pilloried in the press and later admonished by a 
rare bipartisan vote in the House. However, it signaled how much Obama’s 
initiative had infuriated the Right. But why were they so upset?

In 2009, Obama decided to tackle one of the thorniest problems facing 
America—​reforming the health care insurance system to increase coverage 
and reduce costs for millions of Americans. Bill and Hillary Clinton had 
tried this in 1993 and failed in spectacular fashion. Obama’s vice president, 
Joe Biden, and other close advisers warned Obama not to attempt it, worry-
ing that it would be his Waterloo. But Obama insisted it was the right thing 
to do. Even before the administration went to work on health care reform, 
people were deeply divided over the issue. Things only got worse after the 
policymaking wheels began turning. Crafting a bill was complicated and 
required compromises, notably backing off from a government-​funded 
insurance option—​the so-​called public option—​to which the insurance 
industry had vehemently objected. Eventually, the Patient Protection and 
Affordable Care Act (ACA), nicknamed Obamacare, was signed into law in 
March 2010, but not before it had generated a firestorm of political contro-
versy exacerbating an already deeply polarized electorate and Congress.36

People were spooked by the ACA. For one thing, Republicans ran ads 
and made speeches about how the ACA was a disaster that would cut 
$500 billion from Medicare, threaten the ability of seniors to choose their 
own doctors, raise taxes and fees to pay for coverage, and compromise the 
quality of health care people would receive.37 For another thing, conserva-
tives were incensed that Obama could even consider a public option, even 
though Medicare and Medicaid already provided publicly funded health 
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care for the elderly and poor. They were also upset that the legislation 
included a mandate requiring people to buy insurance or pay a fine. This 
all ran very much against the grain of neoliberalism. And many objected to 
the federal government subsidizing insurance for low-​income households 
and requiring insurance providers to cover things like contraceptives—​
something that rankled Catholics and the Christian Right, who advocated 
traditional family values. Finally, of special concern were the online insur-
ance exchanges where people could buy coverage. If their state government 
didn’t set one up, then customers could shop on the federal government’s 
exchange. To the conservatives, all of this smacked of big, intrusive, expen-
sive, liberal government spiraling out of control—​a concern heightened 
when the federal exchange was opened with all sorts of technical glitches. 
In conservative circles this was emblematic of the inefficiency and incom-
petence of big government run amok.

Conservatives also portrayed this as another slippery slope to socialism, 
especially given all the talk about the public option. During summer 2009, 
when the plan was still being debated, economic angst and racial animosity, 
already simmering due to the financial crisis and other things I have dis-
cussed, suddenly boiled over. For instance, Republicans like one-​time vice-
presidential nominee Sarah Palin leveled a fusillade of accusations against 
the ACA, including the erroneous charge that it mandated “death panels” 
that would determine which sick people could get health care. Palin posted 
the following on her Facebook webpage: “The America I know and love is 
not one in which my parents or my baby with Down Syndrome will have 
to stand in front of Obama’s ‘death panel’ so his bureaucrats can decide . . 
. whether they are worthy of health care.” PolitiFact, a Pulitzer Prize–​win-
ning fact-​checking organization, declared this to be utter nonsense—​there 
was no such thing as a death panel in the ACA. Nevertheless, the death 
panel term caught on with many opponents and the public, as did other 
inaccuracies and misrepresentations, including the notion that the law 
covered the undocumented immigrants that Joe Wilson was yelling about 
during Obama’s speech to Congress.38 Here was a perfect example of alter-
native facts at their worst.

Accusations that the ACA, not to mention other Obama programs, 
was an insidious form of socialism continued long after it was enacted. 
For example, pundits and others on the right, including prominent media 
personalities like Rush Limbaugh, Eric Bolling, and Sarah Palin, accused 
Obama at various times on Fox News of pursuing a Marxist agenda and 
defiling American small-​government, free market values.39 But it wasn’t just 
conservative political elites who hated the legislation; it was the conserva-
tive grassroots too who were seething and took to the streets.
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In 2009, local Tea Party groups began forming around the country, 
eventually swelling to about a thousand in all. They often showed up at the 
summertime town hall meetings members of Congress held routinely in 
their districts to chat with constituents. People were furious about the plan. 
Many arrived at these meetings with signs portraying Obama in all sorts 
of disparaging ways—​as a foreigner, a Muslim, a traitor, a black terrorist, 
a socialist, a communist, a fascist, and simply someone out to destroy the 
American way of life. The meetings often deteriorated into full-​throated 
yelling and screaming. To be sure, the Tea Party Movement had other con-
cerns too, but the ACA was at the top of their list. What is particularly inter-
esting is how ill-​informed many of the Tea Party members were about the 
policy, and how their opinions were often inconsistent and contradictory. 
For instance, they were fervently anti–​big government and found social-
ism to be anathema, yet they loved Medicare and Social Security—​the two 
huge government entitlement programs. They also tended to believe that 
racial and ethnic minorities were less hard-​working than whites; that immi-
grants were freeloaders overburdening the welfare state; and that immi-
grants, Muslims, and minorities in general were undermining American 
culture and values.40 Indeed, as political scientist Alan Abramowitz found, 
“Tea Party supporters displayed high levels of racial resentment and held 
very negative opinions about President Obama compared with the rest of 
the public and even other Republicans.”41 We have seen that many of these 
beliefs had been around for a long time, but now they got worse.

As we saw earlier, conservatives had long been concerned that low-​
income racial and ethnic minorities had been taking advantage of govern-
ment social programs. This was the essence of the Southern Strategy. Now 
conservatives, and Tea Party members in particular, were angry at the pros-
pect that yet another opportunity—​a new “entitlement” program—​was 
being created for these “undeserving” groups to game the system at the 
expense of white folks.42 Statistical analyses reveal that after Obama was 
sworn in and became more vocal about the need for health care reform—​
especially the need to require people to buy coverage—​opposition rose, 
particularly among those expressing high levels of racial resentment. In 
other words, as debate ramped up about what health care reform should 
look like, it became racialized.43 In fact, the Tea Party often exemplified 
those dog whistle politics I  mentioned in chapter  4—​a profound dislike 
of welfare programs for “other people” but also great suspicion of undo-
cumented immigrants and Arab Muslims. Of course, they occasionally 
abandoned the dog whistle when it came to Obama, who was sometimes 
portrayed at Tea Party rallies on placards as an African savage straight out 
of an old Tarzan movie.44
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More important in terms of my argument, the Tea Party Movement 
personified the four trends I have been talking about all along. It was con-
cerned with the declining economic prospects of most Americans. It held 
racial and ethnic minorities and immigrants accountable for a variety of the 
nation’s ills. It believed deeply in neoliberal ideology’s critique of big gov-
ernment, high taxes, and exorbitant spending on liberal social programs. 
And, finally, when it came to political polarization, the Tea Party believed 
that there should be no compromising with Democrats on the ACA—​it 
should be abandoned entirely. As a result, the Tea Party Movement was 
an extremely important impetus—​although certainly not the only one—​
pushing polarization over the edge into the gridlock upon which Trump 
eventually capitalized.

Sensing a political opportunity, professional advocacy organizations 
and the right-​wing media, including Fox News, jumped on the bandwagon 
and began speaking for the Tea Party Movement, which soon garnered tre-
mendous financial and other resources from conservative organizations 
funded directly or indirectly by wealthy individuals and well-​heeled con-
servative nonprofit organizations.45 I recall, for instance, watching a Fourth 
of July parade in little Beaufort, North Carolina, three years later when 
in the distance an elaborate-​looking float, at least compared to the rest, 
appeared down the street. As the parade moved past me it became clear 
that it was a Tea Party float, all decked out in red, white, and blue bunting, 
with about twenty people sporting bright red Tea Party Patriot tee shirts, 
flags, and other patriotic paraphernalia. Some of them were walking along-
side passing out literature, including copies of the US Constitution and Bill 
of Rights, provided, according to the imprint on the back, by the Heritage 
Foundation in Washington, DC, one of the richest conservative think tanks 
in the country. It turns out that Tea Party activities like these were sup-
ported by a Koch brothers–​funded outfit called Freedom Works that pro-
vides webinars, funding, and other assistance to local Tea Party groups like 
the one I saw in North Carolina.46

All this further exacerbated gridlock in the country. Shortly after the 
ACA’s introduction in 2010, as Figure 7.2 illustrates, the public was split, 
with 46  percent approving and 40  percent disapproving of the legisla-
tion. By 2016, things remained about the same, 49 percent approving and 
38 percent disapproving. As was true of the public’s opinion of financial 
crisis management and Dodd-​Frank, the difference between Republicans 
and Democrats on the ACA was significantly larger. By 2016, according 
to one poll, 78 percent of Democrats but only 9 percent of Republicans 
approved of the program.47 Furthermore, the Republican-​led House voted 
more than fifty times to defund or repeal all or parts of the ACA after it 
became law.
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The Tea Party fueled a conservative takeover in the House in the 2010 
midterm elections and pushed politics even deeper into gridlock. By some 
accounts the Tea Party Movement and its electoral victories also pushed 
the Republican Party to its most racially conservative and demographically 
exclusive point in fifty years.48 Tea Party politicians formed the Freedom 
Caucus in the House, and were so extreme that they often beat moderate 
and sometimes even more conservative Republicans like Virginia’s Eric 
Cantor in primary elections. Moreover, the Freedom Caucus became so 
stubbornly opposed to compromise—​even within the Republican Party—​
that John Boehner, Republican Speaker of the House and a conservative 
guy in his own right, eventually quit politics in frustration.49 California 
Republican Kevin McCarthy, Boehner’s conservative heir apparent, sud-
denly turned down the speakership when the Freedom Caucus announced 
it would support someone else even more conservative than him. Paul 
Ryan, a neoliberal deficit hawk from Wisconsin, picked up the gavel. The 
Freedom Caucus fractured the House, making it virtually impossible for 
Democrats and Republicans there to agree on much of anything. In partic-
ular, it played a pivotal role in sparking the debt ceiling crises of 2011 and 
2013. Things weren’t much better in the Senate, over which the Republicans 
won control in 2015, again thanks in part to the Tea Party. But Tea Party 
victories in Senate elections merely added fuel to the fire, which was already 
being stoked by Mitch McConnell, who as Senate minority leader affirmed 
prior to the 2010 midterm elections that “The single most important thing 
we want to achieve is for President Obama to be a one-​term president.” In 
his mind, this took precedence over improving the economy, fixing health 
care, preventing another financial crisis, or doing much of anything else 
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constructive to solve the country’s problems.50 It was the Republicans’ num-
ber one objective and the reason for their gridlock strategy in the first place.

To recap briefly, during Obama’s first term in the White House, polari-
zation, which had been building slowly since the 1970s, finally passed the 
tipping point where gridlock seized Washington like never before. The 
epitome of it all was McConnell’s unprecedented refusal in early 2016—​
nearly a year before Obama’s second term ended—​to either meet with or 
hold confirmation hearings on Merrick Garland, Obama’s nominee for the 
Supreme Court. The public’s disgust with government, which had been 
growing for years, crystalized accordingly. And Trump cashed in on it.

CAPITALIZING ON POLARIZATION AND GRIDLOCK

On the campaign trail Trump took full advantage of the public’s loath-
ing of polarization and gridlock, how the government had handled the 
financial crisis, and, of course, the ACA. First let’s look at polarization 
and gridlock. Trump offered plenty of platitudes—​but no specifics—​
about how he would overcome polarization and unify the country. He 
was adamant about this during the campaign. As he explained to CNN’s 
Jake Tapper:  “I’m going to unify. This country is totally divided. Barack 
Obama has divided this country unbelievably. And it’s all, it’s all hatred, 
what can I tell you. I’ve never seen anything like it.  .  .  . I’ve gotten along 
with Democrats and I’ve gotten along with Republicans.  .  .  .  I  will be a 
great unifier for our country.”51 He continued to harp on this theme after 
the election, tweeting in January 2017 that “For many years our country 
has been divided, angry and untrusting. Many say it will never change, the 
hatred is too deep. IT WILL CHANGE!!!!.”52 Over four million people 
disagreed when a day after his inauguration they protested his election in 
some six hundred cities and towns across the country. If there was any sign 
of unification during his first few months in office, it was the fact that by 
late March 2017, nearly 60  percent of all Americans agreed that he was 
doing a lousy job as president—​an all-​time low for presidents at that stage 
of their first term in office.53

When it came to gridlock, Trump blamed it on the general dysfunction 
of Washington politicians, often egged on, he said, by high-​paid lobbyists 
and others, refusing to set aside their parochial interests and work together. 
This is one reason he pledged to “drain the swamp” in Washington. He put 
it this way in his announcement that he was running for president: “They 
[politicians] will never make America great again. They don’t even have a 
chance. They’re controlled fully—​they’re controlled fully by the lobbyists, 
by the donors, and by the special interests, fully.”54 And perhaps more to 
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the point, as he told Iowa voters, he was immune from all that given his 
vast wealth:  “You know the nice part about me? I  don’t need anybody’s 
money. They [lobbyists, donors] have total control over Jeb [Bush] and 
Hillary [Clinton] and everybody else that takes that money. I will tell you 
this: Nobody’s putting up millions of dollars for me. I’m putting up my own 
money.”55 The unfortunate irony, as it turned out, was that once in office, 
Trump appointed an unprecedented number of Wall Street bankers, mil-
lionaires, billionaires, and former lobbyists to important positions in his 
administration, including his daughter and son-​in-​law.56 It seemed that 
rather than draining the swamp, he was restocking it.

Another way he promised to fix things was to copy Obama by circum-
venting Congress whenever necessary by issuing executive orders. This too 
was ironic because Obama was the man he so vehemently criticized, both 
during and after the campaign. The list of things he said he would fix by 
using this presidential power was extensive. By the end of his third month 
in office, he had issued no less than twenty-​nine executive orders designed 
to “Make America Great Again” by, for example, reducing regulations, 
eliminating trade abuses, promoting oil and gas exploration, finishing the 
Keystone pipeline, and banning White House and congressional officials 
from lobbing for five years after leaving government service. But in most 
cases his orders were vague and in many cases merely symbolic.

Immigration was another issue he wanted to tackle with executive orders 
to cut the Gordian knot of gridlock and “Make America Great Again.” After 
all, he claimed repeatedly during the campaign that he would crack down on 
immigration. In one interview Trump explained how in addition to build-
ing a wall along the Mexican border, he would use executive orders to take 
care of that problem: “The immigration laws of the United States give the 
president powers to suspend entry into the country of any class of persons. 
I will use this power to protect the American people.”57 In a stump speech in 
Phoenix, Arizona, he elaborated: “I am going to create a new special depor-
tation task force, focused on identifying and removing quickly the most 
dangerous criminal and illegal immigrants in America. . . . Our enforcement 
priorities will include removing criminals, gang members, security threats, 
visa overstays, public charges—​that is, those relying on public welfare or 
straining the safety net.”58 Incidentally, there it was again—​dog whistle pol-
itics pointing the finger at immigrants, presumably members of minority 
groups, who were allegedly sponging off the welfare state at everyone else’s 
expense. As it turned out, his first two attempts to use executive orders to 
keep immigrants out were stopped dead in their tracks by the courts, which 
ruled that they were unconstitutional. The Supreme Court temporarily 
reinstated a partial ban but only until it had a chance to hear the case and 
issue a final ruling.
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Trump also exploited the public’s discontent with how the government 
had handled the financial crisis. The big corporate bailouts were a thing 
of the past; nobody could un-​ring those bells. But he was undoubtedly as 
aware as anyone else in the race that the public was frustrated and dissatis-
fied with the bank bailouts, and that many Americans viewed them as social-
ism for Wall Street while everyone else on Main Street had to suffer for the 
banks’ foolishness, incompetence, and extravagance. So, when confronted 
with the fact that long before he decided to run for office he said that the 
TARP program may have been a good idea, his campaign tried to deny it. In 
an interview with Jake Tapper, Trump’s spokesperson Kellyanne Conway 
claimed that “when you go back and look at TARP, which we got from a 
Republican president and continued by a Democratic president, Donald 
Trump would not be for that. And that benefits all these big banks who 
didn’t need the help, [and] in some cases were forced to take the money.”59 
He also waffled on the auto bailout, telling Fox News in 2008 when the idea 
was first floated that “I think the government should stand behind them one 
hundred percent. You cannot lose the auto companies. They’re great. They 
make wonderful products.” But later, when it had become clear that there 
was some public trepidation about it, he hedged, telling reporters on the 
campaign trail that “You could have let it go bankrupt, frankly, and rebuilt 
itself. . . . Or you could have done it the way it went. I could have done it 
either way. . . . I think you would have wound up in the same place.”60 Here 
was a veteran pitchman at work trying to make everybody happy.

The way he handled the Dodd-​Frank legislation was particularly clever 
because he developed a pitch simultaneously appealing to both Wall Street 
and Main Street. In a May 2016 interview he said that one of his top pri-
orities if elected would be to dismantle the Dodd-​Frank legislation because 
“Dodd-​Frank has made it impossible for bankers to function.” That would 
certainly please Wall Street. But then he added that the problem for bank-
ers spilled over to Main Street because Dodd-​Frank “makes it very hard for 
bankers to loan money for people to create jobs, for people with businesses 
to create jobs. And that has to stop.”61 So his promise was geared to every-
body on either side of the issue and tied back into his overarching narrative, 
“Make America Great Again,” by creating jobs through old-​time neoliberal 
deregulation.

When it came to the ACA, he was even more slippery, which made sense 
politically given that the country was so split over the issue. On the one 
hand, in a nod to those who hated the ACA, he promised again and again 
that he would get rid of it immediately. As he told a reporter on 60 Minutes 
in September 2015, “Obamacare’s going to be repealed and replaced. 
Obamacare is a disaster if you look at what’s going on with premiums where 
they’re up 40, 50, 55  percent.” But then a few minutes later in the same 



G r i d l o c k ,  C r i s i s,  a n d   O b a m a   [ 141 ]

interview he said that in its place he would put a new program that insures 
everybody and is, in effect, all things to all people: “The government’s gonna 
pay for it. But we’re going to save so much money on the other side. But for 
the most part it’s going to be a private plan and people are going to be able 
to go out and negotiate great plans with lots of different competition with 
lots of competitors with great companies and they can have their doctors, 
they can have plans, they can have everything.”62 Never mind that a private 
plan paid for by the government sounded like a contradiction in terms or 
that it seemed similar to the ACA. In the end, when it came to repealing 
and replacing the ACA, he didn’t have a plan after all, but simply left it up 
to Congress to figure out.

Overall, then, Trump capitalized on polarization and gridlock through-
out his campaign. These were themes he milked for all they were worth. And 
he did so, again, with the expertise of a seasoned pitchman who had honed 
his skills in high-​end real estate markets in New York City and around the 
world, and as a star on his own hit reality television show. As it turned out, 
millions of American voters loved him for it.

CONCLUSION

We have covered a lot of ground in this and the preceding chapters. And 
despite my effort to track the single red thread running through the argu-
ment, it remains a complicated story worth reviewing briefly to be sure that 
we have the full picture in view before we continue.

The story began with several simultaneously developing trends. First were 
the economic changes associated with the demise of the postwar Golden 
Age and the emergence of stagflation and global competition. This included 
the disappearance of good manufacturing jobs, wage stagnation, rising fam-
ily debt, increased inequality, and reduced mobility that hit the working 
and middle classes hard. Second were changes in race and ethnic relations. 
Despite lagging in achieving the American Dream, African Americans, 
Hispanics, and Muslims were scapegoated for many of the country’s eco-
nomic and social ills. Scapegoating was made possible by deteriorating 
economic opportunities and America’s long history of racism, but it was 
exacerbated by politicians as a ploy to win voters, and then by immigration 
and the 9/​11 terrorist attacks. Third were ideological changes, notably the 
development of the neoliberal policy paradigm that also resulted from the 
country’s economic problems, and that helped push many people’s thinking 
in a more conservative direction. Neoliberalism plus long-​standing public 
sentiments, such as beliefs in small government and traditional family val-
ues, provided politicians with raw materials for framing their increasingly 
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conservative messages. Fourth, these three trends flowed together to help 
generate a rising tide of political polarization as both Republicans and 
Democrats shifted to the right but in different degrees so that the political 
distance between them expanded. Finally, when the financial crisis hit and 
the Obama administration came to power, polarization overflowed, drown-
ing Washington in gridlock. Trump took advantage of all of this. He blamed 
lousy trade agreements, unfair foreign competition, minorities, immigra-
tion, and inept and corrupt politicians. He played on the public’s suffering, 
anxieties, disgust, and discontent with politics-​as-​usual, often capitalizing 
on their misperceptions and misunderstandings, as well as their values and 
beliefs. He often distorted and misrepresented the facts. And he promised 
to fix everything and “Make America Great Again.”

In sum, Donald Trump came along at just the right time to cash in polit-
ically on everything I  have described. His candidacy was only the tip of 
a huge iceberg that had been developing for decades. On Election Day, 
November 8, 2016, that iceberg crashed into the political status quo, send-
ing shock waves across America.



CHAPTER 8

The Election and American Politics 
in Perspective

Sometimes long shots win. In 1913, Donerail galloped out of the starting 
gate at the Kentucky Derby as a ninety-​one–​to–​one long shot. A little 

more than two minutes later, he paid $184.90 on a $2.00 bet—​the long-
est long-shot win in Derby history and a complete shock to everyone at 
Churchill Downs watching the race that day.

Election night 2016 was a shock to many people too. Almost all the pub-
lic opinion polling predicted that Hillary Clinton would win the presidency. 
She led by only 2 or 3 percent in most polls, but most people believed that 
she had a safe lead in the Electoral College bolstered by a firewall of blue 
states in the upper Midwestern Rustbelt and a few others like Pennsylvania 
and Florida. Odds Shark, an online betting site, gave her a 75  percent 
chance of winning.1 Trump seemed like a long shot. But by midnight it had 
become clear that he had breached the firewall and won several states the 
Democrats had assumed they would win. Clinton won nearly three million 
more votes than Trump, but he carried the Electoral College and grabbed 
the brass ring. I have tried to explain why. But the proof is in the pudding, 
and in this case the pudding is the presidential election exit poll data.

Exit polling shows that Trump’s campaign resonated strongly with the 
fears and anxieties of the American public, which stemmed from the trends 
I have described. First, consider the economy as discussed in chapter 3. His 
major campaign theme “Make America Great Again” was in part a prom-
ise to revitalize the economy and create more jobs for Americans—​a clear 
reference to the wage stagnation and overwork of recent decades, as well as 
people’s concerns for the economic future of themselves and their kids. He 
also promised to foster an environment where more and more Americans 
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could become richer, which would presumably help reduce household debt 
and income inequality and enable more Americans to achieve the American 
Dream. Table 8.1 reports CNN exit polling based on a sample of 24,537 
respondents from 350 voting places across the country on Election Day, 
and 4,398 telephone interviews with early and absentee voters.2 It shows 
that two-​thirds of those people who worried that the economy was in poor 
shape flocked to Trump, while nearly three-​quarters of those who thought 
the economy was in good shape went to Clinton. Trump had clearly seized 
on an issue of great concern to the public. Furthermore, although the dif-
ferences were not as large in terms of which income groups tended to sup-
port Trump and Clinton, he won nearly two-​thirds of the votes of people 
who felt that life for the next generation would be worse than today. Put 
differently, it was not class per se that mattered as much as people’s percep-
tions about the prospects of moving to a different class—​that is, intergener-
ational mobility.* Trump also won roughly two-​thirds of the votes of people 
who believed that international trade takes away American jobs, another 
major campaign theme for him.

Let’s take a closer look at the issue of class. Many people, including 
Bernie Sanders, have argued that Trump won because he had the support of 
working-​class voters.3 In fact, according to the CNN data, Trump had a bit 
more support from people with incomes over $50,000 per year than from 
people with incomes under that. That is, richer rather than poorer people 
tended to vote for Trump, but the difference wasn’t great.4 This does not 
mean, however, that economic issues didn’t matter, which is the conclusion 
that some people seem to have drawn who, for example, argue that racial 
resentment rather than economic anxiety or class was the key factor deliv-
ering Trump his victory.5 For one thing, as just noted, people who were 
pessimistic about the next generation’s economic future supported Trump. 
For another thing, disentangling economic and racial effects is very tricky. 
There is a very long history of economically driven racism in the United 
States. This includes unions refusing to allow African Americans to join 
their ranks and segregating jobs for different ethnic groups. It also includes 
companies hiring black or ethnic minorities as strikebreakers in a divide-​
and-​conquer strategy for breaking the back of working-​class solidarity.6 
And as I  showed in earlier chapters, since the 1970s, there has been lots 

* Trump’s support during the campaign covered a wide range of income and demographic 
types. However, those most likely to support his campaign were people with less than a high 
school education; reporting ancestry as simply “American”; living in a mobile home; working 
in “old economy” jobs like agriculture, construction, manufacturing, and trade; having a his-
tory of voting for segregationists; being unemployed; being born in the United States; being 
an evangelical Christian; having a history of voting for liberal Republicans; and being a white 
Anglo-​Saxon Protestant (Irwin and Katz 2016).
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Table 8.1   CNN PRESIDENTIAL EXIT POLL RESULTS

Percent Support for 
Clinton

Percent Support for 
Trump

Condition of national economy:

Good
Poor

77
31

18
63

Income:

$50,000 or less per year
$50,000 or more per year

52
47

41
49

Life for the next generation of Americans will be:
Better than today
Worse than today
About the same as today

59
31
54

38
63
39

Effect of international trade:

Creates US jobs
Takes away US jobs
Does not affect jobs

59
31
63

35
65
30

Terrorism is a big problem for the country: 39

37
31
43
74
88
65

57

58
63
53
21

8
29

Race:

White
White men
White women

Nonwhite
Black
Latino
Illegal immigrants working in the United States should be:
Offered legal status
Deported to home country

60
14

34
84

Education:

College graduate
Did not graduate from college

52
44

43
52

Age:
18–​29 years
30–​44 years
45–​64 years
65 and older

55
50
44
45

37
42
53
53

Ideology:
Liberal
Moderate
Conservative

84
52
15

10
41
81

(continued)
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of racial and ethnic scapegoating by people who believe they have lost out 
economically to people from racial and ethnic groups other than their own. 
Indeed, scapegoating like this is exactly what Trump did, particularly by 
accusing Mexicans of taking jobs from Americans.

Insofar as race and immigration, the subjects of chapter 4, are concerned 
Trump promised to crack down on immigration by preventing Muslims 
who posed a terrorist threat from entering the country, and to build a wall 
along the Mexican border to keep out immigrants who were criminals or 
intended to take American jobs. His pitch built on America’s recent fears 
of terrorism, its longer history of racism, and people’s misunderstanding 
of the real causes of unemployment and economic hardship for the middle 
and working classes. It all worked to his benefit. For instance, 57 percent 
of those who felt that terrorism was a big problem for the country voted 
for Trump, but only 39 percent of them voted for Clinton. Given Trump’s 
pandering to issues of race, we shouldn’t be surprised that he won 58 per-
cent of the white vote, while Clinton won a whopping 74 percent of the 

Percent Support for 
Clinton

Percent Support for 
Trump

Religion:

White born-​again/​evangelical Christian
Protestant
Catholic
Other Christian
Jewish

16
37
45
43
71

81
60
52
55
24

Feelings about the federal government:

Enthusiastic/​satisfied
Dissatisfied/​angry

76
36

20
58

Opinions of Obama as president:

Approve
Disapprove

84
6

10
90

View of the Affordable Care Act:

Did not go far enough
Was about right
Went too far

78
82
13

18
10
83

Financial situation compared to four years ago:

Better today
Worse today
About the same

72
19
46

24
78
46

Source: CNN 2016.

Table 8.1   CONTINUED
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nonwhite vote. This is consistent with other studies, which have shown that 
people who frowned on racial diversity in America were much more likely 
to vote for Trump than people who looked kindly upon it.7 Additionally, 
analyses of data from the American National Election Survey found that 
people’s perceptions of race were more highly correlated with who they 
voted for in 2016 than in any presidential election in nearly thirty years. 
For instance, people who believed that African Americans should not get 
any special favors to work their way up in society or who felt that if blacks 
only tried harder they would be just as well off as whites were far more 
likely to vote for Trump than Clinton.8 Notably, nearly two-​thirds of white 
men voted for him. But more than half of the white women did too, which 
might be surprising considering his sexist and misogynist remarks during 
the campaign—​that is, until we remember that his attitudes toward gender 
issues resonated with conservative family values, something we will return 
to in a minute. Given all this, it is no wonder that Trump had the support 
of so many members of the Tea Party and a variety of right-​wing extrem-
ists, including David Duke, a former Imperial Wizard of the Ku Klux Klan. 
Trump’s disparaging comments about African Americans certainly contrib-
uted to his loss of the African American vote—​Clinton won 88 percent, 
while Trump got only 8 percent.

We have seen that racial issues also intersected with slowly developing 
demographic trends. Trump’s condemnation of Hispanic immigration as a 
growing threat to Americans undoubtedly explains why he won less than a 
third of the Hispanic vote to Clinton’s two-​thirds. Of course, the relationships 
between demographic change, race, and economic concerns are intertwined 
in complex ways, but they help account for the fact that 84 percent of those 
who felt that undocumented immigrants working in the United States should 
be deported voted for Trump, presumably because they thought immigrants 
were taking jobs away from Americans or threatening national security.

The CNN data in Table 8.1 also show that relatively less educated peo-
ple tended to vote for Trump, which may signal that the fake news and 
alternative fact echo chamber worked to his advantage. In more detailed 
CNN data reported elsewhere, a formidable 67 percent of whites without a 
college degree went for Trump—​fourteen points more than Mitt Romney 
won as the Republican candidate in the previous presidential election.9 
Some people believe that this was the critical swing vote that ultimately 
gave Trump his victory.10 The age structure of the electorate mattered too. 
Older voters were more likely to vote for Trump; younger voters were 
more apt to support Clinton—​perhaps an indication that people nearing 
retirement were concerned about their finances and the general state of 
the economy.
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It’s not surprising given the arguments presented in chapter 5 that ideas 
and ideology were also important. Trump appealed to the conservatives 
with considerable effect, winning 81 percent of the conservative vote. It is 
worth mentioning that 35 percent of those polled by CNN said they were 
conservative, while only 26 percent said they were liberal—​a manifestation 
of the rightward shift in American politics described in chapter 6. Equally 
telling was Trump’s appeal to Christians and especially white evangelicals, 
who supported him by an overwhelming margin, 81 percent to 16 percent. 
Despite the declining influence of the Moral Majority, the religious Right 
remains a powerful force in American politics that he exploited. Returning 
to my earlier point, this may help explain why so many white women voted 
for Trump—​they accepted as part of the traditional family values frame not 
only that men might act boorishly toward women but also that it might be 
acceptable, or at least not something to get terribly upset about.

Chapter 7 showed that Trump, the self-​professed antiestablishment out-
sider, promised to overcome political polarization and gridlock, and get 
government in Washington back on the right track because he knew how 
to drain the swamp. In a similar vein, by using his own fortune to finance 
his campaign, he claimed that he could not be bought by corporate or 
other interests that had corrupted the political system through exorbitant 
spending on political campaigns and lobbying. These arguments seemed 
to resonate with voters too. The public’s dissatisfaction with gridlock in 
Washington was evident in the voting. Fifty-​eight percent of those who felt 
dissatisfied or angry with the federal government went for Trump, while 
76  percent of those who felt enthusiastic or satisfied with it supported 
Clinton.

I also argued in chapter 7 that Trump tried to capitalize on events during 
Obama’s presidency that finally turned political polarization into gridlock. 
Exit polls support this too. Table 8.1 shows that an overwhelming 90 per-
cent of those disapproving of Obama’s presidency voted for Trump, while 
84 percent of those who approved of his presidency voted for Clinton. And 
83 percent of those who believed that the Affordable Care Act—​the light-
ning rod that energized the Tea Party—​had gone too far supported Trump, 
while 78 percent of those who believed it hadn’t gone far enough supported 
Clinton. Lingering concerns about the financial crisis also came into play. 
Seventy-​eight percent of those worried that the financial situation of the 
country was worse than it was four years ago voted for Trump.

One question will plague researchers, pundits, and political operatives 
for years to come about this election: why did the results come as such a 
surprise to so many presumably well-​informed and astute observers? For 
one thing, we seem to have forgotten our own history. After all, this wasn’t  
the first time that a populist politician mounted a serious challenge  
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to the political establishment. The Democratic Party’s William Jennings 
Bryan ran for president in 1896 on a platform that included several populist 
planks. Huey Long—​the Kingfish from Louisiana—​was poised to chal-
lenge Roosevelt for the presidency in 1936 on a populist platform before 
being assassinated. Alabama’s George Wallace ran strong populist cam-
paigns too in the 1960s and early 1970s. So did Pat Buchanan, who ran for 
the Republican nomination in 1992 and 1996, and Ross Perot, who ran 
as an independent in 1992. Of course, Bernie Sanders mounted a strong 
populist challenge to Hillary Clinton in 2016 for the Democratic nomina-
tion. Trump’s campaign was populist too, especially on trade issues. Indeed, 
Perot, Sanders, and Trump all attacked the North American Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA) as a job killer for American workers.11 We should 
have seen this coming.

For another thing, many observers and pundits lost touch with the 
average American voter. A few excellent books have been published lately 
based on in-​depth conversations with working-​ and middle-​class men 
and women around the country. They reveal that there were growing seg-
ments of the working and middle classes that were becoming increasingly 
disgruntled thanks particularly to the economic trials and tribulations 
they have endured since the 1970s. These books also show that people 
became fed up with the political status quo and were ready for change, 
even if it meant voting against their own economic interests.12 J. D. Vance’s 
Hillbilly Elegy, for instance, tells how working-​class folks in Kentucky and 
Ohio felt trapped “in an economy that failed to deliver the most basic 
promise of the American Dream—​a steady wage.” But they also simply 
hated Barack Obama and were deeply skeptical of the most basic insti-
tutions in society, including the mainstream television news programs, 
universities, and government, not to mention politicians.13 Research on 
other countries also shows that when people begin to distrust govern-
ment institutions, the door swings open for populist upheaval, especially 
when economic times have been tough for a while.14 I’ll have more to say 
about this later. The point is that fine-​grained studies like these show that 
intellectuals who study politics would do well to get out and talk to the 
electorate more often.

Several things are especially important about the election’s outcome. 
First, even if Trump’s success stemmed partly from the more proximate fac-
tors I reviewed in chapter 1, such as his media-​savvy experience, FBI con-
cerns about Clinton’s private email server, or the brilliance or ineptitude of 
campaign strategies, there was far more to it than this. Trump’s victory owed 
much to the deep-​seated trends I have described. It benefited from and fed 
off the gradual confluence of economic, racial, ideological, and political 
changes spanning decades in the United States. This is why it is difficult to 
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boil Trump’s victory down to a single factor regardless of whether it is class, 
economic anxiety, race, or something else.

Second, Trump’s victory was teeming with irony. Even though many 
mainstream Republicans opposed his candidacy, Trump’s ascendance was 
partly the culmination of forces set in motion long ago by Republicans 
themselves. One was the Republicans’ aggressive and heavily financed 
advocacy of neoliberalism, which contributed so much to policies during 
and after the Reagan years, including the easing of regulatory oversight of 
banking and financial services that led to the financial crisis that helped pro-
pel Trump to the White House. Another was the racism associated with 
the Republicans’ Southern Strategy, which also benefited Trump’s cam-
paign. In fact, some Republicans, including both former Bush presidents 
and Mitt Romney, were so appalled during the campaign by his racist and 
xenophobic remarks that they repudiated him. And several big Republican 
donors, the Koch brothers among them, decided to spend their money on 
Republicans running for legislative offices instead of him. The ranks of the 
Republican Party were never so divided over a presidential candidate in the 
last half century.

Third, it does not appear that Trump’s victory will lay polarization and 
gridlock to rest anytime soon. Despite his promises to unify the country, 
the prospects look grim. In addition to the deep divisions now within the 
Republican Party, the Democratic Party is split, although not as severely, 
between the liberal Sanders wing and the moderate Clinton wing. The pub-
lic remains divided too, which is why after Trump’s inauguration millions 
of people marched in cities and towns across the country protesting against 
him. I was in Montpelier, Vermont’s state capital, that day where an esti-
mated 17,250 people turned out—​roughly two and a half times the city’s 
population.15 State troopers temporarily closed three exits on the interstate 
highway when it became obvious that the town couldn’t hold more cars. 
Bernie Sanders made a surprise appearance speaking to the crowd from the 
steps of the golden-​domed state house, urging people to continue the strug-
gle after the march was over, and calling Trump “a fraud” in no uncertain 
terms. The implication of Sanders’s remark was clear: millions of American 
voters had been duped—​bamboozled—​by Trump and his campaign. 
Another set of rallies occurred in April where scientists across the country 
protested Trump’s denial of climate change and his general disregard of sci-
entific facts, data, and truthfulness.

Finally, Trump’s victory marked one of the most significant power shifts 
in Washington since World War II. The Republicans retained control of both 
houses of Congress. And Trump moved quickly to nominate a very con-
servative judge, Neil Gorsuch, to the Supreme Court. Gorsuch could very 
well push the court to the right just as his predecessor, Antonin Scalia, did.  
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But Democrats and even some Republicans worried that the American sys-
tem of checks and balances might be on shaky ground given Trump’s author-
itarian tendencies. I was at a panel discussion at the Brookings Institution the 
day after the election. Everyone on the panel, Republicans and Democrats 
alike, agreed that the Trump administration would be a real test of the 
Constitution and the separation of powers. It soon turned out that they were 
right. Only six months into his presidency, the courts had blocked Trump’s 
executive orders restricting immigration. They argued that his orders vio-
lated the Constitution. In addition, Congress planned to impose sanctions 
on Russia for meddling in the 2016 election—​a direct challenge to Trump’s 
presidential foreign policy prerogatives. And after listening to Trump com-
plain for weeks about former FBI director Robert Mueller, who was now 
the special prosecutor investigating possible collusion between the Russians 
and the Trump campaign, Congress warned that there would be serious 
consequences if Trump tried to fire Mueller as he seemed to be threatening. 
Republican Senator Lindsey Graham said, “Any effort to go after Mueller 
could be the beginning of the end of the Trump presidency unless Mueller 
did something wrong.” Democratic Senator Ed Markey concurred, adding, 
“Honestly, it’d be a full blown constitutional crisis.” Graham went so far as 
to outline bipartisan legislation that would block Trump from firing Mueller 
without a judicial review first.16 There was more, but the point is that politics 
in Washington had taken a strange and in many people’s eyes a very danger-
ous turn.

In short, the 2016 presidential election was unique. Its ramifications for 
public policy and the American political system will be with us for years, 
even if it is not clear yet what they will be. What is clear, however, is that the 
election also crystalized a new form of American politics.

THE NEW AMERICAN POLITICS

At the risk of oversimplification, the fundamental battle lines of postwar 
US politics pitted the Left against the Right. The Left in varying degrees 
favored Keynesian government intervention, including welfare state expan-
sion and higher taxes, while the Right favored the opposite. Many liberals, 
unions, African Americans, and other minorities supported the Left, while 
conservatives, business, and relatively affluent white people supported the 
Right. So, to a considerable extent, the politics of race were tied closely to 
the traditional left–​right distinction.

One thing that was especially pronounced about the 2016 presidential 
election was the populist streak that ran through it. Trump’s campaign was 
rooted in right-​wing populist rhetoric about the evils of big government and 
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freeloaders taking advantage of government largesse. In contrast, Bernie 
Sanders offered a left-​wing populist alternative during the Democratic pri-
maries, condemning big banks, big corporations, and the richest 1 percent 
of Americans for the nation’s troubles. But there was more to it than that.

Although populism has been around for a long time, traditional populist 
appeals focused typically on domestic villains. Now foreign ones were tar-
geted too. Put differently, in addition to the traditional left–​right dimension 
in American politics, we now have a pro-​ and antiglobalization dimension. 
The second is orthogonal to the first as Figure 8.1 illustrates with reference 
to several candidates involved in the 2016 election. Trump capitalized on 
an antiglobalization nationalist platform favoring trade protectionism, anti-​
immigration policies, and isolationism. By some accounts, Trump’s victory 
in the all-​important states of Ohio and Pennsylvania stemmed mainly from 
the defection of white working-​class voters from the Democratic Party who 
lived in areas that were “the epicenter of the revolt against globalization” 
thanks to job flight to Mexico and elsewhere.17 Bernie Sanders was also 
antiglobalization—​he too believed that globalization had cost Americans 
thousands of jobs. The difference, of course, was that Trump was farther to 
the right, while Sanders was much farther to the left. And Sanders detested 
Trump’s racism, nationalism, xenophobia, and sexism. Hillary Clinton did 
too but was proglobalization insofar as she was supportive of international 

Antiglobalization
- Closed borders
- Anti-immigrant
- Anti-free trade

Proglobalization
- Open borders
- Pro-immigrant
- Free trade

Sanders

Clinton

Stein

Trump

Johnson

Traditional Right
- Neoliberalism
- Low spending
- Low taxes

Traditional Left
- Keynesianism
- High spending
- High taxes

Figure 8.1:
The new American politics.
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trade agreements and less isolationist than Trump in foreign policy 
matters—​she never suggested revisiting America’s commitment to NAFTA 
and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), whereas Trump did. 
She was also more to the left than Trump on many economic and social 
issues. Jill Stein, the Green Party candidate, was on the proglobalization left 
too, supporting international cooperation on environmental and climate 
change issues. Gary Johnson, the Libertarian Party candidate, was on the 
proglobalization right, favoring free trade and neoliberalism. Had a tradi-
tional Republican neoconservative like former president George W. Bush 
been in the race favoring aggressive US foreign policy, he or she would have 
shared the proglobalization right-​wing space with Johnson. That right-​wing 
libertarians oppose Trump’s antiglobalization protectionism became clear 
after the election. The wealthy Koch brothers and a host of conservative 
organizations launched a furious campaign to stop Trump and the House 
Republicans from imposing border taxes on various goods coming into the 
United States.18

Whereas racism had been linked historically to the traditional left–​right 
dimension in American politics, it has now been partly detached thanks to 
the emergence of the globalization issue. The anti-​immigration view, at least 
as represented by Trump, focuses on Hispanic and Muslim immigrants. The 
proglobalization view is significantly more tolerant, refusing, for instance, 
to consider mass deportations of undocumented foreigners, which Trump 
promised. The proglobalization view also recognizes that the United States 
doesn’t have enough home-​grown workers in agriculture, information tech-
nology, biotechnology, and other sectors of the economy, and therefore 
needs immigrants to fill those jobs.

Both the Republican and Democratic Parties will have to sort out how 
they navigate this new and more complicated terrain of American pol-
itics. Insofar as the Republicans are concerned, the Trump wing of the 
Republican Party can expect resistance from the neoconservatives, who 
oppose antiglobal isolationism and favor an expansionist foreign policy. As 
noted, many Republicans also oppose trade protectionism, which flies in the 
face of neoliberalism. The renegade Tea Party faction in Congress is deeply 
committed to neoliberalism, especially the Freedom Caucus in the House, 
and not inclined to compromise on much of anything. Complicating mat-
ters further, minority groups continue to constitute an ever-​larger propor-
tion of the electorate, which means that sticking with anti-​immigrant and 
racially charged policies will be increasingly risky for the Republicans if they 
want to continue winning elections. How all this gets resolved is anyone’s 
guess. Maybe the Tea Party Movement will give rise to a real independ-
ent third party in American politics, something that might become insti-
tutionally more likely if states continue to shift to a proportional system of 
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distributing Electoral College votes, as a few have done recently. Or maybe 
moderate Republicans will break away and form their own new party. But 
I doubt it. Another possibility is that the Tea Party Movement will eventu-
ally run out of steam, creating more opportunity for moderation within the 
party and in Congress. But for the moment, that doesn’t seem likely either.

The Democrats have problems of their own. Given Clinton’s defeat, 
the Democrats will have to reconcile demands from the moderate wing of 
their party with the Sanders wing in terms of how they want to handle the 
globalization issues and how far left they are willing to go on other issues. 
Regardless of how they do this, hope for the Democrats may come from 
the growing number of minority voters who typically favor the Democratic 
Party and from the fact that the millennial generation, which so far tends to 
vote Democrat, will replace the baby boom generation, many of whom have 
grown more conservative in their old age. Of course, both parties’ fortunes 
will also depend on the ability of Trump and the rest of the Republicans to 
deliver on their campaign promises.

EUROPEAN SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES

Europe has also undergone a Trump-​like political metamorphosis with 
strong antiglobalization, populist colorings. France, Switzerland, Denmark, 
Germany, the Netherlands, Belgium, Poland, Hungary, and a few other 
countries have all recently experienced the emergence of nationalist, xen-
ophobic, anti-​immigrant political parties and movements. Greece, for 
instance, witnessed the rise of the neo-​Nazi Golden Dawn Party on the far 
right. France has Marine Le Pen’s National Front—​a party that has mel-
lowed a bit since she took it over from her father, Jean-​Marie, but still one 
with xenophobic and occasionally racist tendencies. In the Netherlands, 
Geert Wilders’s Party for Freedom, a Dutch nationalist and right-​wing pop-
ulist party founded in 2006, became the fifth-​largest party in the House 
of Representatives that year, moved up to be the second largest in 2017, 
and came in third in the 2014 European Parliament election. In Austria, 
Norbert Hofer, a gun-​toting, anti-​immigrant leader of the right-​wing 
nationalist Freedom Party, just barely lost a runoff election in 2016 for the 
presidency. The margin of victory for his opponent was razor thin—​a mere 
31,000 votes out of 4.6 million votes cast. Switzerland’s nationalist People’s 
Party, led by Christian Blocher and opposing immigrant rights of various 
sorts, won two of the seven seats on the Swiss Federal Council. The Danish 
People’s Party has also campaigned with considerable success on an anti-​
immigration platform calling for tougher border controls, further restric-
tions on immigration, and limited social benefits for immigrants. Since 
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2000, the People’s Party has been a crucial supporter of several Danish coa-
lition governments. And in Germany, the nationalist anti-​immigrant and 
anti-​Europe Alternative for Germany (Af D) won a surprising 13 percent 
of the vote in elections in October 2017. With policy positions resembling 
Le Pen’s National Front, the Af D entered Parliament for the first time ever 
as the third largest party in the legislature, next only to Angela Merkel’s 
Christian Democratic Union and the Social Democratic Party.

Unlike the Af D, which was founded in 2013, some of these parties have 
been around for a while, like the Danish People’s Party, which was born in 
1995 as a spinoff of the Progress Party founded in 1973. France’s National 
Front was founded in 1972. The longevity of these parties stems from the fact 
that European countries have multiparty proportional systems of represen-
tation where political parties can win seats in the legislature by securing only 
a small fraction of the vote. In the United States, it’s a winner-​take-​all game. 
Typically, if your party doesn’t get a clear majority of the vote, it wins nothing. 
This is one reason populist parties of the past in America have been so short 
lived. But another reason for the longevity of European populist parties is that 
many of them support generous welfare programs—​if immigrants and asy-
lum seekers aren’t allowed to freeload off them. This distinguishes European 
populism from Trump’s version. Examples include the Danish People’s 
Party, the Norwegian Progress Party, France’s National Front, and Austria’s 
Freedom Party, which was once neoliberal in orientation but since the early 
1990s much less so. In fact, some European populist parties emerged in the 
first place thanks in part to the demise of the Soviet Union and in turn the 
weakening of the Communist and Socialist Parties in their own countries, 
which created political openings for new left-​wing parties—​including nation-
alist and populist ones—​to represent the working class.19

There is, however, one additional and very big difference between the 
European and American situations when it comes to issues of globalization 
and populism: sovereignty, the capacity for countries to govern themselves. 
In Europe, antiglobalization populism is very much a reaction against 
the European Union and the European Monetary Union, often called 
Euroscepticism. The concern is that Europeanization threatens national 
sovereignty. EU members relinquish much control over the movement of 
people, goods, services, and capital across borders from their national cap-
itals to the European Union in Brussels. For instance, the anti-​immigration 
movement in Europe is tied to the broader issue of Europeanization 
because rising immigration stems to a significant degree from EU rules 
permitting the free movement of people among member countries. This is 
one reason the recent Syrian refugee crisis has wrought such political havoc 
in Europe—​once accepted into the European Union, refugees can move 
around more or less as they wish.
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But there are also plenty of other examples of how sovereignty, popu-
lism, and Euroscepticism are intertwined. Greece’s left-​leaning populist 
Syriza Party came to power in 2015 due to concerns about sovereignty 
and its membership in the European Monetary Union. Greece had been 
hammered by austerity policies forced down its throat by the Troika—​
the European Central Bank, European Commission, and International 
Monetary Fund (IMF)—​when Greece ran into serious debt and deficit 
problems after the 2008 financial crisis. Greeks were incensed that mem-
bership in the Eurozone had led to this.20 Similarly, in Spain, the leftist 
Podemos Party railed against European-​imposed austerity policies that 
drove unemployment rates above 20 percent by 2015. In both countries, 
there was talk of leaving the Eurozone and going it alone. The United States 
faces nothing like this in terms of having its sovereignty compromised. 
As sociologist Patrick Le Galès has argued, “Election after election, those 
[populist] parties are gaining ground at the local, regional, EU and national 
level by attacking immigration, the EU and singing the praise of sovereign 
nations.”21

Britain’s decision to leave the European Union, known as Brexit, in a 
national referendum held in June 2016 illustrates Le Galès’s point especially 
well. Slightly more than 51 percent of voters opted to leave the European 
Union, while 48 percent wanted to remain. The UK Independence Party 
(UKIP), a right-​wing populist party founded in 1993 and headed eventu-
ally by Nigel Farage, led the “Leave” campaign stressing an anti-​immigrant 
platform. The UKIP was a reformed version of the Anti-​Federalist League, 
established in 1991 shortly after the Maastricht Treaty paved the way for 
Europe’s adoption of the euro as its common currency. Britain, of course, 
chose not to enter the Eurozone. Nevertheless, the Brexit vote turned 
largely on issues of ethic nationalism, economic protectionism, and sover-
eignty more generally. Many in favor of Brexit wondered why they should 
obey laws they didn’t make or politicians they didn’t elect. Prime Minister 
Theresa May captured much of this sentiment in her disparaging remark 
about EU membership when she said, “If you believe you are a citizen of the 
world, you are a citizen of nowhere.”

Sovereignty was not an issue in the Trump campaign, but there were still 
similarities with Brexit. Both Brexit and Trump supporters were prone to 
xenophobic and economic nationalism, disdain for conventional political 
elites, and distrust of traditional forms of professional political expertise. 
Moreover, supporters of both campaigns often hailed from either semirural 
areas or those in industrial decline, feared for their kids’ futures, and wor-
ried about the loss of national cultural traditions.22 Furthermore, people 
supporting the Leave position tended to be less educated, older, retired, 
Christian, and either manual workers or unemployed, much like many of 
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Trump’s supporters. This profile resembles many Eurosceptics in other 
countries too.23 Like Trump’s supporters, those backing the Leave campaign 
were also likely to see multiculturalism, feminism, the green movement, 
globalization, and, as noted, immigration as forces for ill. Indeed, Brexit 
seems to have unleashed particularly nasty racist sentiment in Britain judg-
ing from the rise in hate crimes following the vote.24 As in the United States, 
much of this is also associated with the decline of unions, which goes hand 
in hand with the loss of good manufacturing jobs and the collapse of large-​
scale factory employment. Today only about 15 percent of private sector 
workers in Britain belong to a union. The demise of coal mining is another 
similarity between the two countries insofar as displaced miners supported 
Brexit and Trump.25 So is rising economic inequality, driven in part by the 
forces of globalization, as well as neoliberal cuts in welfare expenditures, 
which added fuel to the Leave and Trump campaigns.26

Anti-​intellectualism also played an important role in the Brexit referen-
dum. The intellectual elite failed to make themselves heard above the can-
tankerous noise of both the Leave and Remain sides in the campaign. The 
result was that the public was vulnerable to lots of misinformation and lies 
about the need for and possible consequences of either leaving or staying in 
the European Union. As we have seen, disdain for intellectuals and the rise 
of alternative facts were hallmarks of the Trump campaign too.27

The possibility for Britain to leave the European Union emerged in the 
first place when Prime Minister David Cameron called for the referendum. 
His plan was to use it to constrain the right wing of his Conservative Party 
and stem the rising UKIP tide. His bet that the referendum would be voted 
down and the UKIP would fade away failed in spectacular fashion and he 
resigned soon thereafter in ignominious defeat. Here too there are similari-
ties between Britain and the United States. After all, whereas Cameron tried 
to appease the Far Right, Trump appealed to the Tea Party and the rest of 
the so-​called alt-​Right in America. Moreover, dog whistle politics were on 
display in Britain just as they had been historically in the United States. The 
UKIP created an infamous poster depicting immigrants on the march—​a 
condensed visualization of anti-​immigrant nationalism that had been a polit-
ical issue for years in Britain. The issue was receiving heightened attention 
because of rising immigration whereby many British workers were having 
to compete with workers from poorer EU countries at the deteriorating bot-
tom of the labor market. The Leave campaign also frequently referred to an 
imaginary Polish plumber who slipped into Britain, sapped the welfare state, 
and deprived British plumbers of work by getting paid under the table—​a 
framing tactic reminiscent of US politicians’ references to the fictitious wel-
fare queen who created problems for the working class. So, as in America, 
economic and demographic trends mixed with issues of race and ethnicity 
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to create a toxic populist brew that grew worse following the 2008 financial 
crisis. Brexit may have been a political accident, but it was an accident wait-
ing to happen—​much like Trump’s rise to power in America was the result 
of the long-​developing trends that he happened to exploit.28

That much of what is happening in Europe stems from the tension 
between pro-​ and antiglobalization sentiments with an emphasis on sov-
ereignty and the European Union was also evident in the 2017 national 
elections in France. The National Front’s Marine Le Pen finished second 
in the first round of voting with a little over 21 percent of the vote in a field 
of eleven, forcing a second-​round runoff election. Her speeches were filled 
with rhetoric about the need to regain France’s sovereignty. She wanted to 
impose protectionist trade barriers; cut immigration from sixty-​five thou-
sand to ten thousand per year; tax firms that hire foreigners; and hold a 
referendum on withdrawal from the European Union, just like the British 
did. She said she would close mosques suspected of radicalism and deport 
foreigners suspected of jihadist connections. Le Pen was also a great 
admirer of Vladimir Putin, much like Trump, and wanted to strengthen 
ties between France and Russia. She regularly derided the first-​round win-
ner and her opponent in the second round, Emmanuel Macron, who won 
24 percent of the first-​round vote. Le Pen portrayed him as the candidate 
of the banks operating against the interests of the French people—​rhetoric 
eerily reminiscent of American populism in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, not to mention in Sanders’s recent anti–​Wall Street 
crusade. Indeed, Le Pen’s campaign slogan, “In the Name of the People,” 
was pure populism. Macron, a pro-​EU investment banker, had come out of 
nowhere as a political novice when the leading candidate, François Fillon, 
was brought down by a corruption scandal.29 In fact, neither the traditional 
left-​wing nor right-​wing parties, the Socialists and Republicans, made the 
second round of voting. This was the first time this had happened since the 
founding of the Fifth Republic in 1958. Macron had formed his own eclec-
tic party blending traditional left and right policy positions.

According to Bruno Cautrès, a political analyst, the fact that both Le 
Pen and Macron were from outside the traditional left–​right party struc-
ture meant that “France is going through deep political tensions: clashes 
over the global economy, the integration of France into the global econ-
omy and into Europe.” Globalization with the EU focus has now become a 
second dimension of French politics cross-​cutting the old left–​right axis.30 
According to both Le Pen and Macron, what matters in French politics 
these days is not whether you are on the left or right, but whether you are a 
nationalist or globalist.31

Ultimately, Le Pen lost to Macron in the second round by a formida-
ble two-​to-​one margin. But she still won 34 percent of the vote, suggesting 
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that the people’s xenophobic and Eurosceptic concerns are not going away 
anytime soon. This is reinforced by the fact that since 2005, the number 
of votes the National Front has won has been rising in regional, legislative, 
presidential, and European elections.32

As in the Trump and Brexit cases, Le Pen’s strong showing also reflected 
tough underlying economic realities, as well as racial and other social ten-
sions between those for and against globalization. Unemployment in France 
had been above 10 percent since 2012, and twice that for young people. 
Economic growth was slow, which meant that tax revenue was not sufficient 
to pay for all the public services to which voters were accustomed. In the first 
round, she won the traditionally conservative southern strongholds, as well 
as much of the French rustbelt in the north and east. She also did well among 
voters in the rural and semirural areas that had lost jobs, shops, and services, 
and among less educated voters. Anti-​immigrant, racial, and religious ten-
sions, already running high in France, which has the second largest Muslim 
population in Europe, were exacerbated by recent jihadist attacks in Paris 
and Nice and gave her further political ammunition for attacking her oppo-
nents and blasting the European Union. By some accounts, anti-​EU senti-
ment in the run-​up to the French election was even stronger than it was in 
Britain prior to their referendum. Moreover, her performance was so strong 
that, according to an analysis by The Economist, if France had a winner-​take-​
all Electoral College like America’s, she would have won the presidency.33

In France and Britain, the events just described threw conventional pol-
itics into chaos. Traditional parties on the left and right are scrambling to 
make sense of what happened and, in some cases, overhaul themselves to 
restore their competitive edge. As I suggested previously, something simi-
lar is happening to the Republican and Democratic Parties in the United 
States. I am confident that the new globalization dimension in American 
politics is here to stay. It took a while to emerge compared to the European 
variant, which has been around in one form or another for decades. This 
is because ever since World War II, the European economies have been 
more open and exposed to globalization than the US economy. But the 
American economy has become more open and exposed since the 1970s. 
So, if Europe is any indication, we can expect similar longevity for this new 
form of politics in America.

The similarities between Europe and the United States underscore a 
core part of my argument about the rise of Donald Trump. Just as Trump’s 
victory cannot be boiled down to his talent as a pitchman, the populist 
antiglobalization insurgencies in Europe were not fundamentally the result 
of charismatic politicians. Instead, long-​developing trends set the stage for 
these leaders to work their political magic. Neither Trump nor his European 
counterparts could have succeeded otherwise.
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THE QUESTION OF AMERICAN HEGEMONY

A big part of my argument has been that Trump benefited from a tipping 
point in American politics. Now that he is in office, we may face another 
one. As I mentioned briefly at the beginning of chapter 1, one reason his 
victory is so important is that it might undermine American hegemony.

In fact, even before Trump’s election, several things—​including some of 
those discussed in previous chapters—​had been pushing the United States 
toward a tipping point beyond which its hegemony could be permanently 
compromised. One is increasing global competition from Western Europe 
and Japan during the 1970s and 1980s, and since then from a host of other 
countries, notably the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South 
Africa). Although still strong, America is no longer quite the overwhelm-
ing economic powerhouse in world markets it was during the Golden Age.

Another factor driving US hegemony toward a tipping point is America’s 
ballooning national debt, which increased since the 1980s from 30  per-
cent to about 100  percent of gross domestic product (GDP). But it isn’t 
just debt per se that matters. At least as important are the political fights 
over raising the debt ceiling—​fights that have been fueled by rising polar-
ization and partisanship in Washington. As we have seen, this has already 
resulted in a downgrading of America’s credit rating.34 These things have 
started to undermine the dollar’s preeminence as the world’s reserve cur-
rency, one of the cornerstones of US economic and political hegemony.35 
If this continues, it could become more expensive for the United States to 
borrow. It could also erode America’s influence abroad. Indeed, some coun-
tries have already made agreements to move away from using the dollar in 
international trade. In 2011, China and Japan agreed to direct currency con-
vertibility, where their firms would no longer have to use the dollar as the 
medium of exchange when they did business with each other. That same 
year the BRICS announced an agreement where they would no longer 
require that members use dollars to facilitate trade within the group; they 
could use their own currencies instead. China and Russia have also forged 
a bilateral agreement permitting the use of their own currencies when trad-
ing with each other. Finally, the IMF added the Australian and Canadian 
dollars to its list of the world’s safest currencies, which in addition to the 
US dollar already included the euro, British pound, Japanese yen, and Swiss 
franc. The idea was to guard against volatility in international markets that 
economic problems in the United States might trigger.36

US ideological hegemony has also been shaken. The 2008 world finan-
cial crisis stemmed in large part from neoliberal deregulation in American 
financial markets. Until the crisis, neoliberalism had become accepted to 
varying degrees in many countries as the appropriate approach for managing 
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national economies. In the same vein, free trade agreements like NAFTA, 
the European Union, Mercosur in South America, and others were based 
on this doctrine. Few questioned any of this. But the financial crisis cast 
a shadow over neoliberalism, at least for a while, and led to tougher reg-
ulations governing banking and the financial services industries in many 
countries. It also led to tougher international regulatory norms—​the Basel 
Accords—​that specified, for example, how much capital banks should keep 
on hand to hedge against risk.

There are signs that American hegemony has been slipping in other 
areas too. America’s ill-​fated invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan, justified 
by faulty intelligence and the Bush administration’s misrepresentation of 
facts to the international community, undermined US political legitimacy 
as a world power. The Obama administration did a lot to restore that legiti-
macy. Nevertheless, the United States has been at war in the Middle East for 
nearly fifteen years without accomplishing its nation-​building goals, defeat-
ing the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS), or bringing peace and stability 
to the region. The fact that the United States remains bogged down in that 
quagmire casts doubt on how effective American military might really is.

I am not suggesting that economic globalization, rising debt, continued 
political polarization, the weakening status of the dollar, the financial crisis, 
or prolonged fighting in the Middle East will inevitably destroy US hegem-
ony. The sky is not falling. The US economy is still the biggest in terms 
of GDP and the most innovative in the world. The dollar is still strong. 
America continues to be a powerful player in international politics. And US 
military power remains unsurpassed.37 However, it looks like the United 
States has been gravitating toward a tipping point where its hegemony can 
no longer be taken for granted.

Whether the Trump administration can maintain the country’s hegem-
ony is anyone’s guess. It is not off to a good start. First, even before taking 
office, Trump stunned the Mexican government by promising not only that 
he would build a wall along the southern border to keep Mexicans from 
sneaking illegally into the United States but also that the Mexicans would 
pay for it. They were furious. Once elected, he quickly managed to say and 
do things that also alienated the Chinese, Russians, Australians, British, 
Germans, and Canadians, among others. He also inflamed tensions with 
North Korea by belittling its leader, Kim Jong Un, calling him “rocket man,” 
and by threatening that if the North Korean government did not abandon 
its quest for nuclear weapons, the United States would unleash the full “fire 
and fury” of its military and “totally destroy” that rogue nation—​threats 
that North Korea branded as tantamount to a declaration of war. Many 
observers took Trump’s remarks to be a serious breach of diplomatic pro-
tocol and a sign that the United States was no longer acting rationally as 
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a world leader. This does little to bolster America’s hegemonic position in 
the world.

Second, Trump’s promise to renegotiate NAFTA has upset its trading 
partners. So has its threat to deal with European countries not as an EU bloc 
but on an individual bilateral basis in matters of trade. None of this bodes 
well for the international free trade regime or America’s leading role in it. 
Nor does the administration’s threat to impose stiff import tariffs on its trad-
ing partners, such as China and Mexico, who do not in Trump’s terms “deal 
fairly” with the United States. Indeed, the possibility that behavior like this 
could trigger a tit-​for-​tat trade war is all too reminiscent of the early part of 
the twentieth century where protectionism led to economic, political, and 
military disaster for much of the world. Christopher Hemmer and Peter 
Katzenstein, two highly regarded political scientists, have argued that effec-
tive multilateralism, and I would add bilateralism, requires respect for the 
identities of the partners involved.38 In other words, racism and prejudice 
can undermine it. However, we saw plenty of both from the Trump campaign 
and even some from the White House since he took office. Despite Trump’s 
frequent claims to be a fabulous dealmaker, this does not look promising for 
America’s continued leadership on the world stage or its hegemony. This is 
especially true when it comes to “soft power,” the ability to influence other 
governments and international organizations with persuasion, and leading 
by example rather than intimidation. As Jonathan Kirshner, an international 
relations expert, observes, “a little statesmanship and political functional-
ity might go a long way.”39 So far, given Trump’s knack for insulting foreign 
leaders, not to mention the level of polarization and gridlock in Washington, 
the Trump administration has demonstrated neither. The fact that he wants 
to cut funding and staff at the State Department is another indication that 
American soft power may be in jeopardy.40

Third, one cornerstone of Trump’s campaign was the promise of deep 
supply-​side tax cuts. Within months of taking office, he announced plans for 
an enormous reduction in the corporate income tax rate from 35 percent to 
15 percent with promises that it would generate so much economic growth 
and additional revenue that it would not increase the size of the deficit. As 
noted, prominent economists on the left and right immediately warned 
that the growth rates he predicted were sheer fantasy and that implementa-
tion of his plan would add trillions of dollars to the national debt over the 
next decade.41 If this happens, it will be not only another blow to America’s 
economic hegemony but also another example of neoliberalism gone awry 
and, therefore, a blow to American ideological hegemony too.

Fourth, Trump’s trip to Europe in May 2017—​his first as president—​
hurt US political hegemony. At a NATO summit in Brussels and then a G-​7 
meeting in Italy, Trump alienated America’s European allies in several ways. 
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One was lecturing NATO members on the need for them to meet their for-
mal financial commitments to the alliance. Another was his refusal to pub-
licly endorse NATO’s Article 5, in which members agreed to come to each 
other’s defense if attacked. The Trump administration’s position on NATO 
is worrisome. If the United States pulls back on its commitment to the alli-
ance, particularly in the face of Russia’s incursion into the Crimea and esca-
lating saber rattling elsewhere, it will forfeit much goodwill and leadership 
both politically and militarily on the European continent. America is, after 
all, the primary source of finance and military muscle for NATO. American 
isolationism could also embolden countries like Russia, North Korea, and 
Iran if they perceive that the United States is abdicating its role as the world’s 
foremost policeman. Another point of alienation on his European trip was 
Trump’s repeated warnings that the European Union needs to deal more 
fairly with the United States in trade. And a final point was Trump’s refusal 
to endorse the Paris agreement on climate change, which included a pledge 
by the United States to limit greenhouse gas emissions—​an agreement to 
which 195 countries had pledged their support. Once back at the White 
House, Trump formally announced that the United States would withdraw 
from that agreement. Considering all this, Germany’s Chancellor Angela 
Merkel acknowledged the shift in US policy, intimating that it was the end 
of an era when the United States could be counted on for world leader-
ship. As she put it, “I can only say that we Europeans must really take our 
fate into our own hands.” The Trump administration denied it was stepping 
back from its leadership role, but a former US envoy to NATO disagreed, 
explaining:

The president’s failure to endorse Article 5 in a speech at NATO headquarters, his con-
tinued lambasting of Germany and other allies on trade, his apparent decision to walk 
away from the Paris climate agreement—​all suggest that the United States is less inter-
ested in leading globally than has been the case for the last 70 years.42

This impression was borne out two months later by the United States’ 
somewhat aloof behavior at a meeting of the G-​20 countries.43

Trump’s presidency is still only about six months old as I finish writing 
this book. But given what we have seen so far from the administration, US 
hegemony appears to be on shakier ground than it has been in a long time.

BAMBOOZLED OR NOT?

With all the talk of how prevalent alternative facts and fake news are now-
adays, and how much of an impact they may have had on the election, one 
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question still hangs in the air over everything I have argued. Were Trump’s 
supporters bamboozled or not? That is, did they vote for him because they 
were suckered into believing the falsehoods, distortions, and fabrications 
that he uttered during the campaign? That’s what Bernie Sanders suggested 
in Montpelier when he showed up at the women’s march after Trump’s 
inauguration. Or did people vote for him because they were hurting so 
much economically and so fed up with the political status quo that even 
though they saw through the deceit, they simply wanted an outsider prom-
ising fundamental change?

The answer is certainly both—​some were duped while others were 
clear-​eyed and placed their bets pragmatically. That’s often the way of pol-
itics regardless of who wins the election. The Tea Party provides a clear 
window into this. On the one hand, we know, thanks to careful research 
by sociologists Theda Skocpol and Vanessa Williamson, that members of 
the Tea Party are often ill informed about specific policy issues that they 
care about, including the Affordable Care Act that they despise.44 Many 
of them believed, for instance, that there would be “death panels” as Sarah 
Palin claimed incorrectly. This suggests that many people probably voted 
for Trump because they believed his erroneous statements. On the other 
hand, we also know that Tea Party activists were initially opposed to Trump 
because they didn’t think he was a real conservative. In their view, he was 
a RINO—​Republican in Name Only. But they eventually supported 
him once he won the Republican nomination because they hated Hillary 
Clinton, viewed the Democratic Party as a wedge for creeping socialism, 
and were disenchanted with the Republican establishment.45 This implies 
that many people voted for him even though they may not have believed 
everything he said because he was a political renegade and because his elec-
tion might provide them with an inroad to government that could prove 
useful later. There is evidence, for example, that activists opposed to immi-
gration supported Trump hoping that his election would provide such 
inroads and were pleased initially at how many high-​level government posi-
tions he filled with people who shared their views, such as Attorney General 
Jeff Sessions and several of Sessions’s former Senate staff members.46

Regardless of whether people voted for Trump out of ignorance, desper-
ation, pragmatism, wishful thinking, or something else, one thing is certain. 
He did not end up in the White House simply because he ran a better cam-
paign than Clinton or caught a few breaks as the campaign unfolded. Nor 
did he win simply because he was Donald Trump. There was a lot more to 
it than that. Trump was the lucky beneficiary of sweeping trends and rising 
discontent decades in the making in American society. Until that discon-
tent subsides, we will continue to experience plenty of political turbulence 
upon which Trump and others like him can capitalize.



APPENDIX

Polarization and the Rightward Drift

There are several views on how and why polarization in America has shifted 
since World War II. Insofar as the public is concerned, a few people argue 
that there has not been much polarization at all.1 Others disagree for var-
ious reasons. Some researchers maintain that conservatives moved farther 
to the right, while the liberals stayed more or less in the same place, so 
polarization increased.2 Other researchers say that polarization increased 
because both groups moved in opposite directions, although some believe 
that the conservatives moved farther than the liberals, while others believe 
that the liberals moved farther than the conservatives.3 What about the 
Republican and Democratic Parties—​that is, the elites? Some scholars find 
that both parties moved to the right, with the Democrats moving farthest, 
thereby reducing polarization.4 Some believe that they moved in opposite 
directions, increasing polarization.5 This debate has been going on for years 
and is still not yet settled.

My view is this. Both liberals and conservatives in the electorate and 
both parties moved to the right on key issues, but the conservatives and 
Republican Party moved farther than the liberals and Democratic Party, 
thus increasing polarization overall.6 Polarization was more pronounced 
between the two parties than within the public.

Much of the debate revolves around the quantitative analysis of pub-
lic opinion polling data, congressional roll-​call votes, and party platforms 
to determine how liberal or conservative voters and the Republican and 
Democratic Parties are; how they have changed both ideologically and with 
respect to specific issues; and how much party unity there is for and against 
various pieces of legislation. There is much to be said for this research, and 
on balance most researchers find that the two parties, if not always the pub-
lic, have become more polarized. But why the lack of consistency across 
studies?
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Sometimes it’s like comparing apples and oranges. For instance, one per-
son may examine trends in political party platforms, while another looks at 
roll-​call votes. Somebody might examine how voters describe their general 
ideological orientation, while somebody else might look at their views on 
specific policy issues. Making matters worse, James Campbell points out 
that there are many tricky methodological problems with these data and 
their analysis.7 I don’t want to get into all of them here, but I do want to 
raise two important points to defend my position, particularly insofar as the 
quantitative evidence is so mixed and points in several directions.

First, what constitutes “liberal” or “moderate” or “conservative” views 
is not static; these views have shifted to the right since the 1960s, at least 
on most economic issues, the main focus of this book, for reasons laid 
out in chapter 5.8 Put differently, neoliberalism tended to grip more and 
more people’s imaginations. Indeed, as James Campbell acknowledges, the 
meaning attributed to ideological labels and policy issues evolves over time 
and may be quite different in different historical contexts. He and others 
have noted, for example, that the median voter, which I presume would call 
him-​ or herself a “moderate” regardless of when he or she was surveyed, has 
shifted significantly to the right since the 1960s.9 On a more personal note, 
if given the choice of labeling myself a liberal, moderate, or conservative, 
my answer would be the same today as it was when I was in college in the 
early 1970s. I would describe myself as a liberal. But my opinions today, 
while still liberal, are more conservative than they were then. I suspect I am 
not alone. As noted in chapter 6, most people become more conservative 
as they get older. This would include that huge demographic bulge we call 
the baby boom generation, many of whom grew up in the 1960s like me but 
have mellowed a bit politically since then, and have become more materi-
alistic and self-​centered. Despite having a slight Democratic bias, they have 
grown more conservative in their voting habits, especially the white baby 
boomers.10 Furthermore, even today not all liberals (or conservatives) are 
the same. My brand of liberalism is more social democratic in European 
terms than fiscally conservative, which puts me to the left of many other 
self-​professed liberals in the Democratic Party. Indeed, most elections 
have races where there are a range of ideological positions on both the lib-
eral and conservative sides. Ohio Governor John Kasich, for example, was 
less conservative than many others seeking the Republican nomination in 
2016. Bernie Sanders was more liberal than Hillary Clinton that year in the 
Democratic primary.

Second, Democrats remain liberal on social issues but have become 
more conservative on fiscal and other economic issues since the mid-​
1970s. Consider the recent Democratic presidents. Lyndon Johnson had 
no qualms about running up deficits to pay for the Vietnam War. Compare 
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that liberalism to Jimmy Carter’s 1978 tax reform, a clear example of fiscal 
conservatism, or his moves to deregulate the airline industry and begin to 
deregulate trucking and telecommunications.11 Bill Clinton and his “New 
Democrat” disciples were also to the right of Johnson, and even more so 
compared to George McGovern. After all, Johnson’s Great Society initia-
tive expanded social welfare programs, while Clinton, another Democratic 
president, cut them back, all the while proclaiming that he was “ending wel-
fare as we know it.” Indeed, Clinton and other centrists in the Democratic 
Party emphasized personal responsibility more than their predecessors 
as they reinvented the party along the lines of Tony Blair’s New Labour 
Movement in Britain, which sought a “Third Way” between his party’s 
traditional social democratic view and the neoliberalism of Margaret 
Thatcher’s Conservative Party.12 The rightward shift in the Democratic 
Party is also clear from Clinton’s kowtowing to Wall Street interests in his 
pursuit of financial deregulation, including putting important parts of the 
financial services industry off limits to regulators, thereby helping to light 
the fuse that led to the financial crisis. Much of this was Clinton’s reaction to 
the Republicans’ big 1994 win recapturing the House with the promise of 
Newt Gingrich’s “Contract with America”—​an aggressive and starkly con-
servative ten-​point action plan.13 And Obama, a moderate to begin with, 
was pushed to the right by pressure from the Tea Party Movement.14

In Congress, Tip O’Neill, an old-​school New Deal liberal who served 
as Speaker of the House in the 1970s and 1980s, was more to the left than 
Nancy Pelosi, another Democrat who held the post in the 2000s. Once she 
became Speaker, a fellow congressman remarked, “There isn’t one shred of 
evidence that she’s veered off to the left with the Democratic caucus. In fact, 
some of us on the left wish she would tilt a little more our way from time 
to time.”15

There is additional evidence supporting my view that both Democrats 
and Republicans shifted to the right. Larry Bartels’s research shows that 
public opinion generally shifted to the right on Obama’s watch for two rea-
sons:  the recovery from the Great Recession was slower than most peo-
ple wanted, and they felt that the administration had gone too far and too 
fast in its initiatives.16 Insofar as the two parties are concerned, Stephanie 
Mudge has shown through an exhaustive analysis of political party plat-
forms between 1945 and 2004 that both the Republican and Democratic 
Parties shifted in neoliberal directions beginning in the 1970s, as did most 
center-​left and center-​right parties in other advanced capitalist countries.17 
Similarly, Edward Ashbee reports that the Democratic Party bought into 
neoliberal austerity much like the Republicans in terms of macroeconomic 
policy, even though Republican intransigence prevented much compro-
mise between the parties, especially during the Obama administration.18 
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Finally, evidence of a general rightward shift by the two parties is clear 
from the budget fights in Washington. The 2011 budget, for instance, pit-
ted House Republicans against the Democratic Obama administration but 
with each side offering its own plan for performing major surgery on federal 
spending—​both agreed that cuts were in order; the question was where 
and how deep to cut.19 In the end, the general rightward shift should not 
be surprising. Observers conclude that Reagan’s presidency and its shadow 
were so formidable “that all of his successors—​including Obama—​have 
been forced to conform more closely to Reagan’s general economic vision 
than Reagan ever had to himself.”20
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