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1

The Storm Is Here


“WHEN DO WE START WINNING?”

That was what a friend of Ashli Babbitt’s asked on Twitter the week before Congress met to certify the 2020 presidential election. Babbitt replied, “January 6, 2021.”

Babbitt was a thirty-five-year-old Air Force veteran who lived outside San Diego with her husband. She owned a struggling pool-supply company. She also was an ardent supporter of Donald Trump and his crusade to overturn the results of the 2020 election. On January 5 she had tweeted, “Nothing will stop us. They can try and try and try but the storm is here and it is descending upon DC in less than 24 hours … dark to light!”1 The next day, with a Trump flag tied around her neck, Babbitt joined a mob that breached the U.S. Capitol and interrupted the certification of the election.

Babbitt had traveled to Washington to attend a “Save America” rally that Trump and his allies organized for that morning. At the rally, multiple people spoke in violent terms about what needed to happen. Rep. Mo Brooks, a Republican from Alabama, said, “Today is the day American patriots start takin’ down names and kickin’ ass. Are you willing to do what it takes to fight for America?” One of Trump’s sons, Donald Jr., said that “red-blooded, patriotic Americans” should “fight for Trump.” Trump adviser Rudy Giuliani called for “trial by combat.” At noon, Trump himself spoke for an hour, declaring that he would “never concede” the election and telling supporters, “We fight like hell and if you don’t fight like hell, you’re not going to have a country anymore.” He called on supporters to go to the Capitol and “demand that Congress do the right thing.”2

Thousands of his supporters heeded Trump’s call. By 1:00 p.m., some breached the temporary fences on the Capitol grounds and clashed with Capitol Police officers. A little after 2:00 p.m., protesters broke a window and began to enter the Capitol. At 2:30, the Senate, including Vice President Mike Pence and several members of his family, was evacuated. Protesters, including a few who were armed or carried zip-tie restraints, soon occupied the Senate chamber. Approximately 800 eventually entered the Capitol. The protest had become a riot—or, as some would later say, an insurrection.

Babbitt was among a group that targeted the House chamber, where some members of Congress still remained, hiding under desks. The rioters attacked the glass doors that opened into the Speaker’s Lobby, a room just outside the chamber. One yelled “Fuck the blue!” at the officers standing there. The group hit the doors with their hands, flagpoles, and other objects.

When one door broke, Babbitt tried to climb through. Michael Byrd, a Capitol Police officer standing on the other side, shot her. Babbitt received medical attention on the scene from police and was transported to a local hospital, where she died of her injuries.3

Babbitt was the only rioter to be killed that day, but she was otherwise similar to the types of people who entered the Capitol. Most who were charged with a crime had no connection with far-right groups, militias, or white nationalist organizations, although such groups, including the Proud Boys and the Oathkeepers, were represented among the rioters. Court records showed that most of these people said they were only doing what Trump had told them to do: defend him and keep Biden from winning a “stolen” election. This was Babbitt’s goal, too.4

Trump welcomed their efforts. Indeed, he had long been willing to downplay, countenance, or even encourage violence on his behalf. In his first presidential campaign he praised supporters who assaulted protestors at his rallies, offering to pay their legal bills. In his second campaign, rather than disavowing the support of extremist groups, he encouraged them. In the presidential debate on September 29, 2020, he told the Proud Boys to “stand back and stand by.”

And so it was no surprise that Trump was “initially pleased” when his supporters stormed the Capitol, according to White House officials who later spoke with reporters. The violence was well underway before Trump finally tweeted, at 2:47 p.m., “Please support our Capitol Police and Law Enforcement. They are truly on the side of our Country. Stay peaceful!” Even then, one official said that Trump had not wanted to include “stay peaceful.”5

Members of Congress and White House aides implored Trump to speak out more forcefully. Trump sent a second tweet at 3:25, calling for people to “remain peaceful” and saying, “No violence!” But he refused to condemn the violence outright or tell his supporters to leave the Capitol. At 4:22 p.m. he published a video message in which he said that “we have to have peace” and told his supporters to “go home.” But he also said that “we love you, you’re very special” and repeated his false claim of election fraud. At 6:25 p.m., after the rioters had finally been cleared from the Capitol, Trump praised them again, tweeting, “These are the things and events that happen when a sacred landslide election victory is so unceremoniously & viciously stripped away from great patriots who have been badly & unfairly treated for so long.” He added, “Go home with love & in peace. Remember this day forever!”6

It was a jarring sentiment even at that point, and it would become more so when the full toll of that day was clear. Ashli Babbitt was dead; the Capitol building had been damaged extensively; and the Capitol Police had suffered devastating harm and loss—approximately 140 officers were injured by rioters, who beat them with baseball bats, flagpoles, and pipes. One officer, Brian Sicknick, died the following day of a stroke that was possibly linked to the injuries he had received when a rioter pepper-sprayed him. Four officers committed suicide in the months following the riot.7

Beyond the toll on people and property was the cost to American democracy itself. A hallmark of democracies is the peaceful transfer of power after an election. That did not happen. Another hallmark is the willingness of election losers to consent to the outcome, thereby upholding the legitimacy of the system even as they regroup and seek to win next time. That did not happen, either. Not only did Trump continue to insist that the election was stolen, but on the night of January 6 he was joined by eight Senate Republicans and 139 House Republicans, all of whom voted to object to the election results when Congress reconvened only hours after members were forced to flee for their lives.8

The 2020 election and the attack on the Capitol were the culmination of a long year of casualties and crisis in the United States. There was the COVID-19 pandemic, which took the lives of over 350,000 Americans in 2020 alone and put at least 14 million people out of work,9 and there were yet more deaths of African Americans at the hands of police officers, most notably the murder of George Floyd by Minneapolis police officer Derek Chauvin, on May 25, 2020, which led to massive protests. The Trump White House saw its own series of crises, culminating in Trump’s impeachment in early 2020 and then a second impeachment in early 2021 because of his actions—and then inaction—during the insurrection.

These extraordinary events seemed initially as if they might transcend the powerful partisanship that usually characterizes American politics. Perhaps Americans would come together to beat a deadly virus; as one Washington Post columnist noted in February 2020, “a global crisis … could unite the planet and encourage everyone to pull together.” Or perhaps they would be united by the gruesome spectacle of a police officer kneeling on the neck of a man for nine minutes. As one headline after Floyd’s murder put it: “Will This Be the Moment of Reckoning on Race That Lasts?” But anything like unity or a reckoning proved fleeting at best. Political leaders stoked partisan divisions with predictable, even violent, consequences. Thus, politics shaped how the central events of the election year played out as much, if not more, than these events shaped politics.10

In turn, this had important consequences for the presidential election. For an incumbent like Trump, the combination of impeachment, a pandemic, and a recession seemed like a recipe for a landslide defeat. It was not. In the national popular vote, Biden’s margin of victory was only about 2 points greater than Hillary Clinton’s in 2016. In the key battleground states, the margins were even closer than in 2016.

Of course, Trump still lost, and the attempts by his supporters and allies in Congress to overturn the election failed. Joseph R. Biden Jr. became the forty-sixth president of the United States. In his inaugural address, Biden expressed his own hopes of unifying the country, saying, “We can join forces, stop the shouting and lower the temperature. For without unity there is no peace, only bitterness and fury. No progress, only exhausting outrage. No nation, only a state of chaos. This is our historic moment of crisis and challenge, and unity is the path forward.”11

But how leaders responded to the events of 2020—and especially how Trump and his allies responded to the election and its aftermath—only exacerbated divisions that had been years in the making. Understanding those divisions helps explain why the election came to such a bitter end, and why this bitter end may only signal the beginning of a new democratic crisis in American politics.


A CALCIFIED POLITICS

That Americans are politically divided is obvious, but it is important to clarify what this means. Generalizations about a divided America do not tell us what issues are most divisive, when those divisions emerged, and whether we are deeply divided or merely closely divided. This makes it hard to say what has happened in American politics, what is causing it, and what it implies for the future. We seek to push beyond simple generalizations to identify the facts and trends that provide insight into the politics of the Trump presidency, the 2020 election, and the election’s aftermath.

Our argument centers on three elements. First, long-term tectonic shifts have pushed the parties apart while making the views within each party more uniform. This is the familiar trend toward gradually increasing partisan polarization. Second, shorter-term shocks, catalyzed especially by Trump, have sped up polarization on identity issues—those related to race, ethnicity, religion, and gender. And third, it is precisely these identity issues that voters in both parties care more about—exacerbating divisions even further and giving politicians every incentive to continue to play to them.

The upshot is a more calcified politics. As it does in the body, calcification produces hardening and rigidity: people are more firmly in place and harder to move away from their predispositions. Growing calcification is a logical consequence of growing polarization, but the concepts are not identical. Polarization means more distance between voters in opposing parties in terms of their values, ideas, and views on policy. Calcification means less willingness to defect from their party, such as by breaking with their party’s president or even voting for the opposite party. There is thus less chance for new and even dramatic events to change people’s choices at the ballot box. New events tend to be absorbed into an axis of conflict in which identity plays the central role. And this means smaller fluctuations from year to year in election outcomes.

But perhaps paradoxically, a more calcified politics does not produce the same winner year after year. This is because increasing partisan polarization has coincided with increasing partisan parity. In sheer numbers, Democrats and Republicans are more narrowly divided than they used to be, meaning that any movement in elections from one year to the next could change who governs the country. This combination of calcification and parity raises the stakes of politics—and makes them more explosive.


Tectonic Shifts in Partisan Attitudes

Over the long term, the Democratic and Republican parties have become more internally homogeneous and more different from each other in political ideology, certain demographic characteristics, and certain policy issues. They have increasingly unfavorable views of each other, too.

It is worth unpacking this trend. First, the “long term” refers to a period that is measured in decades. This means that certain partisan divisions were visible at least by the 2000s and in many cases by the 1990s or even 1980s. “Internally homogeneous” means that each party is more consistently on “one side” of an issue—that is, Democrats are more consistently liberal and Republicans more consistently conservative. “More distant” means that, on average, Democrats and Republicans have become more different from each other or farther apart on some underlying ideological dimension.

These changes are tectonic in the sense that they are slow-moving and, like the shifts of tectonic plates in the earth’s crust, accumulate to alter the landscape. These changes travel under different labels, such as “partisan sorting” or “partisan polarization,” but the upshot is the same: a growing alignment between people’s party identification and certain demographic attributes and political views.

For example, political science research and public opinion data shows that Democrats and Republicans increasingly diverge in their self-described political ideology. Between 1994 and 2020, the percentage of Democrats who called themselves liberal increased from 25 percent to 51 percent, and the percentage of Republicans who called themselves conservative increased from 58 percent to 75 percent—although substantial fractions of both parties still call themselves “moderates” (as of 2020, 35% of Democrats and 20% of Republicans).12

Moreover, Democrats and Republicans increasingly differ demographically, including by gender, race, and religiosity. For example, compared to earlier periods of time, men have become less likely, and women more likely, to identify with the Democratic Party. African Americans, Hispanic Americans, and Asian Americans have also become more likely to identify with the Democratic Party. And especially among white Americans, religiously observant people and evangelical Protestants (not mutually exclusive groups, to be sure) have become more likely to identify as Republican. The exact magnitude and timing of these trends differs; for instance, the shifts among African Americans were larger and occurred much earlier than shifts among Hispanic Americans.13

Democrats and Republicans increasingly diverge on many political issues, too. Between 1972 and 2016, for example, Democrats and Republicans came to take more distinctive positions on the role of government in the economy—visible in issues including the overall size of government, whether it should spend more or less on various policy areas, and whether it should play a larger role in regulating economic markets, such as by guaranteeing people jobs or providing health care or health insurance. Polarization on these issues has been driven primarily by growing conservatism in the Republican Party. The parties have also diverged on noneconomic issues. The most obvious one is abortion, with Democrats shifting to the left and Republicans to the right.14

These various and growing partisan differences are related, unsurprisingly. One’s self-described ideology and views on policy issues are not synonymous—not every person who identifies as “conservative” favors cuts to government spending, for example—but it makes sense that they both exhibit partisan polarization. Polarization by demography and ideology are also linked: the gender gap in party identification has grown because men and women have different views of certain policies, the parties have polarized around those same policies, and thus men and women now differ more in their partisan loyalties.15

But this pattern of polarization or sorting does not characterize everything. Catholicism used to be more strongly correlated with party when Catholics were a linchpin of the Democratic-leaning New Deal coalition. Now, Catholics are evenly split between the parties.16

Partisan polarization in the public has been led by polarization among politicians and activists. In the first half of the twentieth century, both political parties had an ideologically diverse mix of elected officials and interest group leaders. The Democratic Party had its northern liberals and its southern conservatives; the GOP had its Goldwater conservatives and its liberal Rockefeller Republicans. As time went on, conservative southern Democrats were replaced by Republicans. Ronald Reagan’s support of tax cuts and deregulation and opposition to abortion helped to position the GOP more firmly as a party of the right.

As leaders became more ideologically similar within each party, many rank-and-file partisans did too, especially people attentive enough to politics to know where leaders stood. However, because many people are not political junkies, party polarization among citizens has always been more modest than among political leaders. Many ordinary voters continue to have at least some views that are out of step with the reigning ideas in their party.17
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Figure 1.1.

A Growing Number of Americans Perceive Important Differences between the Parties.

Source: American National Election Studies conducted in presidential election years.


Nevertheless, partisan polarization is meaningful and, crucially, it is visible to Americans. When asked, “Do you think there are any important differences in what the Republicans and Democrats stand for?,” Americans increasingly say yes (figure 1.1). In 1952, only 50 percent did; by 1984 it was 62 percent, by 2004 it was 76 percent, and in 2020 it was 90 percent. These trends were apparent among men and women, different racial and ethnic groups, both Democrats and Republicans, and so on. In other words, the trend in perceptions of the parties is not due to changes in the demographic composition of the American public, such as its growing racial and ethnic diversity; it is more the result of changes in the parties themselves. As a result, the vast majority of Americans—as well as all kinds of Americans—now reject the old George Wallace quote that there is not a “dime’s worth of difference” between the two major parties.18

An increasing percentage of voters can place the two parties on the liberal-conservative spectrum with basic accuracy—meaning, they place the Democrats to the left of the Republicans. Moreover, voters tend to see an increasing distance between the parties on various issues, and especially to see the opposing party as more distant from their preferred party.19

As the parties have polarized and as people have perceived those differences, they have also come to feel differently about the two parties. Thus, partisan divides are not only about substantive political issues—more taxes or fewer taxes, say—but about whether the other party and those who support it are fundamentally good or bad.20 In a 2019 Pew Research Center survey, substantial fractions of Democrats and Republicans said that members of the other party are more closed-minded, unintelligent, immoral, or unpatriotic than other Americans. For example, 55 percent of Republicans said that Democrats were more immoral than other Americans, and 47 percent of Democrats said this of Republicans.

This dislike of the opposing party has become more prevalent over the past decades—a phenomenon known as “affective polarization” or “negative partisanship.”21 The trend only continued into 2020. In particular, when asked to evaluate the two parties on a 0–100 scale, where 100 indicates the most positive feelings, Americans increasingly rate the opposing party unfavorably—that is, below 50 (figure 1.2). Data from American National Election Study (ANES) surveys shows this trend since the question was introduced in 1978. Between 1978 and 2016, the average rating of the opposing party declined from 48 to 31, while the average rating of a person’s own party was largely stable. In online surveys conducted by the ANES since 2012—including in 2020, when the pandemic prevented face-to-face interviewing—unfavorable feelings were even more prevalent, in part because people appear to feel more comfortable expressing negative opinions when they are not being interviewed by another person.22 In 2012 the average rating of the opposing party among online respondents was 25; in 2020 it was 19. And because views of respondents’ own party rebounded, 2020 saw a record level of affective polarization.

[image: This device does not support SVG]
Figure 1.2.

Views of the Opposing Party Are Increasingly Unfavorable. The lines represent average ratings on a 0–100 scale among Democratic and Republicans (including those who lean toward a party). Source: American National Election Studies.


These trends in polarization are significant enough on their own. But they take on even greater significance in the minds of ordinary Americans, whose perceptions of the parties are often exaggerated and stereotyped. For example, Americans see the parties as farther apart on issues than they really are, as well as more demographically distinct from each other. Republicans think that almost half of Democrats are Black, about twice the real number. Democrats think that about 45 percent of Republicans are very wealthy, making $250,000 or more a year; the true number is more like 2 percent. Partisans also exaggerate the extent of affective polarization itself: they think the other party feels more prejudice against their own party than is really true. One reason for these rampant misperceptions seems to be that Americans’ mental picture of the political parties includes mainly party leaders, activists, and ideologues—that is, the type of partisans who are most likely to illustrate the pattern of polarization.23

These trends in polarization have important implications for elections. One is higher levels of partisanship in presidential approval and voting behavior. Most partisans approve of their own party’s president but disapprove of the opposing party’s president. Similarly, most partisans vote for their party’s candidates up and down the ballot. Presidential candidates typically win 90 percent or more of their party’s voters. And split-ticket voting—such as voting for the Republican presidential candidate and the Democratic congressional candidate—is in decline.24

A second, and related, implication is the weakening power of other factors that have traditionally affected evaluations of presidents and voting in presidential elections. Most important is the state of the national economy. In the past, incumbent presidents benefited from economic growth and suffered from economic downturns. But strong partisanship has weakened the relationship between the economy and presidential approval, in part because people are loath to give the opposing party’s president credit for a growing economy or to punish their own party’s president when the economy goes south. Similarly, a more polarized political environment may make presidential election outcomes less sensitive to changes in the economy because so many partisans are unwilling to support the opposing party’s candidate under any circumstances.25 In short, recent election outcomes seem to depend less on achieving shared goals, like peace and prosperity, and more on the clashing views increasingly visible in party politics.

A third implication is that there are smaller shifts in presidential election outcomes from year to year. If factors like the economy do not affect presidential approval or elections as much, and if partisan loyalty is strong, then one year’s election outcome is not likely to differ much from the previous outcome.26

But smaller shifts do not mean no shifts—and even small shifts can be consequential given partisan parity. In the 1952 ANES survey, 59 percent of Americans identified with or leaned toward the Democratic Party but only 36 percent identified with or leaned toward the Republican Party—a Democratic advantage of 23 points. But this advantage declined over the years, and by 2016 it was only 7 points (46% vs. 39%). This parity is visible not just at the national level but also in crucial battleground states; in 2016, the outcomes in Pennsylvania, Michigan, and Wisconsin were all decided by less than 1 percentage point. This increasing party parity matters all the more because American elections tend to use winner-take-all rules. A narrow win gets you four years in the White House or a House or Senate seat, but a narrow loss gets you nothing.27

It makes sense, then, that these long-term changes are crucial to explaining the dramatic events of 2020 and the violent aftermath of a narrowly decided election.



Sudden Shocks in Identity Politics

Over the short term—years, not decades—the Democratic and Republican parties have rapidly divided on issues related to identity, especially race, ethnicity, nationality, religion, and gender. Of course, some party divisions on these issues were apparent years ago. But recently there has been a sharp increase in the magnitude of these divisions. If the process of partisan sorting or polarization was tectonic, like the slow creep of the earth’s crust, the pace of partisan polarization on identity-inflected issues more resembles the shocks of an earthquake. These shocks stem directly from the identity, rhetoric, and decisions of political leaders and how the public has reacted to them. A central part of this story is Trump himself.

One example of an “identity shock” concerned immigration. Since 1965, Gallup has asked Americans, “In your view, should immigration be kept at its present level, increased, or decreased?” From 1965 to 1993, restrictive views became increasingly common, as more and more Americans wanted to decrease immigration (figure 1.3). Since the mid-1990s, restrictive views have receded overall, although there have been occasional spikes in the percent who favored decreasing immigration, such as after the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001.
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Figure 1.3.

Trends in Democratic and Republican Views of Immigration Levels. Source: Gallup polls.


More notable, though, is the pattern of partisan polarization. Early on, there was almost none. In the 1965 poll, which was conducted right before Congress passed the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965, the views held by Democrats and Republicans were almost identical. That matched the signals that party leaders were sending, as large bipartisan majorities in both the House and Senate voted for this bill. The 1977 poll and the 1986 poll likewise showed little division between parties. But in the mid-1990s, a partisan gap opened up—visible mostly in the larger percentage of Republicans who wanted to decrease immigration—though it disappeared within a few years. In a February 1999 poll, for example, roughly equal numbers of Democrats (7%) and Republicans (9%) wanted to increase immigration. Only beginning in the early 2000s was there any consistent partisan gap, with Democrats generally being more open to immigration than Republicans. For example, in a poll conducted in June 2016, 30 percent of Democrats wanted to increase immigration, compared to 11 percent of Republicans.

In the four years since that 2016 poll, however, there has been a sea change in Democratic attitudes. While Republican support for increasing immigration moved up only slightly, to 13 percent in 2020, the percentage of Democrats who wanted to increase immigration shot up from 30 percent in 2016 to 50 percent in 2020. This produced much more polarization in a very short time. The gap in Democratic and Republican support for increasing immigration was 2 points in 1999 and 19 points in 2016—a 17-point increase in polarization. Between 2016 and 2020, there was a 20-point increase (from 17 to 37). In other words, more polarization occurred in those four years then in the previous seventeen. That is what a sudden shock looks like.

The same pattern characterized attitudes on other immigration topics and identity-inflected issues: any longer-term partisan gap quickly became much larger. One set of survey questions that captured this gap focused on how Americans explain the disadvantages facing Black Americans and specifically whether they attribute those disadvantages more to Black Americans’ lack of effort or to structural forces like slavery or discrimination. For example, one question asks whether people agree or disagree that “Generations of slavery and discrimination have created conditions that make it difficult for Blacks to work their way out of the lower class.”28 Since the 1990s, white Democrats have been more likely than white Republicans to attribute racial inequality to structural forces. Thus, party differences on these questions are not brand new. Nevertheless, in surveys conducted in 2016 and after, there was a sharp increase among Democrats in their endorsement of structural explanations for racial inequality, but virtually no change among Republicans. Democrats also became more liberal on other questions related to civil rights for African Americans. And they became more favorable to Islam and Muslims.29

On other identity issues, recent partisan polarization has been more symmetrical, with both parties moving away from each other. For instance, Democrats have become more sympathetic to claims of sexual harassment while Republicans have become less so. For example, in 2008, 73 percent of Democrats disagreed with the statement “Women who complain about harassment cause more problems than they solve.” By 2018, that had increased to 82 percent. By contrast, the percentage of Republicans who disagreed dropped from 52 percent to 39 percent. There was also an increase in the percentage of Democrats who disagreed with the statement “When women demand equality these days they are actually seeking special favors” (from 71% to 78%). Republicans went in the opposite direction (from 49% to 39%).30

Meanwhile, on many other issues not as closely tied to racial, ethnic, and gender identities, partisan polarization over this period was more muted. In 2016, the two parties were 63 points apart on the question of whether the government should provide universal health care and in 2020 they were 71 points apart. Polarization increased even less on the question of whether abortion should be legal. In 2016, 51 percent of Democrats said abortion should be legal in all cases, compared to 9 percent of Republicans; in 2020 those fractions were nearly the same, 53 percent and 9 percent.31

What has brought about this partisan polarization specifically on identity-inflected issues? The chief explanation, as it was for the more general pattern of partisan polarization, has to do with the political leaders who provide cues for ordinary voters. Dating back to the 1930s, activists and leaders within the Democratic and Republican parties diverged on civil rights for African Americans. In the 1980s, activists and leaders within the parties diverged on immigration as well. In 1986, when Congress passed the Immigration Reform and Control Act—which, among other things, legalized undocumented immigrants who had arrived in the country before 1982—there was much more Republican opposition than there was when Congress passed the 1965 immigration bill. Even though Ronald Reagan supported and ultimately signed the bill, the majority of House Republicans opposed it. Although it took time, those differences among political elites were gradually reflected in public opinion, such as opinion on immigration in the 1990s and early 2000s.32

The more recent and rapid transformation began with the campaigns and presidency of Barack Obama. Obama’s status as the first African American president helped clarify the partisan politics of race in a new way, despite years of partisan debates about racialized issues ranging from affirmative action to welfare programs. Even though scholars found that Obama actually talked about race less than other recent Democratic presidents, his mere presence in the Oval Office changed how Americans perceived the parties’ positions on racial issues. They came to see larger differences between the Democratic and Republican parties and, in particular, to believe that the Democratic Party was more supportive of government action to help African Americans. Moreover, people’s racial attitudes became significant predictors of Americans’ attitudes toward almost anything connected to Obama. For example, racial attitudes were much more strongly associated with support for Obama’s health care reform proposal than the one Bill Clinton had proposed in 1993. Racial attitudes also predicted attitudes toward figures in his administration, such as Hillary Clinton, as well as Americans’ party identification and their votes in both the presidential and midterm elections during Obama’s tenure. During his tenure, police killings of African Americans and the resulting Movement for Black Lives also helped push the Democratic Party (and perhaps Obama himself) toward more liberal positions on racial issues.33

The rise of Donald Trump was even more consequential for polarization on identity-inflected issues. Trump put these issues at the center of his presidential campaign and talked about them in a more inflammatory way than most politicians. During his campaign he was condemned, including by fellow Republicans, when he called for a ban on Muslims traveling to the United States and a database of Muslims living in the country, when he declined to disavow the support of Ku Klux Klan grand wizard David Duke and other white nationalists, and when he said he would not get fair treatment in a lawsuit because the judge was of Mexican descent—a remark that House Speaker Paul Ryan said was “the textbook definition of a racist comment.”34 Trump’s casually sexist treatment of women emerged multiple times during the campaign, most infamously in the Access Hollywood tape in which Trump was recorded describing kissing women and grabbing their genitalia without their consent.

Hillary Clinton’s campaign made the contrast with Trump very clear. Her positions on racial issues were more explicit and liberal than Obama’s—one of her first speeches as a candidate discussed systemic racism—and she frequently criticized Trump for his treatment of women. As a result, voters came to see even larger differences between the parties on racial issues than they had under Obama. And Americans’ attitudes on issues like immigration, the treatment of Muslims, racial inequality, and sexual harassment were more strongly associated with voting for Trump in the primary and general elections than in other recent elections. In short, political cues, especially from Trump, helped make identity-inflected issues a more polarizing force.35

That only continued into Trump’s presidency. Indeed, the rapid shifts among Democrats, such as their increasingly positive views of immigration, were likely due to President Trump’s push for restrictions on immigration. As political science research has shown, people form political opinions not only by taking cues from their political allies but also by reacting against their political enemies.36 Democrats’ extraordinary animosity toward Trump meant that any Democrats with conservative positions on issues like immigration confronted the incongruity of opposing Trump but sharing, at least to some degree, his positions on identity-inflected issues. The easiest way for these Democrats to resolve this incongruity was to shift their positions away from Trump’s. Indeed, even before he became president, Trump’s push for a U.S.-Mexico border wall appeared to make it less popular among Democrats.37

This increasing alignment of partisan politics and identity politics has transformed the Democratic Party. For many years, Democratic politicians had to manage tensions within its coalition between African Americans and white Democrats with liberal views on racial issues on the one hand and a significant number of white Democrats with conservative views on the other. Politicians did this by maintaining support for civil rights but also sending racially conservative signals—for instance, presidential candidate Bill Clinton’s 1992 criticism of the rap artist and political activist Sister Souljah for her comments about white people, including a song in which she said, “If there are any good white people, I haven’t met them.” Even in 2012, a large number of white Obama voters expressed conservative views on identity-inflected issues, attributing racial inequality to African Americans’ lack of effort or opposing a path to citizenship for undocumented immigrants. But the defection of those voters to Trump in 2016, as well as the subsequent shifts in Democratic attitudes during Trump’s presidency, lessened the intraparty coalitional tension for Democrats. Democratic candidates could support immigration or express concern about the Black Americans killed by police officers with less fear of alienating many Democratic voters. This is not to say that Democrats speak with one voice or are uniformly progressive on identity-inflected issues. Nevertheless, the contemporary Democratic Party is much different than the one that Bill Clinton or even Barack Obama led.



Political Priorities

The third element of our argument centers on Americans’ political priorities. As early as 2019, Americans prioritized the same identity-inflected issues that have come to define our politics. Here, political priorities refer to the issues that people think are important. People have opinions on many issues, of course, but do not care equally about all of them. When an issue is important to people, they are more likely to take action on that issue, vote based on candidates’ positions on the issue, and so on. The importance attached to issues is relevant not just to individual voters but also to the shape of political conflict overall. If the most important issues are the ones Americans disagree on, then more conflict is likely to result. Politics gets angrier when people deeply care about their disagreements.38

To gauge Americans’ political attitudes and priorities throughout the 2020 campaign, we conducted one of the largest survey projects fielded during an election campaign. This project, called Nationscape, interviewed about 500,000 Americans between July 2019 and January 2021. We will draw on this project throughout the book—to map trends, compare opinions among groups of Americans, shed light on what factors affected choices at the ballot box, and ascertain political priorities.

It can be challenging to measure political priorities, however. Surveys routinely ask people to rate the importance of various issues, but it is not clear that this approach generates meaningful responses. People who rate an issue as more important, for example, do not appear to rely more on that issue when they choose between candidates.39

A better way to measure political priorities is what we might call a “show, don’t tell” strategy. Within Nationscape, we designed an experiment that allowed people to reveal, or show, which issues they care about rather than simply asking them to tell us.40 In this survey, we asked people whether they supported or opposed forty-four policies, such as instituting universal background checks for gun purchases, raising the minimum wage to $15 an hour, and providing a path to citizenship for undocumented immigrants. We also asked about some nonpolicy considerations, such as impeaching Trump and electing a woman or gay man to the White House. Then we randomly selected items from that list and presented respondents with two competing “packages” of between two and four policies. One package could have been instituting universal background checks, raising the minimum wage, and not providing a path to citizenship. The other package would have the opposite positions on those three issues. The packages sometimes had exclusively liberal or conservative positions and sometimes a mix (as in this example). The point is that respondents had to choose which package they preferred. Respondents saw ten sets of packages and had to make ten choices. (More information on the survey and the experiment appears in the appendix to this chapter.)

By examining these choices across respondents, we generate the “revealed importance” of each issue. Revealed importance captures how much more likely people are to choose a set of policies when the set includes that particular issue. The higher the importance, the higher the priority Americans attach to that issue.

So what issues do Americans care about? It is instructive to focus initially on the salient issues during the Trump presidency: whether to impeach Trump, immigration policy, taxes for both the middle and upper classes, the role of the government in health care, whether transgender people should be able to serve in the military, trade policy, and paid maternity leave. All of these reflect priorities for Trump and were the subject of debate between Trump and Democrats. Altogether, there were sixteen specific policies included in the Nationscape survey experiments that were relevant to these issues.

Figure 1.4 presents the revealed importance of these sixteen issues. Specifically, this figure shows the increase in the share of people who choose a package of issues when their position on a particular issue is included in the package. For example, the revealed importance of “impeaching Trump,” 0.35, means that when a set contained the respondents’ position on this issue (whether for or against impeaching Trump), 67.5 percent of people chose that set and 32.5 percent did not, for a difference of 35 percent.

The results from the 2019 surveys show that in the run-up to the election year, far and away the most important issue to Americans—Democrats and Republicans alike—was the impeachment of Trump (figure 1.4). Below impeachment were a number of policies related to immigration: whether to deport all undocumented immigrants, build the border wall with Mexico, separate children from undocumented parents at the border, and create a path to citizenship. Different policies for the government’s role in health insurance, all of which were debated in the Democratic primary, follow next. Everything else was less important, including tax policy and trade, despite the debates over the 2017 tax cuts passed by Republicans and the tariffs and other restrictions on trade enacted by the Trump administration.
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Figure 1.4.

Revealed Importance of Selected Salient Issues during the Trump Presidency. The graph displays estimates of revealed importance and 95% confidence intervals. Source: Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape surveys (July–December 2019).


Thus, Americans’ political priorities as of 2019 were focused on some of the most partisan and divisive issues of that time, and especially those with the additional emotional charge of identity politics. Indeed, the full results from the experiment—presented in the appendix to this chapter—show that these issues were as important as, if not more important than, radical policies that we included for comparison, including complete bans on abortion and guns. Of course, we do not know how long these issues have been important, since our experiments began only in 2019. But in the year and a half that the Nationscape survey was in the field, these priorities were remarkably stable. This suggests that these priorities are long standing and some may even have predated the Trump presidency.

One implication is that existing partisan divisions were magnified by how people defined their priorities. The types of policies where Democrats and Republicans might find some common ground were not as important as those where they strongly disagreed. When we compared the revealed importance of all forty-four issues to the partisan polarization in opinion on those issues, the relationship was positive: the farther apart Democrats and Republicans were, the more important the issue was to Americans overall.

A second implication, which we explore in later chapters, is that people whose issue positions aligned with their party’s ideology—Democrats who took a liberal position, Republicans who took a conservative position—tended to care more about those issues than did people whose positions were out of step with their party. This also helped lock in partisan divisions. If partisans who were out of step, such as the substantial number of Republicans who favored tax increases on the wealthy or raising the minimum wage, cared deeply about those issues, then there would have been more potential for cross-party coalitions or for an enterprising Democratic candidate to steal away those voters and weaken partisan loyalty. But instead, the issues that Democrats and Republicans cared about tended to keep them in the party’s fold—and intensify conflict between the parties.




A CALCIFIED 2020

It was far from obvious that the idea of “calcified politics” would ultimately apply to the 2020 presidential campaign. The events leading up to the election seemed like they could create big political changes. After Trump’s unexpected victory in 2016, his presidency brought continuous chaos and controversy, culminating in impeachment in early 2020. As Democrats stepped up to challenge him, the party faced a crowded primary field but no dominant front-runner. Then came a global pandemic and economic recession. In the midst of all that, a brutal murder led to historic protests for racial justice. To many, the election year was one of superlatives—“the worst,” “the craziest,” and so on.41

And yet these events did not create the expected political changes. People’s attitudes toward Trump shifted only slightly, the Democratic primary resolved quickly, and much of the impact of the racial justice protests on public opinion proved ephemeral. In key battleground states, the election was closer than in 2016. In short, the drama coincided with a great deal of political stasis. But at the same time, one big thing did change: the person who is the nation’s president.

Thus, a story about the 2020 election has to address two questions: why Trump lost, but also why the election was so close. The tectonic shifts in the two political parties, the identity shocks of the past decade, and Americans’ political priorities all help to answer those questions.

The story begins with the Trump presidency (chapter 2). When Trump took office there was speculation that he would not be a conventional Republican but instead an economic populist willing to embrace heterodox ideas like raising taxes on the wealthy or enacting new spending for the country’s infrastructure. But in fact, he governed mostly like a traditional conservative. He cut taxes, especially on the wealthy; he weakened and hollowed out the federal bureaucracy; and he proposed increases in defense spending but large cuts in other discretionary spending. In other words, Trump did not disrupt the ongoing tectonics of partisan polarization—instead, he reinforced them.

If President Trump seemed to cast aside the economic populism implicit in his campaign, he certainly embraced his campaign’s other focus: a hard-line agenda around identity. Trump moved quickly to limit travel from certain Muslim-majority countries, ramp up deportation of undocumented immigrants, and build a wall at the Mexican border. He pursued controversial measures like the separation of immigrant children from their families. When opportunities arose to pursue less restrictive policies—even popular ones like providing a pathway to citizenship for undocumented immigrants who were brought to the country as children—Trump sided with the hard-liners in his party and rejected those opportunities. Ultimately, Trump’s actions as president furthered what his campaign had already started to accomplish: coupling partisanship with views on identity-inflected issues.

Trump’s actions helped ensure that he remained a chronically unpopular president, which was an important impediment to his reelection (chapter 3). Even before his election, he was an unpopular person and candidate. His tenure in the White House did little to change that. Because he governed as a representative only of the GOP and especially its hard-line faction, he did little to increase his appeal beyond his party, which he was probably going to need, given his narrow victory in 2016. Of course, partisan polarization limits how popular any contemporary president can hope to be. But small and potentially consequential shifts in popularity are possible, and Trump was never able to lift his popularity even above the 50 percent mark.

But at the same time, Trump’s approval rating showed no major decline, despite his many scandals, incendiary remarks, and governing missteps. In fact, Trump’s approval was more stable than any other president’s in the age of opinion polling. Two reasons were partisan polarization and Republicans’ political priorities. Partisan polarization helped ensure that Republicans stuck by Trump’s side through the scandals and through impeachment—especially because Trump’s conventional conservatism satisfied most Republicans and because few Republicans wanted to do anything to help the Democratic Party. As Paul Ryan said when he called Trump’s remark about the Hispanic judge “racist” but then backed Trump over Hillary Clinton anyway, “I believe that we have more common ground on the policy issues of the day and we have more likelihood of getting our policies enacted with him than with her.”42

Republicans’ political priorities mattered, too. Not only did most Republicans oppose Trump’s impeachment and favor the linchpins of his identity agenda, but they also considered these issues to be top priorities. The smaller number of Republicans who opposed Trump’s agenda did not appear to care as deeply about the issues on which they disagreed with Trump. Trump did not necessarily make the party more conservative on immigration in the sense of shifting overall GOP opinion. But he was clearly more responsive to the party’s hard-liners, who cared most about the issue. The party’s more moderate voices were increasingly marginalized.

By the beginning of the election year, then, Trump was not in an ideal position for reelection. Despite a robust economy, his approval rating was lower than that of all the incumbent presidents who went on to reelection. But steadfast support within the GOP kept him from being a massive underdog.

A lot, then, turned on whom the Democrats would nominate to challenge him (chapter 4). With the largest field of candidates in any modern primary, no clear front-runner, and tensions between the party’s moderate and progressive wings, the scene was set for a protracted and ideologically polarizing battle. But this did not happen. Like Hillary Clinton before him, Biden showed that a multiracial coalition of supporters could help him withstand stumbles in the early caucus and primary states. The ideological battle mostly fizzled as many Democrats, including eventually Biden’s opponents, were willing to back Biden if it meant getting rid of Trump.

Again, partisan polarization and Democratic priorities helped the party achieve a quicker resolution to the primary than many anticipated. The growing ideological homogeneity within the party meant that there was actually a great deal of consensus on policies. Most Democratic primary voters took liberal positions on most issues, regardless of which candidate they supported. Moreover, Democrats’ political priorities reflected their deep dislike of Trump and their overwhelming opposition to his agenda and especially to his identity agenda. This made the party even more committed to defeating Trump.

As Biden sewed up the nomination, two things happened that seemed destined to reshape the election: the COVID-19 pandemic (chapter 5) as well as the murder of George Floyd by Minneapolis police officer Derek Chauvin and the national protests that resulted (chapter 6). Politically speaking, the pandemic was a potential risk to Trump’s reelection bid, but it also offered him an opportunity: to rally the country and work together to defeat a deadly virus. It was an opportunity he did not take. After a brief period in March 2020 during which he warned Americans of the pandemic’s seriousness and helped create truly bipartisan concern about the virus, he pivoted and began downplaying the virus, opposing countermeasures, and pushing to reopen businesses even as cases mounted. This ensured that the partisan polarization that characterized so many other issues came to characterize COVID-19 as well. It also meant that Trump, unlike many state governors and world leaders, did not see his approval rating increase. Moreover, his intended case for reelection—the country’s economy under his tenure—became much harder to make.

The consequences of Floyd’s murder for politics and public opinion followed a similar trajectory. Immediately after Floyd’s killing on May 25, 2020, there was a bipartisan consensus condemning Chauvin. This led to sharp shifts in public opinion: more favorable views of African Americans and the Black Lives Matter movement and less favorable views of the police. But two things changed. First, Floyd’s murder stayed in the news only as long as the national protests continued. By the end of July, the protests had dwindled and the news coverage with it. Second, Trump and his allies seized on the few instances of violence at the protests to change the subject and portray the protestors themselves as the threat. And so, as with COVID-19, the consensus disappeared and Democrats and Republicans moved farther apart once again. This only increased the ongoing alignment between partisan politics and identity politics.

That polarization continued into the fall campaign (chapter 7). While Biden’s message centered on the pandemic and country’s economic struggles, Trump sought to portray the country as on an upswing, one threatened by Biden and the “Radical Left.” Little altered the basic state of the horse race. Partisans solidly backed their party’s candidate throughout the fall. The usual campaign events, such as the candidate debates, did not shift Biden’s lead. Neither did the more dramatic events, such as the death of Supreme Court justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg, her replacement by Amy Coney Barrett, and Trump’s serious battle with COVID-19. But there was a widening gap between the candidates in another respect: money. Trump struggled to match Biden’s spending, which meant that Biden’s ads dominated the airwaves.

When the votes were finally counted, one thing was clear: calcified politics had produced a surprisingly close outcome, despite a surge in voter turnout (chapter 8). Party loyalty kept the election much closer than the Biden landslide that preelection polls suggested. Across counties and states, the 2020 results were strongly correlated with the 2016 results. To be sure, the small differences between the 2016 and 2020 results were enough to make Biden the winner, and Trump’s low approval rating was undoubtedly important here. But several things kept the election close. One was the unusual state of the economy. By Election Day, the worst of the recession had passed. Although the country’s employment numbers and economic output had not fully recovered, people’s incomes were up thanks to large stimulus checks from the federal government. The implications of the economy for the election were therefore ambiguous. Additionally, the outcome of the election did not appear much affected by local conditions that could have increased Biden’s lead, such as the size of his advertising advantage on television or the number of COVID-19 deaths in a county. Another factor was Trump’s support among conservatives of all stripes, including, to many observers’ surprise, conservative Latinos and African Americans.

To many, the closeness of Biden’s win stemmed from the racial justice protests. People blamed the fact that a small number of protests were accompanied by violence, or the fact that some progressives seized on George Floyd’s murder to push for “defunding” the police. But there is little clear evidence for this. If anything, it appears Biden did better in counties with protests, even ones at which there were injuries, arrests, or property damage. And views of the police and of the protests seemed more a consequence of partisanship than a cause of how people voted.

The election’s aftermath turned a contentious race into a full-blown crisis (chapter 9). Trump had long promised to challenge the outcome if he lost and he followed through, filing dozens of long-shot lawsuits that gained little traction in court. He unsuccessfully pressured state election officials to “find votes” for him and unsuccessfully pressured the Department of Justice to investigate what he claimed was massive election fraud. But if Trump was wrong in thinking these officials would back him, he was right in betting that rank-and-file Republicans would.

It appeared that GOP fealty to Trump might change after the riot. Trump’s approval rating among Republicans finally dropped and a larger number of congressional Republicans supported the second impeachment effort than had the first. But with time, sentiment in the party shifted. Ashli Babbitt became a martyr as Trump and his allies sought to rewrite the history of January 6. Republican support for prosecuting the rioters declined. Once again, a singular and tragic event—an attack on the U.S. Capitol—could not transcend partisan politics. Meanwhile, Republican leaders in the states enacted new obstacles to voting and rewrote laws to take power away from the kinds of local election officials who did not cave to Trump’s pressure after the election.

The GOP’s actions illustrate the incentive created by an era of calcified politics and partisan parity: find any way possible to bend the rules in your favor and target your opponents. When elections and even control of the government hinge on a few states or a few thousand votes, and you think the other party is not just wrong on policy but also immoral and unpatriotic, it becomes easier to justify doing whatever it takes to win, regardless of its democratic merit. Many partisans will countenance any measure targeted at the opposition, perhaps even violence. When the 2020 election came to its bitter end, Republicans chose this route rather than reckon with the party’s loss and rethink its direction.

But it did not have to be that way. Far more Republicans accepted Mitt Romney’s loss in 2012, and far more Democrats accepted Clinton’s in 2016. No one was told to “fight like hell” and then invaded the Capitol. Violence and democratic decay are not an inevitable consequence of calcified politics. The future depends on what political leaders do when the losses are especially bitter—and whether they will uphold democracy when the bitterness has no end in sight.
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The Fight



If you think they’re going to give you your country back without a fight, you are sadly mistaken.

—STEVE BANNON, WHITE HOUSE CHIEF STRATEGIST, 2017



IN DECEMBER 2016, Donald Trump finally got something he had wanted for a long time: he was named Time magazine’s Person of the Year. Trump had hung fake pictures of himself on a Time cover in his golf clubs for years and complained vociferously in 2015 when Time had named German chancellor Angela Merkel as Person of the Year instead of him.1

When he sat for an interview as part of the 2016 Time cover story, the reporter, Michael Scherer, read Trump what Scherer called “one of Obama’s oft-stated quotes about trying to appeal to the country’s better angels and to fight its tribal instincts.” Trump immediately stopped the interview, went to another room, and returned a minute later with that morning’s copy of the Long Island tabloid Newsday. On the front was an article with the headline “ ‘EXTREMELY VIOLENT’ GANG FACTION.” Trump said, “They come from Central America. They’re tougher than any people you’ve ever met. They’re killing and raping everybody out there. They’re illegal. And they are finished.” Scherer noted that Trump sounded like Philippines president Rodrigo Duterte, who had overseen the extrajudicial killing of thousands of alleged criminals. Trump responded, “Well, hey, look, this is bad stuff.… What are we supposed to do? Be nice about it?”2

This conversation, conducted before Trump took the oath of office, previewed the tone and approach he would use as president. Trump arrived in Washington, DC, after years of growing polarization, and his presidency would produce even more polarization. He had just spent months on the campaign trail making inflammatory statements about immigrants and other racial and ethnic minority groups, and then he oriented his presidency around exactly the same issues and rhetoric. “Tribal instincts” were his bread and butter.

Trump had an alternative course of action available to him. His campaign promises also included policies, such as infrastructure investment, that were popular with the broader electorate and had the potential to attract Democratic support. Indeed, these campaign promises had often alarmed mainstream Republicans and traditional conservatives precisely because they flouted party orthodoxy and made common cause with the opposition. But as president, Trump pushed policies that were popular mainly with his own party and, at times, only with the most conservative faction of his party. This was particularly true on immigration, where Trump’s hard-line policies earned him plaudits from Fox News personalities but opposition from most Americans. Trump ensured that the political trends we highlighted in chapter 1 would continue: the long-term tectonic polarization in American politics as well as the catalytic “identity shocks” created by his 2016 campaign.

Of course, presidents routinely pursue the priorities of their party rather than those of Americans generally.3 In this sense, presidents are often reliable partisans and even agents of polarization. Our argument is not that Trump was the first president to pursue policies more popular among his party than among Americans overall. We argue that Trump’s policy goals—as reflected in his executive actions and legislative agenda—were distinctively unpopular and distinctively polarizing compared to those of past presidents.

Moreover, Trump was distinctive in how much he eschewed even lip service to the idea that presidents should signal inclusiveness and seek to represent the country as a whole. Instead, Trump lashed out at anyone he perceived as insufficiently supportive. He attacked opponents with insults, false accusations, and tactics that led to a federal investigation and to his first of two impeachments. He responded to racially charged and even racist events with his own inflammatory language, even when a conciliatory gesture or a rote condemnation of bigotry would have been easy.

Trump’s ethos was summed up by his strategist Steve Bannon, speaking a month into his presidency at the Conservative Political Action Conference. Referring to liberals and the media, Bannon said, “If you think they’re going to give you your country back without a fight, you are sadly mistaken.”

For the first three years of Trump’s presidency, the fight was often the point.


“A GOVERNING PARTY”

Trump had ambitious plans for his first 100 days in office. In late October 2016, he outlined a broad legislative agenda, including the Middle Class Tax Relief and Simplification Act, the American Energy and Infrastructure Act, the Repeal and Replace Obamacare Act, and the End Illegal Immigration Act. His agenda combined long-standing GOP priorities with his signature focus on immigration and one issue, infrastructure, that had potential bipartisan appeal. With Republican majorities in both the House and Senate, Trump seemed poised to make progress on this agenda. Although unified government does not necessarily reduce gridlock, especially in an age of polarized parties, it at least gives presidents more influence on legislation.4

But Trump also confronted significant obstacles. The Republican majorities in Congress were narrow—typical of an era of partisan parity—which meant the party would have to stick together to pass legislation while simultaneously protecting vulnerable members in the upcoming midterm, when the president’s party usually loses seats. Moreover, the GOP was struggling with significant internal divisions. Operating in the opposition under Obama helped make those divisions less apparent at times. But as House Speaker Paul Ryan put it in March 2017, “We have to go from being an opposition party to a governing party.” Part of the challenge was that congressional Republicans’ agenda, which they called “A Better Way,” only partially overlapped with Trump’s. It included things like repealing Obamacare and tax cuts, but nothing about immigration or infrastructure.5

The obstacles confronting Trump went beyond uniting the GOP. Despite the growing polarization in Congress, most major legislation is still the product of bipartisanship; a bill like the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (aka Obamacare), which passed with no Republican votes, was the exception, not the rule.6 The fifty-two-seat Senate majority meant that Trump could lose only two Republican senators to pass a bill without Democratic support. And that would work only in the confines of the budget reconciliation process. The Senate’s sixty-vote filibuster threshold meant that Trump needed support from eight Democratic senators to pass other legislation, unless he could convince the Senate to end the filibuster rule.

Like many presidents before him, Trump had two strategic imperatives. The first was to focus on issues where Trump’s position was already popular with voters, which would then put pressure on lawmakers to support the president’s agenda. Most presidents have tried to do this. A study of over forty years of public appeals by presidents found they tended to focus on issues where the president’s position was already supported by a majority of Americans. The same has been true for executive actions; on average, presidents have taken unilateral steps when their goal was already popular.7

The second imperative for Trump was to win over members of Congress and executive branch officials. In a famous passage, the political scientist Richard Neustadt wrote that “the essence of a president’s persuasive task is to convince such men that what the White House wants of them is what they ought to do for their sake and on their authority.”8 The logic is straightforward: the president cannot simply command legislators to obey him. Trump would need to cultivate relationships with his allies and use the carrots and sticks at his disposal.

Trump largely ignored these imperatives, however. Instead, he focused on policies that were popular mainly among Republicans. At times, the unpopular agenda was Trump’s own doing, especially when it came to issues like immigration. At other times, Trump seemed willing to consider a more popular idea—such as allowing undocumented immigrants brought to the United States as children to live and work here without fear of deportation—but allowed himself to be steered away from it by die-hard conservatives within the Republican Party.

Trump’s policy agenda showed how an us-versus-them politics was not just his brand but also his mode of governance. As a result, he did not achieve very much legislatively, especially given the opportunity afforded by unified Republican government. What he did achieve was often unpopular. In fact, he could have ended up with an even less popular policy record if not for instances when Republicans in Congress ignored policies that Trump was pushing and, in essence, tried to save Trump from himself. This was a central irony of Trump’s presidency: the missteps that kept him from building a more popular record also kept him from building an even more unpopular one.


How Popular Was Trump’s Agenda?

A simple visualization shows public opinion about the policy choices Trump could have made relative to those he did make (figure 2.1). The figure is based on a March 2017 Gallup poll that asked Americans whether they supported or opposed these Trump agenda items:


	Require companies to provide family leave for parents after the birth of a child

	Enact a $1 trillion program to improve U.S. infrastructure, such as roads, bridges, and tunnels

	Significantly cut federal income taxes for the middle class

	Provide federal funding for school-choice programs that allow students to attend any private or public school

	Increase military spending by $54 billion

	Replace the Affordable Care Act, also known as Obamacare, with a new health care plan

	Impose a 90-day ban on issuing new U.S. travel visas for citizens of six Muslim-majority nations

	Stop all refugee resettlement in the U.S. for 120 days

	Reduce the corporate income tax rate

	Begin the construction of a wall between the U.S. and Mexico

	Authorize construction of the Keystone XL and Dakota Access pipelines

	Eliminate U.S. funding for international organizations that promote or provide abortions

	Put a hiring freeze on most civilian jobs in the federal government

	Require that for every new federal government regulation put in place, two existing regulations must be eliminated

	End U.S. participation in the Trans-Pacific Partnership or TPP
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Figure 2.1.

Views of Trump’s Agenda among All Americans and Only Republicans. Source: Gallup Poll, March 9–29, 2017.


The figure compares net support among Republicans (the vertical axis) to net support among all Americans (the horizontal axis), where net support is the percent supporting minus the percent opposing each proposal.9 All of these policy items were more popular than unpopular among Republicans, which places them at the top of the figure.

By contrast, among all Americans, there was wide variation in the popularity of these policies. Most Americans favored parental leave (81% supported and 10% opposed) and an infrastructure program (76% to 12%). Americans also tended to favor a middle-class tax cut (61% to 21%) and federal funding of school choice programs (59% to 26%). Americans were roughly evenly divided on increasing military spending and replacing Obamacare. On everything else, Americans were more opposed than supportive, including on Trump mainstays such as building a border wall, restricting immigration from certain Muslim-majority countries, and halting resettlement of refugees. The border wall actually became unpopular because Trump advocated for it in his presidential campaign, which led many Democrats to oppose it.10 Trump could have steered around divisive issues like the border wall and pursued policies, especially infrastructure and parental leave, that united both his party and all Americans. Or he could have tried to do both. Instead, he focused on the things that mainly Republicans wanted instead of the things that most Americans wanted.



Executive Actions and Rule-Making

This tendency was visible in Trump’s executive actions. Before he became president, Trump had criticized Obama’s use of unilateral action. But once in office presidents are always tempted by unilateralism, which gives them an avenue for policymaking when Congress is stalemated and enables them to centralize policymaking in the White House rather than delegate it to federal agencies.11

Thus, Trump began his presidency with a string of executive actions. On January 20, the day he was inaugurated, Trump issued an executive order that allowed the Department of Health and Human Services to waive or defer Obamacare requirements. On January 23, he withdrew the United States from the TPP, issued a federal hiring freeze, and prohibited giving U.S. foreign aid to any health provider who discussed abortion as a family planning option. On January 24, he announced his intent to allow the construction of the Keystone and Dakota pipelines. On January 25, he issued an executive order directing the construction of the border wall. On January 27, he ordered reductions in refugee admission and suspended entry of citizens from Iran, Iraq, Libya, Somalia, Sudan, Syria, and Yemen. On January 30, he ordered federal agencies to repeal two existing regulations for every new regulation they implemented.

What these orders had in common was their popularity among Republicans and unpopularity among the general public. The unpopularity was evident not only in the March 2017 poll but also in polling that was conducted around the time the orders were issued. For example, in a February 2017 Quinnipiac poll, the majority of Americans opposed suspending travel from these mostly Muslim countries (46% support vs. 51% oppose) and suspending the refugee program (37% to 60%).

This same pattern characterized Trump’s later executive orders as well as rule-making directed by his appointees at federal agencies. A good illustration of Trump’s decision not to pursue broadly popular policies opposed by a hard-line faction of his party was his administration’s immigration policy. One immediate question for Trump concerned the fate of the Obama-era program called Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA). The program allowed undocumented immigrants who were brought to the country as children and met other criteria to receive renewable two-year relief from the threat of deportation and apply for a work permit. Obama created DACA in 2012 via executive order after Congress had failed to take legislative action. A group of Republican state attorneys general sued to overturn the program and a federal court suspended the program in 2015. Trump appeared to agree. When he announced his candidacy in June 2015, he said he would “immediately terminate President Obama’s illegal executive order on immigration.”

Initially, Trump waffled when it came to actually ending DACA. Its beneficiaries, known as Dreamers, are a sympathetic group because they came to the United States through no decision of their own and, after years in the country, had integrated into American life and often had no place to return to in their country of origin. Some have no memory of their country of origin and do not speak the common language spoken there. Trump seemed to recognize this, saying not long after his election that Dreamers “got brought here at a very young age, they’ve gone to school here. Some were good students. Some have wonderful jobs. And they’re in never-never land because they don’t know what’s going to happen.” Soon after his inauguration, he pledged to “deal with DACA with heart.”12 This was the politically popular thing to do. In a March 2017 Suffolk University poll, 66 percent of Americans wanted Trump to continue to protect the Dreamers from deportation and only 22 percent wanted him to remove this protection.

But Trump bowed under pressure from conservative hard-liners. In June 2017, a group of state attorneys general sent Trump a memo asking him to rescind DACA. In August, Trump’s attorney general, Jeff Sessions, said that the Justice Department would not defend the program in court. On September 5, Trump rescinded DACA.

The very next week, however, he discussed an agreement with Democratic leaders Nancy Pelosi and Chuck Schumer that would protect Dreamers in exchange for additional border security measures—but, crucially, not a border wall. Once again, this was a popular compromise. In a Quinnipiac poll that asked whether Trump was right or wrong to “agree to work with Democrats to pass a law to grant legal status and work permits to undocumented immigrants who were brought to the U.S. as children in exchange for increased border security,” 72 percent said that he was right to work with Democrats. In fact, 76 percent of Republicans thought so, too.13 However, a potential DACA deal outraged the most anti-immigration figures in politics and media. Rep. Steve King declared that Trump’s base was “disillusioned beyond repair.” The commentator Ann Coulter suggested that Trump should be impeached. The right-wing website Breitbart called Trump “Amnesty Don.”14 The hard-liners carried the day. Trump immediately downplayed the significance of his conversations with Schumer and Pelosi, and no such deal was cut.

Four months later, Trump was on the brink of another DACA deal. This proposal was put together by a bipartisan group of senators and included a pathway to citizenship for Dreamers as well as $2.7 billion for border security, this time including $1.6 billion for a border wall. When these senators came to meet Trump at the White House, they found that he had invited a number of conservative allies, who then proceeded to push back on the deal. Trump pushed back himself because the deal continued a program that gave “temporary protected status” to immigrants who could not return to their countries because of conditions like civil war. “Why do we want all these people from shithole countries coming here?” Trump asked. He countered with a plan that paired a path to citizenship for Dreamers with $25 billion for a border wall and reductions in legal immigration. The bipartisan group then revised its plan to incorporate the $25 billion figure.15

For Trump, the situation at this point was win-win. The bill would have allowed him to credibly claim that he had enacted one of his major campaign promises—securing the border—and passed the sort of immigration reform bill that had eluded past administrations. Trump’s recalcitrance had proved valuable, multiplying the amount of spending on border security by a factor of ten. The bill also promised to attract support from Democrats and Republicans in the Senate. By passing the bill, Trump could argue to voters that he really was a deal-maker.

To hard-liners, however, the bill was still unacceptable. They could not countenance citizenship for any group of undocumented immigrants. It was “an amnesty bill,” said the conservative group Heritage Action.16 Trump ultimately agreed with them, calling the compromise a “catastrophe.” He refused to support it.

After Trump opposed the deal, it failed in the Senate, six votes short of a filibuster-proof majority. Even Republican senators were disappointed. South Carolina senator Lindsey Graham, normally a defender of Trump, said, “I’m looking for leadership from the White House, not demagoguery.” But there was no White House leadership forthcoming, and no further legislative progress on immigration reform in 2018 or 2019.17 Trump chose to side with a faction of his party rather than pursue policies that were popular with the majority of Americans.

If DACA was a case where certain Republicans pushed Trump toward a more conservative and unpopular position, other parts of Trump immigration policy pushed Republicans toward the same. A good example was Trump’s policy of “family separation.” Like previous presidents, Trump faced the question of what to do with immigrants apprehended when they crossed the U.S-Mexico border. Unlike previous presidents, Trump ultimately adopted a policy in which every undocumented immigrant adult would be charged and jailed, with children taken from their parents and sent to separate facilities. Even families who arrived at the border lawfully seeking asylum could be separated. Family separation was intended to be a “tough deterrent,” said Trump’s chief of staff, John Kelly. When asked if separating children from their parents was cruel, he said, “I wouldn’t put it quite that way. The children will be taken care of—put into foster care or whatever.” Ultimately, more than 5,500 children were separated and forced to live amid poor conditions. Later reports from the Office of the Inspector General at the Department of Health and Human Services described how separation and detention had damaged the mental health of the children. Six children even died in U.S. custody in only six months, even though there had been no deaths in the previous decade. Over two years later, the process of reuniting children and their parents was tragically incomplete. As of October 2020, the parents of 545 children had not been found.18

Like the border wall and other Trump immigration policies, family separation was unpopular. In a June 2018 CNN poll, 67 percent disapproved of criminally charging more undocumented immigrants and increasing separations of children from families. In a CBS poll from the same time, 67 percent said that the separation of parents and children was “unacceptable,” while only 17 percent said it was acceptable. In an August 2018 CNN poll, Americans were asked whether the government should “do everything to keep families together even if it means that fewer face criminal prosecution.” Two-thirds (66%) favored keeping families together, while only 27 percent prioritized prosecution. In a June Quinnipiac poll, 60 percent said the policy was “a violation of human rights.” In that poll, only 38 percent approved of Trump’s handling of immigration, while 58 percent disapproved.

Taken together, Trump’s executive actions were exceptionally unpopular when compared to the executive actions of both Obama and George W. Bush. On average, the actions of Obama and Bush—at least the ones that were important enough to be polled—elicited more support than opposition. But among sixteen Trump executive actions, fifteen elicited more opposition than support. In fact, thirteen of Trump’s executive actions were more unpopular than the least popular executive action taken by either Obama (an attempt to close the facility housing suspected terrorists at the Guantanamo naval base) or Bush (banning the use of federal funds for abortion services abroad). As the political scientists Dino Christenson and Douglas Kriner have written, Trump was “a president who cannot anticipate or does not care about the aggregate public response to his unilateral moves.”19



Legislative Actions

This same indifference to overall public opinion was evident in the legislative priorities of Trump and congressional Republicans. Instead of focusing on popular policies like infrastructure investment and parental leave, they began the legislative session in 2017 with one paramount goal: repeal Obamacare. Republicans in Congress had, of course, voted to repeal Obamacare many times under Obama, and, of course, Obama had vetoed any such bill that reached his desk. Under Trump, the GOP finally had a real chance. But repealing a policy is one thing and coming up with a new one is another. Research on the administrations of both Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher shows that is especially true when repealing expansions to social welfare policies, which often survive conservative attacks.20

Part of the challenge for Trump and congressional Republicans was that the broader party was divided on health care. Few Republicans liked Obamacare specifically, but ordinary Republicans and the GOP donor class disagreed about the government’s role in health care generally. In a 2017 survey, 52 percent of GOP donors strongly disagreed that the government should make sure all Americans have health insurance. Only 23 percent of Republican voters disagreed, however. And although Trump had campaigned on Obamacare repeal, his earliest supporters, dating back to the 2016 Republican primary, included a disproportionate number of the Republicans who actually wanted more government involvement in health care. A few weeks after Trump’s inauguration, former Republican House Speaker John Boehner, who was in Congress for many of the attempted Obamacare repeals, summarized the party’s divisions succinctly: “In the 25 years that I served in the United States Congress, Republicans never, ever, one time agreed on what a health care proposal should look like. Not once.”21

That comment proved prescient. The first attempt by House Republicans to generate a repeal bill failed because moderates and conservatives in the party could not agree. Trump initially blamed Democrats, but later admitted the real problem was his own party: “You have certain factions. You have the conservative Republicans. You have the moderate Republicans. So you have to get them together, and we need close to a hundred percent. That’s a pretty hard thing to get.” When the House managed to pass a bill on May 4, 2017—the American Health Care Act (AHCA)—the vote was extremely close (217 to 213) because twenty Republican members joined with all the Democrats to oppose it.22

Remarkably, however, Trump undercut House Republicans a few weeks later by criticizing the AHCA. In a lunch with Senate Republicans, who were considering their own bill, he called the House bill “mean” and suggested that it did not do enough to protect Americans who had bought health insurance through the marketplaces created by Obamacare. Trump appeared to want a bill that spent more money and would be “generous” and “kind.” This illustrated the challenge of working with Trump, whose wavering positions often left legislative allies in the lurch.23

The Senate could not agree on a bill. It rejected several versions before a climactic July 27 vote on a slimmed-down bill known as “skinny repeal.” It would have repealed the individual mandate to buy health insurance by zeroing out the penalty for failing to do so, but it would not have altered many other aspects of Obamacare, including the expansion of Medicaid. Nevertheless, all Senate Democrats, even those representing states where Trump had won, as well as three Republicans (Susan Collins, John McCain, and Lisa Murkowski) voted against it, leaving the bill one vote short of passage. The health care push had cost Trump half of his first year in office with nothing to show for it.

Indeed, during the GOP’s campaign to repeal Obamacare, the program actually became more popular. In polling by the Kaiser Family Foundation throughout 2016, more Americans opposed Obamacare than supported it. In December 2016, for example, 40 percent supported and 43 percent opposed it. But by August 2017, right after the Senate vote, 52 percent supported and 39 percent opposed it. This net positive rating would continue throughout Trump’s term. Dean Rosen, a Republican health care strategist, summed up the party’s failure this way: “There was an intellectual simplicity or an intellectual laziness that, for Republicans in health care, passed for policy development. That bit us in the ass when it came to repeal and replace.”24

After this failure, the GOP turned to tax cuts. There was a clearly popular path here: a tax cut focused on the middle class, as opposed to, say, corporations (see figure 2.1). Trump had signaled his willingness to support a progressive tax bill, even saying during his presidential campaign that he would support raising taxes on the wealthy (although the actual tax plan his campaign released would have reduced taxes on the wealthy). In the Trump White House, Steve Bannon also pushed to increase the top income tax bracket to pay for tax cuts for the middle class and poor. Public opinion polling has shown for years that tax increases on the wealthy are popular. And Trump’s success in the 2016 GOP primary was due partly to the roughly one-third of Republicans who supported his unorthodox view and wanted to increase taxes on the wealthy. This was another issue on which GOP voters were far less conservative, on average, than Republican donors and other elites.25

But cutting taxes on the wealthy had been Republican orthodoxy for decades. Both Ronald Reagan and George W. Bush pushed for tax cuts that included reductions in taxes on the wealthy. And when George H. W. Bush signed tax increases into law in 1990, it led to a significant backlash within the GOP and motivated the conservative Patrick Buchanan to challenge Bush in the 1992 Republican primary.

It was no surprise, then, that in the GOP tax plan the largest income tax cuts went to the wealthiest Americans. The tax plan also exempted a larger amount of income from federal estate taxes, which would benefit the heirs of wealthy individuals. Furthermore, the plan enacted the largest corporate income tax cut in U.S. history. And unlike with the individual income tax cuts, which expire after ten years, the plan made this corporate tax cut permanent. Perhaps the only popular thing in the bill was something the GOP could not accomplish with the AHCA: the elimination of the individual mandate.26

Despite concerns about the benefits for corporations and the wealthy, the bill moved from its initial introduction in the House to Trump’s signature in less than two months. On the key roll call votes in the House, no Democrats supported it and roughly a dozen Republicans broke with their party. In the final vote in the Senate, Democrats were again united in opposition while all Republicans voted in favor. When he signed the bill on December 22, Trump said, “It’s going to be a tremendous thing for the American people.”27

Most American people did not think so, however. Polls taken throughout the fall showed that on average only 31 percent of Americans supported the tax bill. Even fewer Americans thought the middle class would benefit from the bill. According to a December 2017 Marist poll, only 21 percent said the bill mostly helped the middle class and even fewer (4%) said it mostly helped the poor. The majority (60%) said it mostly helped the wealthy.

Indeed, both the AHCA and the tax plan stand out as distinctively unpopular compared to many major initiatives from Trump’s predecessors (see figure 2.2).28 This includes various gun control efforts of the early Clinton administration, environmental initiatives such as amendments to the Clean Air Act in 1990 and the cap-and-trade bill that failed in 2009, and economic measures such as increasing the federal minimum wage, the 2009 stimulus, and the tax cuts pushed by President George W. Bush. The Trump-era health care and tax plans were even less popular than more controversial measures, like the Troubled Assets Relief Program (aka the “bank bailout”) and the Affordable Care Act.

Perhaps most remarkably, at the time of their passage the 2017 tax cuts were about as unpopular as the tax increases that George H. W. Bush supported in 1990. In the months after passage, the tax cuts did become a bit more popular, but not popular in the absolute. An April 2019 Gallup poll found that only 40 percent supported the tax cuts while 49 percent opposed them and 11 percent were uncertain—a level of popularity similar to Bill Clinton’s ill-fated 1993 health care plan.
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Figure 2.2.

Public Support for Major Legislative Initiatives. Source: Averages from various public polls conducted before and after the passage or debate over each initiative.


The pattern established in Trump’s first year in office did not change that much in the subsequent years of his term. The more popular items on his agenda, infrastructure and parental leave, languished, even as these ideas attracted interest from Democrats on Capitol Hill. For example, after the White House launched what it called “Infrastructure Week” in June 2017, Democratic senator Brian Schatz said that if the Trump administration “had been willing to do a real infrastructure package, then I would have been willing to participate.” But Schatz’s reference to a “real” package hints at part of the problem: Trump and Democrats did not agree about how to fund such a package, with Democrats objecting to Trump’s emphasis on private investment as opposed to federal funding. Congressional Republicans objected as well, particularly to the amount of federal funding that would be required to fund a major infrastructure plan or paid parental leave. Once again, Trump’s own party resisted the popular parts of his agenda. Paid parental leave was eventually extended only to federal employees, not the broader workforce. And as infrastructure plans came and went with little progress, “Infrastructure Week” became a running joke among political reporters and commentators—“less a date on the calendar than … a ‘Groundhog Day’–style fever dream doomed to be repeated.”29

If Republican resistance to Trump’s agenda hindered popular legislation, it also hindered Trump’s less popular goals as well. There were many examples. For one, although the GOP could not unilaterally overturn Trump’s trade policy, such as the tariffs that he enacted, many congressional Republicans pushed for more-modest tariffs, which were not very popular with Americans anyway. For another, Republicans rejected Trump’s more conciliatory approach to Russia, passing new sanctions in July 2017 and criticizing Trump when he stood beside Putin after a 2018 meeting and said he believed Putin’s false claims that Russia did not attempt to influence the 2016 U.S. election. Unlike Trump, most Americans favored limiting Russia’s power, not cooperation and engagement. A third example was Trump’s budget proposals, which routinely proposed large cuts to discretionary spending, including social safety net programs, science research, and education, that went far beyond what congressional Republicans could stomach. Tiny minorities of Americans thought that the government was spending too much on programs like education (6%) or scientific research (9%).30

Trump did, however, want the government to spend more on one thing in particular: the border wall. The resulting saga included moments when some congressional Republicans pushed back against Trump, when conservative hard-liners pushed Trump and other Republicans to support the wall, and when Trump’s own intransigence put him, and his party, in a damaging situation.

Trump’s 2017 executive order could direct the government to use only existing funding to begin constructing a border wall. To do more, Trump needed Congress to appropriate new funding. But Republicans were wary of the border wall’s cost. Trump was adamant, saying in August 2017 that he would “close down our government” in order to build the wall. He made the same threat in December 2018 as Congress was rushing to finalize a bill that would fund the government, saying “I will take the mantle” and “I will be the one to shut it down” if the bill did not contain the border wall funding he wanted.31

When the funding bill failed in the Senate, the resulting stalemate led to the longest government shutdown on record—thirty-five days, from December 22 to January 25, 2019. And if Trump wanted “the mantle” for the shutdown, Americans certainly gave it to him. In a January 2019 CNN poll, 55 percent said Trump was more responsible for the shutdown, while only 32 percent blamed Democrats in Congress. Trump’s net approval rating went from an average of −10 on December 10 (42% approve, 52% disapprove) to −17 on January 26 (39%–56%). His approval rating would improve only after the shutdown ended.32

The border wall saga continued after the shutdown. Impatient with Congress, Trump once again resorted to unilateral action, declaring a national emergency in February 2019 so that he could take money approved for other purposes and use it for the wall. This decision was challenged in Congress, where it attracted even some Republican opposition, and in the courts. Although Trump ultimately prevailed, progress was slow. Nearly all of the border wall constructed under Trump just replaced older wall.33

The border wall was emblematic of Trump’s governing agenda: it was an unpopular goal that Trump struggled to achieve, even with conservative majorities in the House, Senate, and Supreme Court. Indeed, Trump’s legislative accomplishments were unusually limited for presidents who benefited from unified control of government for at least part of their term (see figure A2.1).34

This is not to say that Trump or the GOP accomplished nothing. Of course, Trump’s unilateral efforts changed federal policy, particularly on immigration and trade. Trump and Senate Republicans appointed and confirmed a large number of federal judges—roughly a quarter of the federal judiciary, including three Supreme Court justices.35

However, Trump did not accomplish much of what said he wanted to accomplish. And even some of what he and congressional Republicans did accomplish did not have its intended effect. Most notably, eliminating penalties for not purchasing health insurance—a core part of Obamacare’s individual mandate—did not lead to the collapse of the law or a massive exodus from the health insurance marketplaces that the law created. Like other expansions of the American welfare state, Obamacare has proven tough to kill.36

Clearly the opposition of Democrats played an important role in limiting Trump’s ambitions. But divisions among Republicans were also important. This is apparent in how the politics of trade, immigration, and foreign policy played out and in the party’s challenges in repealing Obamacare or cutting spending.37 Trump’s priorities and decisions often exacerbated those divisions, particularly on immigration.

The alternative policy agenda for Trump—the one that simultaneously appealed to Republicans and to Americans as a whole, the one that could have attracted Democratic support in Congress and given Trump more legislative success—was not his priority.




LET TRUMP BE TRUMP

Early in the 2016 presidential campaign, Trump’s then-campaign manager Corey Lewandowski famously coined the phrase “Let Trump Be Trump.” This was not so much a strategy as a capitulation to his boss’s refusal to be reined in. After winning the election, however, Trump suggested that he would change. “I can be the most presidential person ever,” he said when he took office.38

But the office of the presidency had little effect on Trump. Just as in the campaign, Trump’s mentality was always “us versus them” and sometimes just “me versus them.” Trump’s attacks on “them”—his political opponents, women, racial and ethnic minority groups, the media—stoked the country’s identity-based divisions and showed Trump’s disdain for basic democratic norms.


[image: This device does not support SVG]
Figure 2.3.

Number of Major Washington Post Stories about Presidential Administration Scandals.


Trump’s behavior led him to receive more news coverage about administration scandals than any president since Watergate, as measured by stories in the Washington Post (figure 2.3). This simple measure generates intuitive findings, such as the increase in stories in the second term of Ronald Reagan, when he was dealing with the Iran/contra scandal; a similar spike in Bill Clinton’s second term amid the Monica Lewinsky scandal; and a spike in Obama’s second term because of the attack on the U.S. embassy in Benghazi and a scandal at the Veterans Administration.39 But no president, and especially no first-term president, received as much Washington Post coverage about scandals as Trump did—346 articles in total, or nearly one every four days. And this was only one news outlet. For average Americans paying at least some attention to the news, a lot of what they heard about Trump was arguably bad publicity.

Summarizing these controversies and scandals would require a book unto itself. But many of them stemmed from Trump’s proclivity to attack both his opponents and democratic values.


Attacking Opponents

Trump appeared to thrive off attacking his perceived enemies, and especially liked to attack them in personal terms. This penchant for insults and attacks inspired news organizations to tally them comprehensively. A New York Times compendium of the insults that Trump tweeted numbered between 6,000 and 10,000, depending on how one counted them, or at least about four tweeted insults per day of his presidency.40 He coined schoolyard nicknames for Democratic leaders, like “Crazy” Nancy Pelosi and “Sleepy” Joe Biden. He attacked many other Democrats and liberals as well, such as Supreme Court justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg (“Her mind is shot”), Rep. Eric Swalwell (“Radical Left Hater”), and Senator Dianne Feinstein (“a disgrace”). He targeted media outlets and reporters with his usual epithets (“Fake News”) as well as more bespoke insults: “nasty lightweight reporter” (the Washington Post’s Philip Rucker) or “a third-rate reporter who has nothing going” (the New York Times’s Maggie Haberman). He called MSNBC’s Joe Scarborough “Psycho Joe” and falsely insinuated that Scarborough was involved in a murder. Anyone who criticized him—actors, athletes, comedians, you name it—seemed to be fair game: the mixed martial artist Ronda Rousey was “not a nice person” and the actress Debra Messing was “Debra The Mess Messing.”

Members of Trump’s own party were fair game, too. Although Republicans in Congress were able to push back on certain parts of Trump’s agenda, direct criticisms of Trump were met with a harsh reprisal from Trump and then a drop in support among Republican voters. For example, amid the Republicans’ challenges in repealing the Affordable Care Act in 2017, Senate majority leader Mitch McConnell said that Trump had “excessive expectations” about how quickly Congress could move. Trump responded by saying he was “very disappointed” in McConnell and then tweeted: “Can you believe that Mitch McConnell, who has screamed Repeal & Replace for 7 years, couldn’t get it done. Must Repeal & Replace ObamaCare!” After Trump’s attack, McConnell’s favorability among Republicans dropped 16 points in a single week.41

Trump’s eagerness to take down his political opponents also led him to take questionable and possibly criminal actions. One example involved his 2016 presidential campaign’s entanglement with Russia. Russia sought to help Trump win the 2016 election through various means, including hacking and disseminating emails associated with the Democratic National Committee and Hillary Clinton’s campaign. The Trump campaign’s contact with Russians raised suspicions that the campaign had cooperated or colluded with Russian actors. For example, in June 2016 Trump’s son-in-law, Jared Kushner, campaign manager Paul Manafort, and son Donald Trump Jr. met with a Russian lawyer under the belief that they would receive damaging information about Hillary Clinton. The FBI had already opened an investigation into Russia and the Trump campaign when Trump was elected.

As president, Trump interfered with the FBI investigation into Russia’s conduct, first asking FBI director James Comey for his “loyalty” and then firing him and bragging about it to a group of visiting Russian officials. The investigation continued under a special counsel, former FBI director Robert Mueller, which led to the convictions of six people with direct ties to Trump. Mueller’s report, released in March 2019, did not find that contacts between Russia and the Trump campaign met the formal definition of a criminal conspiracy, although Mueller noted that the investigation was hampered by witnesses who had deleted communication, invoked their Fifth Amendment right against self-incrimination, or provided false testimony. Mueller also found evidence of obstruction of justice by Trump but chose to abide by a 2000 Department of Justice opinion that a sitting president cannot be indicated for a federal crime. Of course, Trump declared that the report fully vindicated him. Only three months after the Mueller report was released, ABC News anchor George Stephanopoulos asked the president, “If foreigners, if Russia, if China, if someone else offers you information on an opponent, should they accept it or should they call the FBI?” Trump said, “I think maybe you do both. I think you might want to listen. I don’t. There’s nothing wrong with listening.”42

Trump then sought to help his reelection effort and tar another opponent by pressuring the government of Ukraine to investigate Joe Biden’s son. Hunter Biden had previously served on the board of directors of a Ukrainian energy company, which Trump alleged had biased both the Obama administration’s policy toward Ukraine and Biden’s actions as vice president. Trump’s efforts came to light after a government whistle-blower stated that Trump and several associates had pressured the Ukrainian president, Volodymyr Zelensky, for information that could potentially hurt Biden’s presidential campaign and suggested that U.S. support for Ukraine was conditional on that information. On September 24, House Speaker Nancy Pelosi launched an impeachment inquiry. In response, Trump defended the call and accused Pelosi of “treason.”43

During the impeachment inquiry, a series of administration officials, such as National Security Council staff Fiona Hill and Alexander Vindman, testified to Trump’s pressure campaign in Ukraine. After the congressional inquiry, House Democrats introduced articles of impeachment for abuse of power and obstruction of Congress.44 On December 18, 2019, the House voted in favor of impeachment (229–198), with nearly unanimous Democratic support and no Republican support. Trump thus became the third president to be impeached, after Andrew Johnson and Bill Clinton. On February 5, 2020, the Senate voted to acquit Trump on both counts (52–48 and 53–47), although Utah senator Mitt Romney did vote to convict Trump on the first count, becoming the first senator to vote to convict a president in his own party.



Attacking Groups

Trump’s political career was built on provocations that targeted racial, ethnic, and religious minority groups. Before his presidential campaign, his rise in Republican and conservative circles came after he falsely claimed that Barack Obama was not born in the United States. During his presidential campaign, he falsely claimed that Muslims were applauding the destruction of the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001, and tweeted an anti-Semitic meme involving Hillary Clinton, the Star of David, and a pile of money—among many examples.45

When Trump became president, nothing really changed. He continued to make ugly comments about nonwhite people. In addition to the comment about “shithole” countries, he reportedly said that Haitian immigrants “all have AIDS” and that Nigerian immigrants would never “go back to their huts” (the White House denied this). He told four female members of Congress, each of whom was also not white, to “go back” to their countries, even though all of them were native-born or naturalized Americans. He called Elizabeth Warren “Pocahontas” after she faced a controversy for having claimed Native American ancestry.

Perhaps the most infamous incident, however, came after a group of white supremacists and neo-Nazis gathered for a “Unite the Right” rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, on August 11–12, 2017, to protest the potential removal of a statue of the Confederate general Robert E. Lee. White supremacist leaders explicitly credited Trump for emboldening them. For example, Richard Spencer said, “There is no question that Charlottesville wouldn’t have occurred without Trump. It was really because of his campaign and this new potential for a nationalist candidate who was resonating with the public in a very intense way.”46 The weekend turned violent, as many had feared; one participant killed a woman and injured others after deliberately ramming his car into a crowd of counterprotestors.

Moments such as this give presidents a straightforward task: decry the violence and prejudice, acknowledge the tragic death, and use the office’s perquisites to serve as a unifying and constructive force. Yet for Trump to condemn neo-Nazis would mean criticizing people who supported him, and even more important, it would mean not criticizing people who opposed him.

Initially, Trump said that “we condemn in the strongest possible terms this egregious display of hatred, bigotry and violence on many sides. On many sides.” The apparent suggestion that somehow both the white supremacists at the rally and those opposing them were equally bigoted or violent was criticized by both Democratic and Republican leaders. Republican senator Cory Gardner said, “Mr. President—we must call evil by its name. These were white supremacists and this was domestic terrorism.” But white supremacists took note of Trump’s silence about their role. Andrew Anglin, editor of the neo-Nazi Daily Stormer, said, “He refused to even mention anything to do with us. When reporters were screaming at him about White Nationalism he just walked out of the room.”47

Trump would continue saying this. Three days after the rally, Trump said there “were many fine people, on both sides,” called the Lee monument “a very, very important statue,” and said that those opposed to the statue were “changing history” and “changing culture.” On August 22, Trump told an audience at a Phoenix rally, “They’re trying to take away our culture. They’re trying to take away our history.”48

These actions did more than embolden the small minority of Americans who actively identify as white supremacists or neo-Nazis. Trump’s statements about racial and ethnic minorities also made it more likely that average Americans would express unfavorable views of these groups themselves. In one experiment, people exposed to the statement Trump made when he announced his candidacy, that many Mexican immigrants were “rapists” and “bringing drugs” and “bringing crime,” became more likely to say something offensive when invited to write their own open-ended comments about Mexicans. This was particularly likely among Trump supporters. In short, when political leaders signal that prejudice is acceptable, ordinary people feel freer to express prejudice themselves.49



Attacking Democratic Values

There was a troubling backbeat to these scandals and controversies: Trump seemed ambivalent at best toward the basic values that are important to a functioning democracy and the rule of law. Trump’s brand of identity politics underscored this concern: in relentlessly dehumanizing his enemies, Trump acted as if that the rights and privileges of democratic citizenship belonged only to his supporters, not to his opponents.

For one, although tensions between politicians and the news media are nothing new, Trump escalated these tensions by attacking the news media in inflammatory terms that went well beyond his mantra of “Fake News.” He routinely referred to journalists as the “enemy of the people,” and journalists were often personally threatened by Trump supporters at his speeches or rallies. Trump praised this behavior and seemed to delight in episodes where reporters were physically attacked. At one 2020 rally, he regaled supporters with a story of security forces removing a reporter from a protest, saying, “They threw him aside like a bag of popcorn. But honestly, when you watch the crap we’ve all had to take so long … when you see it, it’s actually a beautiful sight.”50

His attacks on his opponents were equally inflammatory. He portrayed leading Democrats—Hillary Clinton, Obama, Pelosi, and others—as guilty of heinous crimes (“treason”) that deserved imprisonment. The “Lock her up!” chants directed at Clinton during the 2016 campaign were a fixture of Trump rallies even during his presidency. Trump supporters echoed and even appeared to act on this rhetoric. One supporter, Cesar Sayoc, was arrested after mailing sixteen packages containing pipe bombs to prominent Democrats, including Obama, Biden, Clinton, Kamala Harris, and others. He also sent a package to CNN. Trump condemned Sayoc’s actions but continued to attack the very people whom Sayoc targeted.51

Trump not only attacked his perceived enemies but also threatened them with arrest. A leader’s use of the government’s power to imprison his enemies is usually the stuff of authoritarian governments. But starting in his presidential campaign, Trump routinely threatened to make “lock her up” a reality. In an October 2016 debate, he said he would “instruct my attorney general to get a special prosecutor to look into” Clinton’s use of a private email server when she was secretary of state, and Trump went on to say that when he was president, Clinton would be in jail. Nothing changed once Trump became president. In fact, four years later, almost to the day, Trump railed at his attorney general, William Barr, wondering why Clinton, Obama, and Biden were not in prison and asking, “Where are all the arrests?”52

Trump’s willingness to politicize the Department of Justice, federal law enforcement, and the military went further. He frequently made statements or took actions that subverted these institutions, eroded the rule of law, and signaled his support for violence that served his political goals. He pardoned or promoted military officers who had been convicted in military court of war crimes. He pardoned former Maricopa County (AZ) sheriff Joe Arpaio, who had been convicted of defying a court order to stop racially profiling immigrants. Trump told the head of Customs and Border Patrol that he would pardon him if immigration agents defied U.S. law and blocked immigrants seeking asylum. These actions echoed his campaign promises to pay the legal fees of supporters who physically attacked protesters at his rallies.53

Perhaps it was no surprise that Trump’s actions seemed taken from the playbook of authoritarian leaders: he frequently praised such leaders publicly. Trump called North Korea’s Kim Jong-un “somebody that I’ve gotten to know very well and respect.” About Turkey’s Recep Erdoğan: “He’s doing a very good job.” About China’s Xi Jinping, “I like him a lot.… He’s a strong guy, tough guy.” About Putin: “He’s been a leader.” Harkening back to his Time magazine interview, Trump praised Philippines president Rodrigo Duterte for doing “an unbelievable job on the drug problem,” even though Duterte had sanctioned violence that led to the deaths of more than 6,000 alleged drug dealers with little regard for due process of law. Comments like these seemed to confirm Trump’s weak commitment to the laws and norms necessary for healthy democracy.54




CONCLUSION

When the Conservative Political Action Conference (CPAC) convened again in 2018, it was a who’s who of Trump staffers, appointees, and die-hard supporters, with some cameos from international anti-immigrant figures such as Marion Maréchal-Le Pen of France and Nigel Farage of the United Kingdom. As CNN put it, “CPAC Goes Full Trump for 2018.”55

Trump’s keynote address included plenty of red meat for the likes of Maréchal-Le Pen and Farage. Trump likened immigrants coming to America to a snake that is taken in by a kindly woman and then bites and kills her. Once again, he promised that he would build his signature wall on the southern border. At one point, Trump bragged that “my administration, I think, has had the most successful first year in the history of the presidency. I really believe that. I really believe it. I really believe it.”

The problem for Trump was that many Americans did not believe it. Throughout the three years leading into 2020, Trump was much more successful at appealing to a die-hard audience, such as the one at CPAC, than building a more broadly popular record. In many ways, he treated the presidency like his 2016 campaign—attacking opponents, attracting controversy, stoking animosity toward immigrants and other groups, and generally fomenting division even when there was an opportunity for some degree of consensus.

In short, Trump inherited a divisive politics and then made it even more so. There was some irony in this, given that Trump had campaigned as an outsider and a disrupter of an entrenched Washington establishment. But Trump did not disrupt preexisting political alignments, he helped to cement them—including the long-term polarization of the two parties and the more recent alignment of partisanship and attitudes on identity-inflected issues. Little that Trump did was likely to make politics any less calcified.

But governing this way failed to address Trump’s central challenge: he was a historically unpopular president when he took office, and that did not improve during his first three years in the White House. His reelection bid was in question, and it was not clear if Trump appreciated his predicament.






3

Somewhere between “Landslide” and “Oh, Shit”



Based on the economy, I should be up 15 or 20 points higher.

—DONALD TRUMP, JUNE 2019



THE DAY AFTER HIS INAUGURATION, Donald Trump gave a speech at the headquarters of the Central Intelligence Agency. Standing in front of a memorial to the 117 CIA agents who had died in service, Trump talked about himself: “Probably almost everybody in this room voted for me. But I will not ask you to raise your hands.” He said his inauguration speech had earned “good reviews.” Most famously, he exaggerated the size of the inauguration crowd: “I looked out, the field was—it looked like a million, million and a half people.” He criticized the media for showing “an empty field” and reporting a smaller crowd size. Administration figures rushed to defend Trump’s falsehood, with Press Secretary Sean Spicer calling the inauguration crowd “the largest audience ever to witness an inauguration—period—both in person and around the globe.” White House adviser Kellyanne Conway defended Spicer’s use of “alternative facts.”1

Trump’s remarks at the CIA manifested one of his abiding concerns: his own popularity. Of course, all presidential administrations monitor the president’s popularity—conducting surveys, discussing trends, and tracking key groups in the electorate. More unusual was how frequently and how publicly Trump discussed his poll numbers, highlighting the polls that suggested greater popularity and attacking polls and pollsters whose facts were not “alternative” enough.2

If it seemed as if Trump protested too much, there was good reason. Throughout his presidency, Trump’s standing with the American public had two key features. First, it was low: not once during Trump’s tenure did a majority of Americans approve of the job he was doing as president. Trump was the only president in the era of polling for whom this was true.

Second, Trump’s public standing stuck at this low level. Although other presidents have had lower approval ratings than Trump at some point in their presidencies, they have had higher ratings, too. But Trump’s approval rating varied less than that of any previous president’s. In short, Trump stood out for having an extraordinarily stable approval rating as well as a low one.

These features of Trump’s poll numbers derived both from Trump’s own decisions and from the broader political trends we identified in the first chapter. Trump’s chronic unpopularity may have stemmed in part from his unpopular governing agenda and the news coverage of his administration’s scandals. In addition, the tectonic shifts that have strengthened party loyalty mean that presidential approval may not vary as much depending on economic conditions. This was not unique to Trump, but it mattered for him. The growing economy in 2017–19 did not appear to lift Trump’s approval rating, which was why Trump was not “up 15 or 20 points higher,” as he complained in the summer of 2019.

The stability of Trump’s approval can be traced to two other factors. One, again, is the power of party loyalty. Despite his struggles, Trump received steady support from Republican voters. This support was sometimes characterized as rapturous, but in reality, many, if not most, Republican voters had both positive and negative feelings about Trump. Nevertheless, they continued to support him overall. Much of Trump’s agenda was popular with Republicans, as we noted in chapter 1. This helped keep Republican voters on his side.

The second factor was the political priorities of Republican voters. At the top of their list was not only Trump’s impeachment, which they overwhelmingly opposed, but also key items on Trump’s identity agenda, such as the border wall, which they overwhelmingly supported. Republicans’ political priorities also help explain why Trump did not face any consequence for backing away from economic populism. Even Republican voters who supported economically populist policies were more likely to reward Trump for his immigration policies than punish him for abandoning economic populism. For these Republicans, identity politics took precedence over economics.

The upshot of these two factors was this: although plenty of Republican leaders and voters expressed reservations about Trump, they were willing to overlook or downplay his missteps and scandals. This kept his approval rating from taking an outright nosedive. In a polarized era, it appears harder to criticize your own side without seeming like you are defecting to the other side.

Public attitudes toward Trump showed what a calcified politics looks like. Fewer people appear willing to change their minds about a president, and this makes presidents less accountable for conditions in the country and for their own missteps. As a result, Trump did not experience a clear drop in approval because he pursued policies that were unpopular, or because his words and actions created a stream of controversies.

But Trump’s stubborn unpopularity made his prospects for reelection decidedly mixed as the election year approached, despite the growing economy. Trump was not a clear underdog, but neither was he a clear favorite.


AN UNPOPULAR PERSON AND PRESIDENT

Trump’s unpopularity began well before he became president. The earliest poll to ask people’s views of Trump, a July 1990 NBC News/Wall Street Journal poll, found that only 14 percent had a positive view but 49 percent had a negative view. The rest were neutral (28%) or had no opinion (9%). Over the following two decades, Americans’ opinions of him were evenly divided at best, and often highly unfavorable when he entered politics. After Trump ran for the presidential nomination of the Reform Party in 1999, his net favorability—the percentage with a favorable view minus the percentage with an unfavorable view—dropped from −6 points in September to an average of −50 across six polls conducted between October 1999 and January 2000. In March 2011, when Trump flirted with running for president, the same thing happened. The handful of public polls about Trump from 2005 to 2010 again showed mixed opinions (an average favorability of −2). But after March, Trump’s favorability dropped to an average of −25 in the remaining polls that year.

Of course, public figures often lose popularity when they enter politics, and especially electoral politics. But Trump was less popular than a typical political figure in his position. In fact, when he ran for president in 2016, he was the least popular major-party presidential candidate in Gallup polls dating back to 1956. In the closing week of the election, only 35 percent of Americans had a favorable opinion of him, while 62 percent had an unfavorable opinion—a net of −27.3 After the election, Trump’s standing improved, but he remained unpopular. In an early January 2017 Gallup poll, only 40 percent viewed Trump favorably and 55 percent viewed him unfavorably (a net of −15).

After his inauguration, Trump went from being an unpopular person and candidate to being an unpopular president. In his first three years as president, Trump’s approval rating was both unusually low and unusually stable (figure 3.1).

Right after inauguration, in late January and February 2017, Trump’s average net approval rating was −7 percentage points (43% approve vs. 50% disapprove). This negative rating was, again, unusual. Dating back to the Eisenhower administration, every president has had a positive net approval rating in their first month in office—a sort of “inauguration bounce.” For example, in this period in 2009, Obama’s net approval rating was +41 (64% approval vs. 23% disapproval); George W. Bush’s was +34 in early 2001. The average among elected presidents from Eisenhower to Obama was +49.4

For the first three years of his presidency, Trump’s approval rating moved up or down only a bit. It continued to be negative, averaging −13, and it ranged from −21 to −7. That 14-point range is the smallest of any elected president during the same period of their presidency. For example, Obama’s net rating ranged from −10 to +41. Reagan’s ranged from −8 to +49. Even though Trump’s scandals did not appear to lower his popularity, his approval ratings never increased even to the average for a typical president.
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Figure 3.1.

Monthly Net Job Approval Ratings for Trump in Years 1–3 vs. Other Elected Incumbent Presidents. Lines depict the percent approving minus the percent disapproving. Months with no approval polling data are linearly interpolated. Sources: George Edwards, Gary Jacobson, Huffington Post/Pollster, FiveThirtyEight.


His unpopularity was unusual in another sense. Trump was, as he often reminded people, presiding over a relatively strong economy. Given how favorably people felt about the economy, his approval rating should have been much higher. This is clear when comparing presidential approval ratings to a long-standing measure of how Americans view the economy, the Index of Consumer Sentiment. The index is constructed from responses to five questions that have been asked in the University of Michigan’s Survey of Consumers since 1952. These questions capture both how people think the economy has been doing and how they think it will do in the future.5 Higher values of the index mean that Americans feel better about the economy. Typically, higher consumer sentiment has meant better approval ratings for the incumbent president.

But not for Trump in his first three years in office (figure 3.2). Trump experienced high consumer sentiment and low approval ratings. For example, from 2017 to 2019, consumer sentiment averaged 97—roughly equal to the average during Bill Clinton’s presidency. But Clinton’s average net approval rating was +17 compared to Trump’s −13. Similarly, when consumer sentiment hit the same level under Ronald Reagan in February 1984, Reagan’s net approval rating was +18. Despite a strong economy, Trump’s approval ratings languished.

This disjuncture between consumer sentiment and presidential approval predated Trump’s presidency. It appears to be the consequence of Americans’ increasingly powerful party loyalties, which have become stronger predictors of how they evaluate both the economy and the incumbent president. If their party controls the White House, Americans tend to say the economy is doing well and the president is doing a good job. If the other party controls the White House, Americans tend to say the opposite. Partisan polarization has led to growing partisan biases in economic perceptions and made it harder for presidents to garner support from the opposite party when the economy is doing well.6

Because of this, perhaps the closest analog to Trump—no doubt to his chagrin—is Barack Obama.7 During Obama’s presidency, consumer sentiment increased sharply as the country recovered from the Great Recession, but Obama’s approval rating did not increase until the very end of his presidency. As a consequence, Obama was also less popular than many other presidents who experienced similarly high levels of consumer sentiment.

But under Trump, partisan polarization in economic perceptions and presidential approval was even greater than under Obama.8 In early 2019, 75 percent of Republicans said that the economy was excellent or good, but only 32 percent of Democrats agreed. At the end of Obama’s presidency, the partisan gap in positive economic perceptions was much smaller (46% among Democrats and 14% among Republicans). In terms of job approval, the average partisan gap in approval of Trump was 79 points as of 2020: 87 percent of Republicans approved of Trump but only 6 percent of Democrats did. That set a record for modern presidents. Under Obama, the gap was large but not as large: on average, 81 percent of Democrats approved of Obama compared to 14 percent of Republicans. Trump was even less popular than one would expect given Obama’s situation. For example, in Obama’s last year in office, consumer sentiment was actually slightly lower than in Trump’s first three years (91 vs. 96), and yet Obama’s net approval rating (+6) was nearly 20 points better than Trump’s.

Trump’s unpopularity extended beyond his job approval to how Americans perceived him as a person. Trump stands out compared to recent presidents in how frequently evaluations of him as a person were lower than evaluations of his job performance. For example, in 2018 and 2019 polls, when Trump’s approval was in the low 40s, even fewer perceived him as “honest and trustworthy” (34%) or “likable” (37%) or agreed that he “shares your values” (38%) or “is a person you admire” (35%). Only when asked if Trump was a “strong and decisive leader” did positive perceptions exceed his job approval. In many cases, these poor perceptions of Trump predated his presidency. But his many scandals arguably helped ensure those perceptions did not improve throughout his term.9
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Figure 3.2.

The Relationship between Monthly Net Job Approval Ratings and Consumer Sentiment for Trump in Years 1–3 vs. Other Elected Incumbent Presidents. Data points are months, with least squares fit lines. Data includes 2017–19 for Trump and all months for other presidents. Source for Index of Consumer Sentiment: University of Michigan Survey of Consumers.


By contrast, other recent presidents did not have such unusually low personal popularity in their first term. In June 2012, when a modest 46 percent of Americans approved of Barack Obama’s job performance, more Americans said that he was honest (60%) and likable (81%) and shared their values (53%).10 Perceptions of George W. Bush’s and Bill Clinton’s personal qualities often matched or exceeded their job approval ratings as well. And in absolute terms, all three of these recent presidents were far more personally popular than Trump.

Negative perceptions of Trump extended into other domains as well. A majority (54%) said that Trump had “emboldened people who hold racist beliefs.” And a slender majority (51%) outright said that Trump himself was “racist.” Perhaps as remarkable as the 51 percent figure is that it would even be relevant for a pollster to ask the question about a U.S. president in the first place.11

Clearly, then, President Trump’s challenges had a lot to do with being Donald Trump. Presidents who were as unpopular as or more unpopular than Trump usually experienced an economic recession or a long, punishing war, or both. These kinds of events helped drag the approval ratings of George W. Bush, Jimmy Carter, Lyndon Johnson, and Harry Truman lower than Trump’s. Trump’s unpopularity over the first three years of his presidency stands out because it occurred during a level of peace and prosperity that many presidents would have coveted. But the similarity between Trump’s situation and Obama’s—presidents whose popularity rating did not increase despite consistent economic growth—also suggests that Trump’s challenges derived in part from broader political trends, and especially the strengthening of partisan loyalties.



“THIS KIND OF IMPACT”

Trump’s challenges had political costs for him beyond what was visible in polling. Beginning immediately after his inauguration, the United States saw large and sustained protests in opposition to his presidency and agenda. This included the largest single-day protest in U.S. history up to that point, the Women’s March on January 21, 2017, which included somewhere between 3.3 million and 5.2 million people across the country. In June 2018 there were about 1,081 protests of Trump’s immigration agenda, including 738 protests on June 30, when approximately half a million Americans took to the streets on “Families Belong Together” mobilization day. There were many other examples.12

In turn, those protests gave rise to sustained local organizing. Some of this came from national organizations, including the Women’s March and Indivisible. There were at least 4,600 groups associated with Indivisible as of January 2019. In other cases, local groups organized themselves, involving many people who had not been previously active in politics but were spurred to action by their opposition to Trump. These groups formed in all kinds of communities, but especially in closely contested congressional districts. Candidates running for political office were able to draw on these groups to enlist volunteers willing to do the spadework of electioneering, such as voter registration, phone-banking, and door-to-door canvassing.13

There is no way to quantify exactly how much that organizing paid off. But the midterm election provided vindication for Democrats. They gained forty-one seats and a 235–199 majority in the U.S. House; they gained 308 seats in state legislatures and took majority control in six state legislative chambers; and they regained the governor’s mansion in seven states, including in key presidential battlegrounds like Michigan and Wisconsin. Only the U.S. Senate proved a disappointment for Democrats, with Republicans gaining two seats.

It is, of course, customary for the president’s party to lose seats in the midterm. But the size of those seat losses is related to the popularity of the president. Midterm elections are, in large part, referenda on the incumbent president, especially given growing partisan polarization and the nationalization of local elections. Trump’s unpopularity, combined with the substantial number of seats his party had to defend, meant that the GOP was forecast to lose almost exactly the number of House seats that they lost. Trump invited exactly this outcome when he stumped for Republican candidates and said, “Pretend I’m on the ballot.”14

Trump appeared to hurt his party’s chances in other ways. Making the repeal of the Affordable Care Act central to his first-term agenda was one example. In 2018, Democrats seized on the unpopularity of the repeal effort and made it the top issue in televised campaign advertising. Research found that House Republicans who voted to repeal the Affordable Care Act were less likely to win their race than Republicans who did not vote this way. Another example was Trump’s treatment of women and his statements about racial and ethnic minority groups. Compared to 2016, House Republicans lost support in the midterm among voters who expressed less sexist attitudes toward women and were more willing to acknowledge the existence of racism—exactly the people likely to find Trump’s history of mistreating women and his bigoted comments wrong and offensive. Trump also lost votes among people who were more favorable to immigration, a group that had been growing since his presidential campaign. Trump may have had particular responsibility here. Although many Republicans wanted Trump to focus on the growing economy during the midterm campaign, he chose instead to spend the weeks before the election fomenting fear of a caravan of immigrants who were traveling northward through Mexico toward the U.S. border.15

Trump did not accept any blame. Three weeks before the election, he took no responsibility for potential GOP losses and insisted that he was “helping people.” He said, “I don’t believe anybody’s had this kind of impact.”16 For Trump, however, the true impact of the midterm backlash was serious. The election cost Trump and the GOP unified control of government and put House Democrats in a much stronger position from which to oppose—and impeach—Trump.



“A COMPLETE CONNECTION”?

To many people, and particularly Trump’s critics, Trump’s challenges—a majority’s disapproving of him, protests against him, Republican seat losses in 2018—did not seem like enough punishment, somehow. To them, the question was why Trump was not even more unpopular. It seemed mysterious that Trump could have so many controversies and yet a relatively stable approval rating. Trump, of course, reveled in this, declaring before his election, “I could stand in the middle of Fifth Avenue and shoot somebody and I wouldn’t lose voters.”17

What stabilized Trump’s approval ratings and enabled him to survive this stream of transgressions was one thing: Republican loyalty. Party polarization in presidential approval ratings had been increasing for some time. Trump’s approval rating among Republicans hovered between 80 and 90 percent. If his overall approval rating were to fall below its typical range in the low 40s, at least some of these Republicans needed to sour on Trump enough to register their disapproval in polls. But throughout Trump’s first three years, they did not.

This connection between Trump and Republican voters was sometimes described in almost mystical terms. In late 2019, Republican representative Patrick McHenry of North Carolina said that Trump “has a complete connection with the average Republican voter and that’s given him political power here. Trump has touched the nerve of my conservative base like no person in my lifetime.”18

This perspective seemed borne out by the experiences of Republican senators Jeff Flake and Lindsey Graham, who were critics of Trump during his 2016 campaign. But after Trump’s election, Graham pivoted to support him, while Flake did not. Flake’s net approval rating among Arizona Republicans dropped from about +30 points in 2014 to −19 in 2016, and to −49 in 2018 before he stepped down. Graham’s criticism earned him a similar drop in approval among Republicans between 2014 and 2016. But after Graham became one of Trump’s leading defenders, his net approval rating among South Carolina Republicans shot up to +64 in 2018. Graham put it plainly: “He’s very popular in my state. When I help him, it helps me back home.”19


Liking Trump versus Loving Trump

The notion that Trump’s connection with Republican voters was “complete,” however, is an exaggeration. Although a subset of Republicans was clearly enthusiastic about Trump, there were many whose views were favorable but not exactly rapturous. Moreover, just as among GOP leaders, a stubborn fraction of Republicans objected to his behavior or his policies. But, like Republican members of Congress, these Republican voters largely set aside their reservations and objections. Republicans who opposed aspects of Trump’s agenda largely did not prioritize those issues as much as Republicans who supported Trump’s agenda.

One way to characterize the connection between Trump and Republican voters is to take account of the intensity of Republicans’ feelings about Trump. A simple statistic like the percent approving of Trump conceals variation in intensity, such as who “strongly approved” of Trump versus who just “approved” of him. There were many Republicans who supported Trump but not strongly. In weekly YouGov polls conducted from 2017 to 2019, an average of 54 percent of Republicans strongly approved of Trump while 30 percent approved and the rest disapproved or did not have an opinion. A similar fraction of Republicans (61%) reported having a “very favorable” view of Trump during this period, as opposed to a “somewhat favorable” or unfavorable view. The intensity of GOP support for Trump was a bit higher than Democratic support for Obama in the first three years of his presidency: on average, 42 percent of Democrats strongly approved of Obama and 56 percent had a very favorable view of him. But Trump’s overall support among Republicans still depended on a mixture of more intense and less intense feelings. This is one reason why, in a November 2017 survey, the political scientist Larry Bartels found that when Republican voters were asked to rate Trump on a scale of 1 to 10, where 10 was the most favorable, the average was a 7. This was higher than the average for any other prominent Republican, like Mitch McConnell or Mitt Romney, but an average of 7 suggests that some Republicans felt favorably toward Trump without feeling rapture.20

This same pattern shows up when you track Republican voters over time. The Views of the Electorate Research (VOTER) Survey did so by tracking over 3,000 Americans from December 2016 until December 2019, interviewing them once each year and four times in all. One test of Trump’s connection is how many Republicans maintained a favorable view or a strongly favorable view of him throughout this time period. In total, 75 percent had a consistently favorable view—meaning that roughly a quarter of Republicans had an unfavorable view of Trump, or did not express any view, at some point over this three-year period. However, only 38 percent had a consistently strongly favorable view, demonstrating again that Trump’s popularity among Republicans depended on voters with positive but not overwhelmingly positive views of him. Most Republicans may have approved of Trump’s job performance, but that does not mean they were deeply enthusiastic about him.

Trump’s support also depended on the willingness of some Republican voters to set aside their personal disapproval or dislike of Trump’s actions and personality. When it came to views of Trump as a leader and person, substantial fractions of Republicans actually had negative views. In a June 2018 Gallup poll, 38 percent did not think he “has chosen mostly good advisers and cabinet officers”; 38 percent did not find him “likable”; 33 percent said he was not a “person you admire”; 30 percent said he was not “honest and trustworthy”; and 21 percent said he did not “put the country’s interests ahead of his own personal interests.” On its face, those statistics suggest a fairly sizable reservoir of discontent within the party. But in June 2018, Trump’s overall job approval among Republicans was about 89 percent, meaning that substantial numbers of these ostensibly discontented Republicans approved of a president whom they did not find likable, admirable, honest, and so on. They supported Trump as a president even though they believed he was a flawed person. They would undoubtedly have found like-minded Republicans in the U.S. Senate.21



Political Priorities

The idea that Trump had a “complete connection” with Republican voters suggested that it was Trump’s unique personality that ensured their support. But equally if not more important may have been their political priorities.

How Republican voters responded to Trump’s policy agenda also helped ensure their support for him. When Trump campaigned for the Republican nomination for president, he demonstrated that a candidate could build a winning coalition—at least in the large and fractured 2016 field—with a combination of aggressive anti-immigration policies and surprisingly liberal economic policies, such as raising taxes on the wealthy. There had always been Republican voters who were willing to go further to limit immigration than many Republican leaders were. And there had always been Republican voters who had not bought into the party’s conservative economics. The question was how Republican voters would respond to Trump’s governing agenda.

It is instructive to focus on three of the biggest issues from Trump’s first three years: tax cuts, the border wall, and family separation. As we discussed in chapter 2, these were central to his governing agenda. These issues also reveal important features of Republican voters—and particularly whether they prioritize economics or identity issues.

As we have noted, the tax bill that Trump signed largely abandoned the populist rhetoric of his campaign and gave most of its benefits to the wealthy. Just as in 2016, this appeared to be at odds with what substantial numbers of Republicans wanted. In Nationscape surveys conducted throughout the latter half of 2019, 38 percent of Republicans wanted to raise taxes on people making $250,000 per year or more and 52 percent wanted to raise taxes on those making $600,000 or more—that is, the opposite of what the Trump plan did. This may help explain why about 20–25 percent of Republicans did not support the tax plan itself, according to Gallup polls.22

With immigration, Trump’s aggressive agenda proved popular with Republicans in some respects but not others. The border wall was fairly popular. When asked in 2019 Nationscape surveys whether they supported a border wall, 71 percent of Republicans expressed support while 17 did not, and 12 percent were unsure. Among Republicans who did have an opinion, 81 percent favored the wall. Its popularity stemmed in part from Trump’s continued push for it: in Pew Research Center surveys, the percentage of Republicans who supported the wall increased about 8 points between his inauguration and January 2019.

But family separation was not nearly as popular: a plurality of Republicans (43%) opposed it, while only 35 percent supported it and 22 percent were unsure. Moreover, 36 percent of Republicans supported a path to citizenship for undocumented immigrants, even though Trump balked at pursuing it.23

Divisions within a party on policy issues are nothing new, of course. For years, political science research has shown that most partisans are not orthodox ideologues and that many hold a mix of views. Many partisans have views that are crosswise to those of their party. Those people could be called “cross-positioned.” But the question is how much that matters. Sometimes voters who are out of step with their party or their party’s president on certain issues are not just “cross-positioned” but genuinely “cross-pressured.” Cross-pressures arise when they consider issues on which they are cross-positioned to be important and therefore face the challenge of reconciling their beliefs with what their party or president thinks. For this reason, cross-pressured voters are at higher risk of defecting from their party, such as by supporting the opposing party’s candidates in elections. Democrats learned this the hard way in 2016, when a substantial fraction of white Obama voters with conservative attitudes about immigration and race defected to Donald Trump.24

But Republicans who were out of step with Trump did not appear to feel much pressure. They supported Trump even when they disagreed with him. One simple way to see this is to divide Republicans based on their views of tax increases on the wealthy and the border wall. Ignoring for the moment those who did not have an opinion on one or both issues, Republicans can be divided into four groups (the left side of table 3.1). The largest (50%) took consistently conservative positions: favoring the border wall and opposing a tax increase on incomes over $250,000. But a sizable plurality (32%) wanted the border wall and tax increases. The remainder opposed the border wall, and these voters were evenly divided in their view of the tax increase.

What is striking, however, is that views of taxing the wealthy had almost no relationship to approval of Trump (the right side of table 3.1). Republicans who supported the border wall overwhelming approved of Trump, no matter whether they supported or opposed tax increases for the wealthy. Only the 18 percent of Republicans who opposed the border wall were less likely to approve of Trump—and among this group, views of taxes mattered much less.

The same finding emerges from examining Republicans’ views on both immigration issues: the border wall and family separation (table 3.2). Excluding respondents with no opinion, just under half (45%) of Republicans supported both policies. A substantial fraction (35%) supported the border wall but not family separation. Most of the rest (17%) opposed both. However, Republicans who opposed family separation did not penalize Trump. As long as they supported the border wall, they were almost as likely to approve of Trump overall as were Republicans who supported both elements of Trump’s immigration agenda.



TABLE 3.1. GOP Views on Taxes and the Border Wall and Their Relationship to Trump’s Job Approval
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Source: 2019 Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape surveys.










TABLE 3.2. GOP Views on the Border Wall and Family Separation and Their Relationship to Trump’s Job Approval
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A similar finding emerges in the “revealed importance” experiments that we introduced in chapter 1. These experiments show that large numbers of Republicans, and especially those who supported more restrictive immigration policies, prioritized immigration over other issues, including the economic issues identified as potential elements of a more populist approach for the GOP.

Figure 3.3 shows the revealed importance of issues for Republicans interviewed in 2019 Nationscape surveys. First, this figure shows the revealed importance—how much more likely people are to choose a set of policies when the set includes that particular issue—among both Republicans who took the liberal position on that issue and Republicans who took the conservative position. Second, it shows the percentage of Republicans who took the conservative position as opposed to taking the liberal position or not expressing an opinion on that issue. The issues are sorted based on the revealed importance to Republicans with conservative positions.

At the top of the figure are several issues where large majorities take conservative positions and consider the issue to be important. The most important overall was impeachment: 79 percent of Republicans said that Trump should not be impeached, and for these Republicans the issue ranked highest in revealed importance, even before Trump’s first impeachment trial began. For the few who did not oppose impeachment, the issue was not as important. The same pattern held for banning guns, slave reparations, late-term abortion, and the border wall. The question about banning all abortions attracted less support from Republicans (only 29% supported it), but for those Republicans the issue also ranks as very important. Of course, policies like banning all abortions, all guns, or instituting reparations were hardly likely in 2019. Republicans were reacting more to the threat of policies that they found highly objectionable.

This makes it all the more striking that the border wall was prioritized as much as these issues. Republicans who supported the border wall considered it almost as important as preventing a gun ban. And crucially, among the minority of Republicans who opposed the border wall, the issue was much less important. The same pattern characterized a blanket policy of deporting undocumented immigrants. About 57 percent of Republicans supported this, and for them the revealed importance of the issue was lower than that of the border wall but higher than many other issues. Here again, the 25 percent of Republicans who opposed the policy considered it a lower priority. They were cross-positioned, but not very cross-pressured. When asked about “banning people from predominantly Muslim countries from entering the United States,” Republicans were more divided, but again, those who supported the ban prioritized the issue more than those who did not. Likewise, even though a large number of Republicans supported a path to citizenship for Dreamers (59% vs. 26% who opposed it), the issue did not stand out as particularly important for them. It was certainly far less important to them than the border wall was to its supporters.

The only Trump immigration policy that opponents of the policy prioritized more than supporters of it was family separation. Republican opponents of family separation, however, prioritized it less than Republican supporters of the border wall prioritized the wall. This helps explain why Republicans who supported the border wall but not family separation approved of Trump at a rate similar to those who supported both the border wall and family separation. The border wall was a higher priority.

The experiments also showed why Trump suffered no apparent drop in approval for his failure to follow through on populist economics. For example, among the 49 percent of Republicans who wanted higher taxes for people making over $600,000, the revealed importance of the issue was lower than the revealed importance of the border wall to its supporters. This helps explain why the vast majority of Republicans who supported the border wall but wanted to increase taxes on the wealthy approved of Trump anyway. Republicans who wanted populist economics did not particularly care when Trump opted for conservative economics. Again, they appear cross-positioned but not really cross-pressured.

In sum, Trump’s stable approval ratings in the face of perpetual scandals can be traced to his support among Republican voters, and this reinforced his support among Republican leaders wary of being on the wrong side of their voters. Voters and leaders alike were willing to overlook reservations about Trump’s personal behavior. Republican leaders could take comfort in Trump’s embrace of the party’s traditional stance on many issues and in the knowledge that, when Trump pushed heterodox positions, they could often defeat him in Congress. For GOP voters, heterodox positions are not uncommon—and especially support for some progressive economic policies. Trump had wooed those voters to win the primary. But when his administration’s big tax bill went in the opposite direction, there was little price to pay among these voters, who may have wanted a different tax bill but did not care about taxes as much as they cared about other things Trump promoted. Trump’s election had spawned a long debate about what was most responsible for his support—identity politics or economics. Three years into his presidency, identity politics took precedence for Republican voters.
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Figure 3.3.

Support and Revealed Importance of Policies among Republicans in 2019. Republicans include respondents who identified with or leaned toward the Republican Party. Percent with a conservative view is calculated among all respondents, including those who did not have an opinion. The conservative position on trade is defined here as opposition to limiting trade. The conservative position on cutting taxes on families making under $100,000 is defined as favoring tax cuts. Source: Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape surveys (July–December 2019).


Thus, Trump, unlike other recent presidents who were relatively unpopular heading into their election year, did not face even a serious primary threat. Jimmy Carter faced Senator Ted Kennedy, who won 38 percent of the votes cast in the 1980 Democratic primary. George H. W. Bush faced Patrick Buchanan, who won 23 percent of the votes cast in the 1992 GOP primary. Neither Kennedy nor Buchanan succeeded, but both provided a tougher test than any of the major Republican candidates who challenged Trump in the primary: businessman Rocky De La Fuente, former Massachusetts governor William Weld, former representative Joe Walsh, and former representative Mark Sanford (who lost his congressional primary after his ambivalence about Trump provoked Trump to endorse his opponent). Together, these candidates won barely 4 percent of the votes cast in the 2020 primary. Their chances were not helped by the decision of several state Republican parties to cancel their state’s primary outright and bind their state’s delegates to Trump.

Even if many in the party had reservations, the GOP cast its lot with Trump again, for better or worse.




A PRECARIOUS REELECTION BID

On February 4, 2020, Donald Trump walked into the chamber of the House of Representatives to deliver the annual State of the Union address. As he came to the rostrum, Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi, who had only weeks before presided over Trump’s first impeachment, extended her hand to him for the customary greeting. Trump ignored her. Pelosi then omitted the traditional phrase “I have the high privilege and distinct honor” from her introduction of Trump.25

In his address, Trump framed the state of the country as “a great American comeback” with “incredible results.” He said “jobs are booming” and “incomes are soaring” and “confidence is surging” and “our country is thriving.” He said “our economy is the best it has ever been.” He described a “vision” of “the world’s most prosperous and inclusive society—one where every citizen can join in America’s unparalleled success and where every community can take part in America’s extraordinary rise.”

This was, in a nutshell, Trump’s pitch for reelection. It was certainly received that way by the Republican members of Congress, who set aside any concerns about Trump and turned the moment into a campaign rally by chanting “Four more years!” In the year leading up to his address, many political reporters and analysts saw the economy as Trump’s best argument—“the strongest card in his reelection deck,” strong enough even to put him “on track for a 2020 landslide.” And when Trump was acquitted by the Senate the day after this speech, it appeared to put him even more on track to overcome his many challenges and controversies and win a second term. As one former administration official said, “The ‘oh, shit’ feeling … is gone.”26

At the beginning of the election year, the reality for Trump was actually somewhere between “landslide” and “oh, shit.” Simple forecasts of the 2020 election showed that neither Trump nor his Democratic opponent was strongly favored to win. The reason, once again, was Trump’s unusual unpopularity.

A simple forecast for presidential elections can be built off a few key factors: the state of the economy, the president’s popularity, whether the incumbent candidate is running for reelection, and how long the president’s party has held the White House. The party of the incumbent president tends to win a larger share of the vote when the economy is growing, the incumbent is popular, the incumbent is running for reelection, and the party has held the White House for only one term rather than two or more in a row. Moreover, the relationships between presidential election outcomes and economic growth and presidential approval tend to be somewhat stronger when the president is running for reelection. Taken together, these factors certainly do not capture all the influences on election outcomes. But they provide a useful baseline.27

When 2020 began, Trump had the benefit of solid economic growth. Over the previous two quarters, the nonannualized growth in gross domestic product was 1.2 percent. Trump’s approval rating, however, averaged only 41 percent in December 2019. This number—and the fact that Trump’s approval remained low despite the growing economy—was his central challenge. A statistical model based on only those two factors suggested that Trump would win 49.7 percent of the major-party popular vote—a margin only slightly smaller than when he lost the national popular vote to Clinton in 2016.28 A model that includes incumbency, and that also allows the apparent effect of economic growth and presidential popularity to vary depending on whether the incumbent is running, forecast a more evenly divided election: according to this model, Trump would win almost exactly 50 percent of the vote. A more favorable model for Trump was one that factored in economic growth, presidential approval, and also the time the GOP had controlled the White House. Since incumbent parties tend to do worse the longer their “tenure,” Trump benefited accordingly, and was forecast to win 52 percent of the popular vote by this model. The upshot of these various models, however, was anything but a guaranteed reelection. (Details of these models appear in the appendix to this chapter.)

When Trump was out on the campaign trail in the fall of 2019, he said to an audience in Manchester, New Hampshire, “Whether you love me or hate me, you have got to vote for me.”29 Trump’s problem, however, was that the people who loved him were less than half the electorate. Despite a growing economy, Trump was not a clear favorite in 2020.

But because Trump’s popularity never plummeted, he was not a massive underdog either. In fact, Trump had won before when he was no more popular than he was when he embarked on his reelection campaign. To do it again, he needed at least one of two things. One was for the good economy to continue. The other was a Democratic opponent almost as unpopular as he was.

He got neither.
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A House United



We have one moral imperative, and that’s to beat Donald Trump.

—JAMES CARVILLE, DEMOCRATIC CAMPAIGN STRATEGIST, FEBRUARY 4, 2020



ON SEPTEMBER 12, 2019, ten of the Democratic candidates for president gathered for a debate at Texas Southern University in Houston. Up front, the candidates leading the national polls stood in the middle: Joe Biden, the former vice president and Delaware senator, now running his third presidential campaign; Bernie Sanders, the Vermont senator and 2016 presidential candidate; and Massachusetts senator Elizabeth Warren. The ideological differences within the party—the moderate Biden, the progressives Sanders and Warren—were center stage.

Those differences emerged not long into the debate when the candidates discussed health care. Biden criticized Warren and Sanders for proposing “Medicare for All,” a system of government-provided health insurance that would replace private insurance plans. Biden said it would be too expensive and proposed instead to expand the Affordable Care Act, which was enacted when Biden was vice president.1 Warren defended her plan, saying it could be paid for by increasing taxes on the wealthy and corporations, and Sanders said that his plan would actually be cheaper than the status quo and criticized pharmaceutical and insurance companies for profiteering. Biden referred to Sanders as a “socialist.”

Things got testier in an exchange between Biden and former Obama cabinet secretary Julián Castro, who accused Biden of giving contradictory accounts of whether Americans would have to opt in to an insurance plan or be automatically enrolled. In what was perceived as a shot at Biden’s mental competence, Castro asked, “Are you forgetting what you said two minutes ago?”

Castro and Biden went back and forth until other candidates put an end to it. The entrepreneur Andrew Yang chided them, saying, “Come on, guys!” South Bend mayor Pete Buttigieg said, “This is why presidential debates are becoming unwatchable.” Minnesota senator Amy Klobuchar put it this way: “A house divided cannot stand. And that is not how we are going to win this.”

The scene in Houston illustrated the challenges the Democratic Party faced in the 2020 primary. There were a lot of candidates. There was no dominant front-runner. And there were plenty of disagreements about health care and other issues. Political commentators anticipated a “battle royale” and “a bitter fight between liberals and leftists.”2

A fight certainly seemed to be brewing in 2019 and early 2020 during the “invisible primary,” the period before the actual voting begins in primaries and caucuses. Neither Democratic leaders nor donors coordinated on a front-runner, leaving the race unsettled. Biden did win the most support among the few party leaders who endorsed a candidate, but he struggled to raise money, generate positive news coverage, and otherwise establish himself as the likely nominee. Probably the best news for Biden during the invisible primary was that no other candidate emerged as a clear alternative. The candidates who leveraged media attention to break out of the pack, such as Buttigieg and Warren, eventually saw their poll numbers decline as they experienced the scrutiny that comes with being the surging candidate.

The drama continued once the voting began. Biden’s early stumbles in the Iowa caucus and New Hampshire primary appeared to put his candidacy in real jeopardy and raised the prospect—worrying to many Democrats—of a Sanders nomination. But then two things happened to help Biden win. First, the electoral power of his more racially diverse coalition became manifest in the South Carolina primary and the states that voted on Super Tuesday. Second, party leaders, including Sanders, finally rallied around him. This is how Democrats not only avoided the “house divided” that Klobuchar warned about but coalesced so quickly around Biden.

Despite what seemed historic and unusual about 2020—the acrimony within the party dating back to 2016, the sheer number of Democratic candidates, a topsy-turvy invisible primary—the 2020 result was remarkable for its similarity to past primaries and especially the 2016 contest between Hillary Clinton and Bernie Sanders. Biden won by building a coalition much like Clinton’s—one that leaned on African American voters, older voters, and committed Democrats. And as with Clinton, Biden’s support among African Americans appeared to derive in part from his association with Obama. Both Biden’s and Clinton’s victories show that in an increasingly multiracial Democratic Party, the candidate who can build a multiracial coalition has the best chance of winning. And building that coalition is about not just the candidate’s race, but also their record and experience.

The 2020 primary resembled past Democratic primaries in another respect: the ideological “battle royale” ultimately fizzled. It is easy to imagine that the policy differences on display in the Houston debate were widely known to Democratic voters and reflected in deep divides within the Democratic electorate. But although some Democrats voted for the candidate whom they perceived as the best match ideologically, many Democratic voters did not know where the candidates stood ideologically or see differences between them. Most strikingly, the growing homogeneity within the Democratic Party, which we discussed in chapter 1, produced liberal majorities on many issues and only modest differences among the supporters of the different candidates.

Finally, Democrats were able to unify because their biggest political priorities were the issues on which they mostly agreed. In chapter 3, we showed how Republicans’ priorities largely dovetailed with Trump’s own agenda, helping them support him despite their occasional reservations. Among Democrats, the same issues were also their top priorities, although of course their views on those issues reflected their opposition to Trump. In short, the priorities of Democrats were much more the issues on which they disagreed with Trump than the issues on which they disagreed with each other.

At the same time, Biden’s victory did raise uncomfortable questions for the party about the prospects of candidates who were not white men. Many asked whether sexism hindered Elizabeth Warren’s candidacy and whether the party’s focus on electability—choosing a candidate who could beat Trump—benefited white male candidates like Biden.

But despite uncomfortable questions and even the occasional unwatchable debate, the Democratic Party emerged from the primary far more unified than many observers had expected when phrases like “bitter fight” and even “toxic distrust” were being thrown around.3 Indeed, Democratic primary voters were actually less divided in their views of the candidates than in the 2016 or 2008 primaries. This put Biden in a stronger position to accomplish the party’s ultimate goal: beating Trump.


THE TRAUMA OF 2016

It is always difficult to lose an election, but for Democrats Trump’s victory in 2016 was a particularly terrible shock. Not only was Clinton widely expected to win based on preelection polls, but it seemed impossible that someone like Trump, whom Democrats believed was fundamentally unfit for the office, could win. Democrats were “traumatized,” said one Iowa political activist. And angry. One Democratic donor said, “I’m not putting another fucking dime in until someone tells me what just happened.”4 Hillary Clinton tried to oblige, penning an election postmortem actually called What Happened. But this did little to settle the debate. Democrats continued to question why they lost, but struggled to settle on any clear answer.

Indeed, what is striking about the Democratic Party after 2016 is just how many answers there were. The political scientist Seth Masket interviewed dozens of Democratic activists in 2017 and heard many different explanations. About half of the activists blamed Clinton herself. Some blamed her lack of campaign effort—for instance, that she never made an appearance in Wisconsin, which she lost narrowly; others blamed her campaign message. Others, including Biden, said that she was just not a good candidate.5 About 30 percent of activists blamed “identity politics”—the idea that Clinton and the party focused too much on African Americans, Latinos, the LGBT community, and women, and not enough on other groups and especially the “white working class.”

Another explanation for Clinton’s loss focused on her primary opponent, Bernie Sanders. Some blamed him for tying Clinton up in a long and divisive primary. By May 2016, nearly 60 percent of Sanders supporters rated Clinton unfavorably, and at the Democratic National Convention in July, Sanders’s supporters booed and protested the proceedings. Yet despite these divisions, about 80 percent of Democratic primary voters who reported voting for Sanders ultimately reported voting for Clinton in November. But at the end of the 2016 campaign, the dynamic between Sanders and Clinton—and thus between his supporters and the broader Democratic Party—was much more like détente than rapprochement.6

After 2016, the Sanders-aligned faction of the party seemed ascendant. Two Sanders-aligned candidates—Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and Ayanna Pressley—successfully challenged longtime Democratic incumbents Joseph Crowley and Michael Capuano, respectively, in the 2018 congressional primaries. Ocasio-Cortez’s popularity on social media made her an instant star within the party. She, Pressley, and two other first-term progressive representatives—Michigan’s Rashida Tlaib and Minnesota’s Ilhan Omar—became known as “The Squad” and soon clashed not only with Donald Trump but also with Democratic leaders, including House Speaker Nancy Pelosi.

Commentators quickly jumped on the idea that the Democratic Party was facing its own version of the Tea Party, a conservative faction that emerged within the Republican Party after Obama’s election. To be sure, this characterization was exaggerated. In 2018, there was no spike in primary challengers to Democratic incumbents. In fact, Crowley and Capuano were the only Democratic incumbents to lose in primary elections. And there was little evidence of the GOP’s mode of factional politics, where outside groups motivated by ideology spent money to knock out moderate incumbents in primaries.7

Nevertheless, the intraparty conflict was significant enough to affect the 2020 presidential nomination process itself. After the 2016 election the Democratic National Committee established a “Unity and Reform Commission” to consider changes to that process, motivated largely by complaints from Sanders supporters. One of the leading complaints was about superdelegates, Democratic leaders who make up about 15 percent of the delegates at the national convention and whose votes, unlike “pledged delegates,” are not determined by primary or caucus outcomes in their state. Superdelegates can conceivably steer the nomination to a different candidate than the one who has won the most pledged delegates, although this has not happened since superdelegates were created after Jimmy Carter’s loss in 1980, including in 2016, when Clinton won the majority of both superdelegates and pledged delegates. Sanders wanted to eliminate them entirely, but as a compromise, the commission forbade them from taking part in the initial floor vote at the convention. This compromise favored Sanders because it meant party leaders could not swing the outcome away from him on the first round of balloting. It also helped ensure that the primary would not devolve into a divisive fight over process.



SOMETHING “BIGGER AND BETTER” THAN BIDEN?

With Donald Trump’s reelection prospects so uncertain, it is no surprise that there were lots of Democrats wanting to run against him. But the sheer number of Democratic candidates was unheard of: there were twenty-eight who had held a significant elective office or would receive significant media coverage during the primaries. This exceeded even the 2016 Republican primary, which featured seventeen candidates.

The large field made it harder for Democratic elites to do what a political party usually tries to do during the invisible primary: coordinate on a front-runner. When that is successful, influential actors within the party identify a candidate who has two qualities: they are satisfactory to the party in their credentials and policy positions, and they have a good chance of winning the general election.8 But in 2020, the party’s success in identifying a front-runner was partial, at best. Biden emerged from the invisible primary with some backing within the party but not enough to put him in a dominant position.

Biden was an experienced politician. He was first elected a U.S. senator in 1972 and represented Delaware until 2009, when he became vice president under Barack Obama. His 2020 campaign was his third for president. He ran in a crowded 1988 Democratic field but withdrew early after news coverage identified instances in which he cribbed passages from other politicians’ speeches and exaggerated his own biography. In the 2008 Democratic presidential primary, his poll numbers languished in the single digits and he withdrew after finishing fifth in the Iowa caucus. As Obama’s vice president, he would have been a natural successor, but as the 2016 primary campaign was getting underway, Biden was dealing with the illness of his son Beau, who died of cancer in May 2015. When Biden began seriously considering a run several months later, Hillary Clinton had locked up the support of most leaders in the party. Even Obama was reportedly against Biden’s entering the race. Ultimately, Biden stayed out.9

Biden declared his candidacy for the 2020 contest on April 25, 2019. In his speech that day, he attacked Trump for his response to the 2017 white supremacist rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, and for his “embrace of dictators and oligarchs.” He repeated his common refrain that “we are in a battle for the soul of this nation.” One New York Times story said that Biden “presented himself as a steely leader for a country wracked by political conflict” and “believes voters will embrace him as a figure of stability and maturity.” But the story went on to detail the potential challenges Biden would face: in short, he was an older white man with a reputation as a moderate. As the story put it, Biden would have to appeal to “Democratic voters who tend to prize youth, diversity, and unapologetic liberalism.”10

If Democrats wanted an alternative to Biden on virtually any dimension, that person could be found in this large field. Senator Cory Booker was African American; Kamala Harris was the daughter of parents from Jamaica and India; Julián Castro was Hispanic American. The field also included prominent women officeholders, most notably Harris, Warren, Klobuchar, and New York senator Kirsten Gillibrand. Buttigieg was the first openly gay candidate to run for the party’s nomination.


[image: This device does not support SVG]
Figure 4.1.

Percentage of Democratic Officeholders Endorsing a Presidential Candidate before the Iowa Caucus. Note: Officeholders include Democratic governors, senators, and U.S. House members. Endorsements prior to the year before the election are included in the first quarter. Endorsements in an election year but before the Iowa caucus are included in the fourth quarter. Source: Cohen et al., The Party Decides; FiveThirtyEight.


The difficulty the party had in identifying a consensus nominee was visible in candidate endorsements by party leaders during the invisible primary. These endorsements are useful signals because they are public and they come before any caucuses or primaries.11 But in 2020, most party leaders sat on the sidelines: by the Iowa caucus, only 30 percent of Democratic governors, senators, and U.S. House members had endorsed any candidate (figure 4.1). This was fewer than in most other Democratic primaries since 1980. Even though the large 2020 field gave Democratic leaders many candidates to choose from, most leaders did not choose any of them.

Among those who did endorse, Biden earned more than any other candidate. In total, almost 16 percent of leading Democratic officeholders endorsed him, equaling 53 percent of all the endorsements made before the Iowa caucus. This was similar to Clinton in 2008, who won the endorsements of 16 percent of these Democratic leaders and 52 percent of all the endorsements made in that year’s invisible primary.12 The challenge facing Biden was rooted in the same intraparty divisions visible since 2016. For example, many prominent progressive Democrats, including “The Squad,” endorsed Sanders or Warren. And although Biden won more endorsements from African American members of Congress than did the other presidential candidates, he was not endorsed by Black leaders like Rev. Al Sharpton and Stacey Abrams. Even Obama was reportedly not enthusiastic about Biden’s candidacy in 2020, much as he had not been in 2016.13

Thus, the party found itself in a place it had been before, especially in 2004 and, to some extent, 2008. In those primaries, there was no clear heir apparent, as there had been in 2000 (Vice President Al Gore) or 2016 (Hillary Clinton). It was harder for party leaders to coordinate on a consensus favorite and easier instead to worry about the liabilities of any particular candidate. Was Biden too old? Were Sanders and Warren too liberal? Was Buttigieg too inexperienced? Would Warren, Harris, and other women or people of color potentially be hurt by their gender or race or both? And so on.

But in 2020, the situation was made even more challenging by the evolution of the campaign finance system, which can be summarized in two words: easy money. Compared to earlier years, more candidates are now able to raise more money in presidential primaries, even without much support from party leaders.14 That was true in the 2016 primary, when Sanders won almost no endorsements from party leaders but leveraged his support among small donors to raise over $235 million. This was true in 2019 as well: a number of candidates raised credible amounts of money, and once again there was no dominant front-runner (figure 4.2). Two wealthy candidates, Michael Bloomberg and Tom Steyer, each spent more than $200 million of their own money to fund their campaigns. Many others raised at least enough to mount a campaign. Fifteen candidates raised at least $10 million, and eleven raised at least $20 million.
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Figure 4.2.

Total Money Raised by Democratic Presidential Candidates in 2019. Note: For Bloomberg and Steyer, the figures include the personal wealth that they spent. Source: Federal Elections Commission.


By contrast, in 2007 only four Democratic candidates raised $20 million or more: Obama, Clinton, John Edwards, and Bill Richardson. Biden himself raised just $8.4 million that year. In 2019, the author Marianne Williamson raised about that much, even though she had never held elective office.15

Biden’s slower pace of fund-raising was concerning to his campaign and a recurrent story in the news media. One headline from October 2019 was “Why Biden Is Getting Crushed in the All-Important Money Race.” Indeed, one major Democratic fund raiser, who even donated to Biden out of “loyalty,” said, “I don’t think Joe Biden is going to be the nominee. I think there’s a thirst for something down the road taking us towards something bigger and better.”16



THE PROMISE AND PERIL OF PRIMARY NEWS COVERAGE

With a large field and no clear consensus choice among party leaders and donors, the question was whether one of the candidates could rise to the top by leveraging news coverage to raise their visibility and standing within the field. There are presidential primary candidates who have pulled off this feat, even without much preexisting support in the party. In some cases, the increasing media coverage of the invisible primary has fueled media-driven candidacies even before the voting starts. For example, in 2016, both Donald Trump and Bernie Sanders saw their media coverage and poll numbers increase substantially during the invisible primary. In other cases, candidates have garnered media coverage because of a better-than-expected showing in early caucuses or primaries and sought to use the newfound attention to win later contests. In 2004, John Kerry’s unexpected victory in the Iowa caucus gave him enough momentum to win the nomination. The same happened to Obama in 2008.17

But presidential primaries also show the limits of relying on news coverage to jump-start a campaign. For many candidates, media attention is only temporary and follows a cycle of “discovery, scrutiny, and decline.” An event deemed newsworthy vaults the candidate into the headlines (“discovery”), usually producing positive coverage. But the candidate’s newfound prominence also invites media to delve into their biography and record, often uncovering inconsistencies and controversies. It was exactly this sort of scrutiny that helped sink Biden’s 1988 campaign. Since then, any number of candidates have seen the media spotlight turn harsh. The resulting decline in their poll numbers sometimes means the de facto end of their bid, even if they stay in the race.18

In 2019 and 2020, the Democratic primary did not see a candidate leverage news attention to achieve durable success. Instead, the breakout moments of discovery fueled temporary rises in the polls before media scrutiny focused attention on the candidates’ limitations.

Using transcripts of cable network coverage to capture media attention, we identified three candidates who experienced discovery, scrutiny, and decline: Harris, Buttigieg, and Warren.19 Harris experienced two moments of “discovery”—when she announced her candidacy and held her kickoff rally in Oakland, and when she criticized Biden at the June 27 candidate debate for having opposed a school busing program in Delaware (figure 4.3). In both moments, news coverage of Harris spiked and her poll numbers increased. But in each case, discovery was followed by scrutiny. There was scrutiny of trivial things, like whether Harris had listened to the rappers Tupac Shakur and Snoop Dogg in college (their albums did not debut until after she graduated), as she apparently claimed. There was also scrutiny of substantive things, like whether her record as the district attorney of San Francisco and the state attorney general of California was out of step with some Democrats’ distrust of the criminal justice system. For example, a February 11 New York Times story said she faced “a chorus of skepticism, especially from the left.” In the weeks and months after the June debate, Harris garnered less and less coverage, and her poll numbers slid. A late-November New York Times story described her campaign as riven with tensions and quoted a senior staff member who said that she had never seen a presidential campaign “treat its staff so poorly.” Harris dropped out on December 3.20
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Figure 4.3.

Harris, Buttigieg, and Warren News Coverage and National Poll Average. Percentage of news mentions is the candidate’s share of all mentions of the Democratic presidential candidates on cable networks. Poll average is the smoothed average of the candidate’s standing in national primary polls. Source: Internet Archive; FiveThirtyEight.


Pete Buttigieg also experienced several cycles of discovery, scrutiny, and decline that were visible in both news coverage and polls (figure 4.3). He drew early news attention for criticizing Vice President Mike Pence’s record on LGBT rights, for the announcement of his candidacy, and for a well-received appearance on Fox News. Typical of this discovery phase, the news coverage was generally positive. A Los Angeles Times piece published that day called him the “hottest thing in politics.” But after a fifty-four-year-old African American man, Eric Logan, was shot and killed by a South Bend police officer on June 16, Buttigieg faced significant criticism. News accounts delved into Buttigieg’s rocky relationship with the African American community in South Bend. Rep. Marcia Fudge of Ohio, the former chairwoman of the Congressional Black Caucus, said “Pete has a Black problem.”21

A similar cycle repeated in the fall. After Buttigieg garnered positive news coverage for his performance in the October 15 debate (“Pete Buttigieg wins the night” was the headline in the Boston Globe) and for improving poll numbers in Iowa, controversy about Buttigieg’s record on race arrested any momentum. This time, it stemmed from a caustic essay, “Pete Buttigieg Is a Lying MF,” that criticized Buttigieg for 2011 comments in which he blamed a lack of role models for the challenges facing poor Black children in schools. This was more fodder for stories about Buttigieg’s weak standing with African American voters.22

Even though Buttigieg’s poll numbers slipped after this controversy, both nationally and in Iowa, Buttigieg outperformed his Iowa poll numbers and narrowly beat Sanders in the February 3 Iowa caucus. Although Buttigieg’s victory took three days to confirm because of delays in vote counting, he did see a spike in news coverage and his poll numbers and then finished second in the New Hampshire primary on February 11, just behind Sanders. This was consistent with previous patterns: performance in the Iowa caucus as well as the subsequent bump in media attention are positively associated with performance in New Hampshire.23 But Buttigieg could not sustain this momentum when the race shifted to Nevada and South Carolina. In South Carolina, Buttigieg’s lack of support among African American voters cost him: he came in fourth with only 8 percent of the vote. He dropped out the next day and endorsed Biden right before the Super Tuesday primaries.

Elizabeth Warren experienced a long and gradual increase in news attention and poll numbers rather than the quicker ups and downs that Harris and Buttigieg experienced (figure 4.3). Compared to them, she received more news coverage and more support from Democrats in polls for most of 2019. The rollout of Warren’s campaign generated large spikes in news coverage—ones larger than either Harris or Buttigieg received. She generated coverage after Facebook deleted and then restored her digital ads that criticized the company and for the rollouts of plans to deal with student loan debt and opioids. “I have a plan for that” became her catchphrase, and news coverage said she was “forcing her rivals to play catch-up and stake out their own positions.” Coverage of her campaign events was also positive, including her March 18 appearance at a CNN town hall (“policy-fluent,” “energetic”) and a May 31 rally in Oakland (“show of force”).24

Warren’s ascent took a page from Bernie Sanders’s 2016 campaign and threatened his 2020 campaign. Like Sanders, she was a progressive who could raise funds without relying on big-money donors. As Sanders did in 2016, she made news for her big rallies in liberal-leaning cities—including even larger ones in Seattle in August (15,000 attendees) and New York City in September (20,000 attendees). Commentators talked about how her “massive crowds” signaled her campaign’s “organic energy.” Her poll numbers continued to climb. By the end of September, she was in second place behind Biden. Several Iowa polls had her tied or leading the field. Altogether, Warren’s rise from April to the end of September—a shift of about 16 points in national polls—matched Sanders’s rise during the same period in 2015, when his poll numbers increased from 7 points to 23.25

But eventually, Warren faced significant scrutiny of the very thing that made her stand out: her detailed policy plans. At the October 15 candidate debate, Warren came under attack again for her embrace of Medicare for All. As Biden did at the September debate, Buttigieg and Amy Klobuchar pushed Warren on how she would pay for Medicare for All and specifically whether middle-class Americans would need to pay higher taxes. But unlike in September, postdebate news coverage centered on these attacks, with headlines like “Warren takes punches” and “Warren draws fire from all sides.” The scrutiny of Warren only intensified after she became the only candidate to release a plan to pay for Medicare for All on November 1. Biden’s campaign spokesperson said Warren was using “mathematical gymnastics” and that “it’s impossible to pay for Medicare for All without middle class tax increases.” Reporters quoted experts skeptical of the plan’s “big assumptions.” One Washington Post column was headlined, “Elizabeth Warren’s Biggest Political Decision May Be Her Worst.” Meanwhile, Sanders received little scrutiny for brushing off questions about how he would pay for Medicare for All.26

This scrutiny appeared to cost Warren. Her poll numbers began to decline and never recovered. She came in third in the Iowa caucus behind Buttigieg and Sanders and fourth in New Hampshire, where she won only 8 percent of the vote and did not meet the 15 percent threshold needed to win any delegates. She did not win delegates in the Nevada caucus or South Carolina primary either. Two days after Super Tuesday, she ended her campaign.

Joe Biden and Bernie Sanders experienced a different trajectory than Harris, Warren, or Buttigieg. Biden and Sanders were better known when the campaign started, and so there was less to discover about them. During the invisible primary, they experienced fewer surges in positive news coverage and thus their poll numbers remained stable, putting them in first or second place for much of 2019. In this way, their campaigns resembled that of Mitt Romney in 2012 or Hillary Clinton in 2016. What changed this static pattern were the early caucuses and primaries. Sanders’s successes in Iowa, New Hampshire, and Nevada—combined with very poor showings by Biden—vaulted Sanders into the lead. It appeared to many as if Sanders would win. But Biden’s victories in South Carolina and many states whose primaries were held on Super Tuesday brought his campaign back to life.

For Sanders, some spikes in his news coverage occurred after the usual types of events—his kickoff rally, the release of a student debt plan, an October rally featuring Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, and reports of record-breaking fund-raising (figure 4.4). But intermingled with this positive coverage was more scrutiny than he received in 2015, when he was the most favorably covered candidate—Democrat or Republican—according to a systematic analysis of news coverage of that year’s invisible primary. For example, when Sanders released his tax returns in April 2019, reporting over $500,000 in income, news coverage called him “part of the 1%.” A June 12 speech defending democratic socialism led to news coverage about how Sanders’s views “complicate” his campaign. Sanders’s hospitalization after a heart attack in early October was framed as “casting uncertainty over a candidacy already struggling to win new voters.”27 Overall, Sanders received more coverage in his head-to-head race with Hillary Clinton than he did in 2020, when he was less novel of a political figure and when he had to compete with a larger number of candidates. Between June 1 and December 31, 2019, he received an average of 13 percent of mentions of the candidates, compared to 24 percent in 2015. His poll standing was lower, too: an average of 16 percent in 2019, compared to 25 percent in 2015.

But Sanders hung in because Biden was not winning any additional support as the invisible primary went on (figure 4.4). Except for a brief polling spike when he announced his candidacy, Biden’s poll numbers were remarkably stable, averaging just over 25 percent for much of the summer and fall. Part of the reason was that even though Biden frequently got the most news coverage of any candidate—between June and December 2019, Biden’s average daily share of candidate mentions was 38 percent, well above Warren (17%) and Sanders (13%)—much of that coverage was unfavorable.

Even before he announced his candidacy, Biden faced allegations that he had inappropriately kissed and touched a former Nevada legislator, Lucy Flores. In the wake of Flores’s allegation, there were complaints from other women as well. In response, Biden could only manage what one news report called a “convoluted apology.” Then, in the early weeks of his official campaign, he generated coverage not only for an Iowa speech criticizing Trump but also for a controversial remark about his positive working relationship with segregationist senators in the 1970s. A Washington Post headline from that time: “Joe Biden Picked a Bad Week to Have a Bad Week.”28
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Figure 4.4.

Sanders and Biden News Coverage and National Poll Average. Percentage of news mentions is the candidate’s share of all mentions of the Democratic presidential candidates on cable networks. Poll average is the smoothed average of the candidate’s standing in national primary polls. Source: Internet Archive; FiveThirtyEight.


There were other bad weeks. On August 30, Biden made news for telling a false story about a visit to Afghanistan when he was vice president. CNN snarked: “If the day ends in a ‘y’ it’s a good bet that Joe Biden has stumbled into yet another campaign trail gaffe.” Even the extensive coverage of Trump’s attempt to pressure Ukraine to investigate the Bidens did not necessarily generate sympathetic coverage of Biden. For example, one September news story noted that Trump’s accusations were “unfounded” but still said that Biden was “at the center of a massive political scandal” that could hurt his campaign. When Biden called a retired Iowa farmer a “damn liar” for confronting him about Hunter Biden’s role, he was judged as showing “authenticity, emotion, and a readiness for a fight” but also acting “undisciplined.” After an Axios interview in which Biden pledged that as president he would not let family members benefit from their connections to him, Axios asked: “Will Biden move away from a posture of defending his son’s honor to acknowledge and address legitimate concerns about his own judgment among some Democrats and swing voters?” A New York magazine headline was even more blunt: “Joe Biden Still Can’t Answer Basic Questions about Hunter and Burisma.” Biden’s struggles reportedly led Hillary Clinton to seriously consider entering the primary race.29

Despite this negative coverage, Biden still led in national polls, although Sanders gained some ground as Warren’s poll numbers declined. Biden and Sanders were nearly tied in Iowa caucus polls as well. But when the primary season began, in Iowa on February 3, Biden struggled. His 14 percent vote share put him behind Buttigieg, Sanders, and Warren. This underwhelming performance was an eerie echo of the concerns that kept him out of the race in 2016. Then, one of Obama’s advisers, David Plouffe, had urged him not to run, saying, “Mr. Vice President, you have had a remarkable career, and it would be wrong to see it end in some hotel room in Iowa with you finishing third behind Bernie Sanders.” In 2020, it turns out, Biden’s career was threatened by a fourth-place finish.30
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Figure 4.5.

Joe Biden’s Share of News Coverage and National Poll Average, January 1–April 8, 2020.

Percentage of news mentions is the candidate’s share of all mentions of the Democratic presidential candidates on cable networks. Daily average is the raw average of the candidate’s standing in national primary polls. Source: Internet Archive; FiveThirtyEight.



In the wake of this disappointment, Biden reshuffled his campaign team as his poll numbers began to slide and his campaign began to run short of cash. Figure 4.5, focusing on the period beginning January 1, 2020, shows this trend in the polls clearly. At the same time, Biden’s chances of winning the nomination dropped in both forecasting models and prediction markets. Biden then did even worse in the New Hampshire primary—coming in fifth with 8 percent of the vote and winning no convention delegates. Biden did manage a second-place finish in the Nevada caucus, but he was far behind Sanders.31

Biden’s unexpectedly large losses in the first three primaries hurt him badly in the polls. Prior to Iowa his polling had hovered at around 27 percent. After Nevada his number plummeted to below 16 percent. At that point, bettors in the prediction market PredictIt gave him only a 13 percent chance of winning the nomination, down from 31 percent on February 1. Meanwhile, this market gave Sanders a 65 percent chance as of the day after the Nevada caucus. Many Democratic party leaders and activists were horrified at the prospect of a Sanders nomination. “I’ve never seen this level of doom,” said one. Some began to look to Michael Bloomberg as an alternative.32

The South Carolina primary, on February 29, changed Biden’s fortunes virtually overnight. Biden had called the state his campaign’s “firewall” a month earlier.33 He was not wrong. Drawing on support within the African American community, Biden won 49 percent of the vote compared to Sanders’s 20 percent. One news report called this a “decisive victory” and said it made Biden “the clear alternative” to Sanders. Many observers credited Biden’s victory to the February 26 endorsement of South Carolina representative James Clyburn, a very prominent leader in the African American community. It was, indeed, a remarkable turnaround, as Clyburn had suggested in 2018 that Biden should not even get in the race. Now, according to one news report, “James Clyburn changed everything for Joe Biden’s campaign.”34

It is hard to know how much the Clyburn endorsement mattered. To some, the fact that Biden outperformed his poll numbers in South Carolina suggested that Clyburn’s endorsement gave him a boost. On the other hand, it is clear that Biden was gaining ground before the endorsement, and perhaps his performance on Election Day was just a continuation of that trend.35 Moreover, there was one survey in the field in South Carolina when Clyburn announced his endorsement, and it showed no difference in African American support for Biden in the days before and after the endorsement.36 Biden’s victory in South Carolina appeared to depend more on his long-standing support among African American primary voters, which we explore below, than on this one endorsement. (See the appendix for more details.)

The impact of Biden’s win in South Carolina was visible almost immediately in national polls (figure 4.5). In a Morning Consult poll conducted right before the South Carolina primary, 21 percent supported Biden. The day after the primary, this increased to 26 percent. A few days later, this increased again to 36 percent. Meanwhile, Sanders’s poll numbers slid from 33 percent to 28 percent.

Biden’s victory pushed Democratic leaders to do what many had hesitated to do: rally to his side. Barack Obama began making calls, including to other Democratic candidates.37 Both Buttigieg and Klobuchar dropped out and endorsed Biden, as did fourteen Democratic governors, senators, and members of the House in the three days after the South Carolina primary. Suddenly, the party leaders who had been reticent to endorse any Democratic candidate got behind Biden.

In the March 3 Super Tuesday primaries, Biden won in ten states. This blew open his lead in the polls: in a March 5–8 Morning Consult poll, 56 percent supported Biden while only 38 percent supported Sanders. Biden’s standing had increased by about 35 points in barely more than a week. And more Democratic leaders came aboard. Sixty-seven more governors and members of Congress endorsed Biden in the ensuing month.

The subsequent primaries only expanded Biden’s lead. With his victory all but assured, the only remaining question was whether Sanders would continue to battle for as long as he did in 2016. Leading Democrats put pressure on him to end his campaign. On April 8, right after Wisconsin primary voters went to the polls and before the results could be announced, Sanders dropped out. “I cannot in good conscience continue to mount a campaign that cannot win and which would interfere with the important work required of all of us in this difficult hour,” Sanders said, alluding to the party’s ultimate goal of beating Trump. The following week, Sanders endorsed Biden. The race was over.38



BIDEN’S WINNING COALITION

News accounts framed Biden’s surge and the “short, orderly primary” that resulted as “the biggest surprise of 2020.”39 But even if Biden’s victory was hardly preordained, its roots were there all along. Those roots were grounded in demographics of Democratic voters and the groups of primary voters to whom Biden had particular appeal: older voters, loyal Democrats, African Americans, and voters whose ideological orientation was centrist or center-left rather than strongly progressive. In November 2019, a senior Biden strategist had said that “our strength is the fact that we have a broad and diverse coalition.”40 He was right. That this coalition could bring Biden victory was unsurprising—a similar coalition had helped Hillary Clinton win the nomination in 2016.

Initially, the large field of candidates in 2020 meant that the 2016 coalitions were fractured. Surveys of the same Democratic primary voters in both 2016 and then in 2019–20 found that, for example, about 37 to 40 percent of Clinton 2016 voters supported Biden in the months immediately before the first caucuses and primaries. Sanders’s 2016 voters were also divided. As of December 2019, Sanders was winning only 20 percent of his 2016 voters; the largest share (32%) intended to vote for Warren. The later dynamics of the primary—Biden’s surge after South Carolina, the exit of other candidates—helped sort out these fractured coalitions. Ultimately, the majority of Clinton 2016 voters reported voting for Biden (62%). Biden also won about a fifth (22%) of Sanders’s 2016 voters, although most reported voting for Sanders or Warren.

To see how the demographic building blocks of Biden’s coalition resembled those of Clinton’s coalition, consider the role of three factors: age, race, and partisanship (figure 4.6). In 2016, Clinton did significantly better among older voters, while Sanders did best among the youngest age cohort. This reflects the typical attraction of younger voters to candidates with a message of change, which drew them not only to Sanders in 2016 but also to Gary Hart in 1984 and Barack Obama in 2008. Clinton also did better than Sanders among Black Americans and Hispanic Americans, while white voters were relatively split between the two candidates. In part, this reflected Clinton’s service in the Obama administration, which helped boost her standing among Black Americans. Finally, Clinton did better among primary voters who explicitly identified as Democrats rather than independents, while Sanders did better among independents. This reflects both her historic association with the Democratic Party and Sanders’s rejection of it.41 The left-hand panels in figure 4.6 show these relationships in 2016, drawing on Views of the Electorate Research (VOTER) Survey data.
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Figure 4.6.

The Relationship between Age, Partisanship, and Race and Voting in the 2016 and 2020 Primaries. Source: VOTER Survey.


In the 2020 primary, these patterns were somewhat evident by the end of 2019, but the crowded field and lack of a dominant front-runner muted them. The middle column of figure 4.6 shows that, relative to younger voters, older voters were more likely to favor Biden, Bloomberg, or Buttigieg. Sanders led among the youngest voters, as he did in 2016, although Warren polled well with those aged 30–44. As in 2016, Sanders also polled a bit better among independents leaning Democratic than among Democrats with a stronger partisan identity, while the reverse was true for Biden. (Notably, Warren polled better among strong Democrats than Sanders did, showing that she appealed to voters solidly in the party as well as those more on its periphery.) But the relationship between partisanship and vote intentions was much weaker at that point than in 2016. The same was true for race. White voters were divided among different candidates while both Black and Hispanic voters favored Biden, just as they had favored Clinton in 2016. But Biden’s lead among Black and Hispanic voters was at that point smaller than Clinton’s was when the 2016 primaries concluded, which reflected the more fractured field of candidates in 2020.

However, by the end of the primary season, Biden’s surge and the withdrawal of the other candidates helped Biden gain support among various groups, but especially among Democratic primary voters who actually identified as Democrats (right-hand column of figure 4.6). This fits a familiar pattern of “activation” in primary elections, whereby characteristics of voters that predispose them to support a candidate become stronger predictors of their choices as the campaign goes on.42 The result of this activation was that Biden’s coalition came to resemble Clinton’s even more closely. Sanders still performed the best among the groups who were his strongest supporters in 2016—independents, younger voters—although the fractured field and shorter contest in 2020 meant that he won fewer votes overall. At one point before Sanders entered the race, his pollster had argued that he could win in a crowded field if he relied on his hard-core supporters and won a steady 25–30 percent of the vote in each state.43 The 2020 results showed the challenge inherent in this approach, which, as his team knew then, would not work if the race narrowed to Sanders and one other candidate.

Part of the reason Biden’s coalition helped him win is simple math: the demographic groups that tended to support him make up a big chunk of the party. The very large samples in the Nationscape survey project illuminate the demographics of Democratic voters overall and in key states (table 4.1). For example, older voters are more numerous than the youngest voters. Strong Democrats are more numerous than independents. Black Americans are numerous in the primary electorates in key states like South Carolina but not in Iowa and New Hampshire.




TABLE 4.1. Demographics of Democratic Primary Voters (Percent)



	
	
	
All states


	
	
Iowa and NH


	
	
Nevada


	
	
South Carolina


	
	
Super Tuesday states







	
Race/ethnicity


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
White


	
	
54


	
	
80


	
	
45


	
	
46


	
	
48





	
Black


	
	
19


	
	
4


	
	
18


	
	
44


	
	
17





	
Asian


	
	
7


	
	
3


	
	
11


	
	
1


	
	
9





	
Latino


	
	
18


	
	
10


	
	
23


	
	
8


	
	
24





	
Age


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
18–29


	
	
20


	
	
20


	
	
22


	
	
16


	
	
21





	
30–44


	
	
25


	
	
22


	
	
27


	
	
20


	
	
26





	
45–64


	
	
32


	
	
34


	
	
31


	
	
36


	
	
32





	
65+


	
	
23


	
	
24


	
	
20


	
	
28


	
	
21





	
Party identification


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Strong Democrat


	
	
54


	
	
52


	
	
56


	
	
57


	
	
53





	
Weak Democrat


	
	
26


	
	
19


	
	
27


	
	
18


	
	
26





	
Leaning Democrat


	
	
11


	
	
19


	
	
10


	
	
14


	
	
12





	
Independent


	
	
3


	
	
6


	
	
3


	
	
4


	
	
4





	
Republican


	
	
5


	
	
5


	
	
5


	
	
7


	
	
5





	
Ideological identification


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Very liberal


	
	
18


	
	
20


	
	
24


	
	
18


	
	
18





	
Liberal


	
	
30


	
	
32


	
	
30


	
	
27


	
	
30





	
Moderate


	
	
38


	
	
38


	
	
33


	
	
39


	
	
38





	
Conservative


	
	
10


	
	
7


	
	
10


	
	
12


	
	
10





	
White subgroups


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
White college graduate


	
	
25


	
	
34


	
	
17


	
	
20


	
	
24





	
White noncollege


	
	
29


	
	
46


	
	
29


	
	
27


	
	
24





	
White liberal


	
	
28


	
	
42


	
	
26


	
	
23


	
	
26





	
Sample size


	
	
182,097


	
	
2,300


	
	
2,173


	
	
2,679


	
	
63,702





	
Source: Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape surveys, July 2019–January 2021. The table combines respondents who intended to vote or reported voting in a Democratic caucus or primary.








Across all states, several key facts stand out: barely more than half of Democratic primary voters are white (54%), only a fifth are under the age of 30, most identify as Democrats and not independents, and only 18 percent identify as “very liberal.” White college graduates and white liberals, who appear prominently in accounts of Democratic Party politics, each constitute barely one-quarter of the party’s likely primary voters. The challenge facing candidates like Sanders and Warren was clear: the types of groups that they appealed most to—younger voters, white college graduates, liberal voters—are not large enough to constitute a winning coalition by themselves. This is particularly true when the primary shifts from Iowa and New Hampshire to South Carolina.

Thus, although Biden’s prospects seemed grim when he limped out of New Hampshire, this was because he had yet to compete on the territory most favorable to him. Once the race moved to more racially diverse states, the electoral power of Biden’s coalition became apparent. To be sure, doing well among the groups central to Biden’s coalition, or Hillary Clinton’s, is no guarantee of winning the Democratic presidential nomination. But in a year where many people thought the Democratic Party wanted someone new or “bigger and better,” it is striking how much the winning coalition was not so new at all.



WHY THE IDEOLOGICAL BATTLE FIZZLED

To some, Biden’s victory was a surprise because he seemed out of step with ideological trends in the party, in particular its “unapologetic liberalism.” But despite the party’s shift to the left and the growing strength of progressive voices in the party, a relative moderate won the nomination. The pitched ideological battle that was expected never came. Exploring why helps explain not only Biden’s success but also the nature of voter decision-making in primary elections.

In some ways, primary elections offer promising conditions for ideological or policy-oriented voting. Voters cannot simply rely on their party identification, which is an efficient shortcut for voting in general elections and appears to limit any effects of ideology and policy.44 Thus, when primary candidates take differing stands on policy issues and make their differences visible, voters’ views on those issues can help them choose a favored candidate. For example, in the 2016 Republican primary Donald Trump was, relative to his rivals, more critical of immigration and more supportive of liberal economic policies, like raising taxes on the wealthy and protecting entitlement programs like Social Security and Medicare. And, indeed, surveys showed that Republicans with more conservative views on immigration as well as more liberal views on economic policy were more likely to support Trump than the other Republican candidates.45

However, in some previous Democratic primaries, the role of ideology and policy was limited. In 1984, for example, Democratic primary voters did not really perceive ideological differences between the ostensible moderate, Walter Mondale, and the more liberal Gary Hart; Democratic primary voters who identified as liberal actually had more favorable views of both candidates than voters who did not. In 2008, voters’ views on a wide range of issues did not predict support for Obama in the primary. In 2016, although Democratic primary voters who identified as strong liberals were more likely to support Sanders than Clinton, voters’ views on actual policy issues were not much associated with their choice of Sanders or Clinton—including their views on the issues that appeared to divide the two candidates, such as the government’s role in health care. Sanders’s voters were more likely to call themselves liberals but were not necessarily more liberal in their views on the issues salient in the primary.46

In 2020, the Democratic primary seemed even more ideologically fractious than in 2016, given the proliferation of candidates and the presence of both Sanders and Warren in addition to Biden, Buttigieg, and other candidates considered more moderate. But the ideological contours of the field were not always well understood by voters. In several Nationscape surveys conducted in March and early April 2020, respondents were asked to place themselves as well as Biden, Sanders, other Democratic candidates, and Donald Trump on a five-point scale ranging from “very liberal” to “very conservative.” At this point, after a year or more of the primary campaign, relatively few Democratic primary voters, including those who had already voted as well as those who intended to vote in a primary, did not know where to place Biden (14%) and Sanders (13%). But anywhere from a fifth to a third did not know where to place other Democratic candidates, even though primary voters are, politically, a fairly attentive group. For example, 22 percent could not place Warren at all, 30 percent could not place Buttigieg, and 37 percent could not place Klobuchar.

Moreover, even among voters who could place the candidates on this scale, they did not always perceive an ideological difference between the candidates, and, if they did, their perceptions did not necessarily accord with what most political observers perceived. For example, most observers considered Sanders more liberal than Biden. But among Democratic primary voters, only about half (52%) placed Sanders to the left of Biden on this scale. Among the rest, 21 percent did not see any difference between them, 10 percent put Biden to Sanders’s left, and the rest could not place one or both candidates. The same thing was true when comparing Biden to Warren. Fewer Democratic primary voters put Warren to Biden’s left (38%), while 28 percent could not place one or both, 23 percent saw no difference, and 11 percent put Biden to the left.

Among the Democratic primary voters who could place one or more candidates, their perceptions looked sensible in the aggregate (figure 4.7). On average, voters placed Biden more toward the center left, Warren and Sanders further left, and Trump well to the right. Notably, the average Democratic primary voter was closer to Biden than Warren or especially Sanders. Overall, 40 percent of Democratic primary voters placed themselves and Biden at exactly the same spot on this 5-point spectrum. Fewer saw themselves as identical to Warren (34%) or Sanders (28%). This is the logical outcome for a party in which, despite its leftward shift, more primary voters identified as moderate than very liberal.
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Figure 4.7.

Democratic Primary Voters’ Average Ideological Placement of Themselves and the Candidates. Source: Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape surveys, March 5–April 2, 2020.


These perceptions of the candidates mattered for how much Democratic voters’ ideological identification was correlated with their choice of a candidate. The expected correlation—self-identified liberals were more likely to support Sanders than Biden—emerged most clearly among those who placed Sanders to Biden’s left. The correlation was weaker among those who placed the candidates at the same point or could not place one or both candidates. In short, ideological identification appeared to affect Democratic primary voting, but any effect was far from automatic. It depended a great deal on how voters perceived the candidates.47

Of course, ideological identification does not necessarily capture the nuances of people’s views on policy. And much of the primary was centered on policy issues, such as taxes and health care. But even here, two things kept the primary from resembling a “battle royale.” For one, the policy differences among the supporters of various Democratic candidates were not that large, especially when compared to the differences between Democrats and Republicans. For another, the relationship between policy views and support for the leading candidates, Biden and Sanders, was muted.

Drawing on large battery of policy questions in the 2019 Nationscape surveys, table 4.2 presents the percentage supporting a subset of these policies among Biden, Sanders, and Warren supporters as well as Republicans.48 The remaining respondents either opposed the policy or did not express an opinion. (A table with all policies is in table A4.4. The appendix also presents a more direct test of the relationship between policy attitudes and voting in the primaries.)




TABLE 4.2. Policy Attitudes among Likely Democratic Primary Voters versus Republicans



	
	
Percent who agree with the policy





	
Warren supporters


	
	
Sanders supporters


	
	
Biden supporters


	
	
Republicans







	
Abortion


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Permit abortion in cases other than rape, incest, or when the woman’s life is in danger


	
	
82


	
	
72


	
	
72


	
	
44





	
Require a waiting period and ultrasound before an abortion can be obtained


	
	
21


	
	
30


	
	
31


	
	
52





	
Permit late-term abortion


	
	
42


	
	
36


	
	
29


	
	
13





	
Immigration


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Build a wall on the southern border


	
	
9


	
	
11


	
	
13


	
	
72





	
Create a path to citizenship for all undocumented immigrants


	
	
77


	
	
74


	
	
68


	
	
36





	
Ban people from predominantly Muslim countries from entering the United States


	
	
8


	
	
11


	
	
14


	
	
33





	
Charge immigrants who enter the United States illegally with a federal crime


	
	
18


	
	
21


	
	
24


	
	
64





	
Healthcare


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Provide government-run health insurance to all Americans


	
	
76


	
	
80


	
	
64


	
	
30





	
Provide the option to purchase government-run insurance to all Americans


	
	
81


	
	
73


	
	
75


	
	
48





	
Enact Medicare for All


	
	
73


	
	
80


	
	
59


	
	
29





	
Abolish private health insurance and replace with government-run health insurance


	
	
48


	
	
53


	
	
30


	
	
16





	
Guns


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Ban assault rifles


	
	
86


	
	
69


	
	
81


	
	
43





	
Limit gun magazines to ten bullets


	
	
77


	
	
61


	
	
72


	
	
38





	
Environment


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Cap carbon emissions to combat climate change


	
	
89


	
	
78


	
	
79


	
	
44





	
Enact a Green New Deal


	
	
69


	
	
59


	
	
50


	
	
20





	
Taxes


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Raise taxes on families making over $600,000


	
	
86


	
	
78


	
	
79


	
	
49





	
Raise taxes on families making over $250,000


	
	
64


	
	
61


	
	
59


	
	
33





	
Labor


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Raise the minimum wage to $15/hour


	
	
85


	
	
82


	
	
78


	
	
39





	
Guarantee jobs for all Americans


	
	
67


	
	
77


	
	
70


	
	
48





	
Civil Rights/Liberties


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Legalize marijuana


	
	
74


	
	
77


	
	
61


	
	
48





	
Grant reparations payments to the descendants of slaves


	
	
42


	
	
42


	
	
36


	
	
10





	
Education


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Ensure that all students can graduate from state colleges debt free


	
	
79


	
	
86


	
	
72


	
	
40





	
Foreign Policy


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Impose trade tariffs on Chinese goods


	
	
24


	
	
25


	
	
28


	
	
56





	
Reduce the size of the U.S. military


	
	
37


	
	
37


	
	
20


	
	
10





	
Source: Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape surveys, July–December 2019.








What stands out is how similar Biden, Sanders, and Warren supporters were. Compared to Biden supporters, only slightly larger fractions of Warren and Sanders supporters had liberal issue positions. For example, a large majority of Warren voters (86%) supported raising taxes on families making at least $650,000 per year, but so did 79 percent of Biden voters. And as one might expect, most Sanders voters and Warren voters favored Medicare for All when it was presented without any further information, the option to purchase government health insurance (a “public option” or “Medicare for all who want it”), and providing government health insurance for everyone (something closer to Sanders’s or Warren’s ultimate vision of a single-payer system). Most Biden supporters favored these things too, but with smaller majorities. There were larger differences among Warren, Sanders, and Biden supporters when a government insurance plan was described as abolishing private insurance—one consequence of a pure single-payer system—but when framed in this fashion, the program was not very popular, period. Even among Sanders supporters, only about half supported it.

The same pattern holds for most of these issues: majorities of Democratic primary voters take the liberal position, and those liberal majorities are a little larger among Sanders or Warren supporters than Biden supporters. One exception is gun control, where Sanders voters were actually less liberal than Biden or Warren supporters. But overall, the differences do not suggest any yawning ideological divides within the Democratic electorate. They appear to reflect a party that has actually become less divided, not more so—the natural consequence of the tectonic shifts we have described.

There was a final reason that policy issues proved less divisive than many assumed, and it had to do with the issues that Democratic voters cared most about. Throughout 2019, the Nationscape experiments on revealed importance showed that as the party prepared to vote on a nominee, Democrats’ highest priorities had much more to do with Trump than the issues being debated among the Democratic candidates (figure 4.8). Several of the most important issues concerned impeachment and Trump immigration policies, along with abortion and gun control. Many of these policies were also important to Republicans, as we discussed in chapter 3. But, of course, Democrats were on the opposite side: substantial majorities of Democrats took the liberal position or the anti-Trump position.
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Figure 4.8.

The Policy Priorities of Democrats. Democrats include respondents who identified with or leaned toward the Democratic Party. Percentage with a liberal view is calculated among all respondents, including those who did not have an opinion. The liberal position on trade is defined here as limiting trade. The liberal position on cutting taxes on families making under $100,000 is defined as not cutting taxes. Source: Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape surveys, July–December 2019.


By contrast, many of the policies related to health care and taxes—two issues frequently debated among the Democratic candidates—ranked as less important. The revealed importance of supporters of Democrats’ biggest priorities (impeaching Trump and preventing family separation at the border) was over 0.40. This suggests that when a set of policies contained the respondents’ position on one of these two issues (whether for or against) 40 percent more people chose that set. For supporters of raising taxes on those making at least $600,000, enacting Medicare for All, or raising the minimum wage to $15 an hour, the revealed importance was closer to 0.30—not unimportant, of course, but clearly less important. Thus, not only were supporters of the Democratic candidates not that divided in their policy views, but Democrats’ biggest policy priorities were ones that helped pull the party together.

For progressive leaders who cared deeply about issues like health care and taxes, many of whom backed Sanders or Warren, the primary was a keen disappointment. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez said that progressives needed to learn “political lessons” from the outcome. For some journalists, the primary was a puzzle. How was it, one wondered, that progressive policies, such as Medicare for All, were more popular among Democratic voters than were the candidates championing those ideas?49 One key reason is that those were not the issues most central to Democrats.

To say that the 2020 Democratic primary fell short of a “bitter fight” is not to say that there were no disagreements within the Democratic Party. It is simply to say that rank-and-file Democratic voters, many of whom were not necessarily following the party’s debates, agreed far more often on policy than they disagreed—and any disagreements about policy did not always map cleanly onto the choices voters made in presidential primaries.



BIDEN’S APPEAL AMONG AFRICAN AMERICAN VOTERS

If the Democratic primary disappointed some progressives, it disappointed many fewer African American voters. Indeed, the primary once again demonstrated their importance to the party’s coalition—and the coalition of any presidential candidate who wants to lead the party. Three factors appeared central to Biden’s appeal to this group: characteristics of African American voters, such as age and partisanship; Biden’s association with Obama; and the lesser appeal of the progressive politics of a candidate like Sanders.

On its face, Biden did not seem like a candidate who would be the clear front-runner among African Americans. In his long political career, he had taken positions on racial issues that were increasingly considered controversial as the party shifted on these issues. One was the opposition to school busing that had elicited criticism from Harris. Another was support for the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act of 1994, which critics blamed for furthering the criminal justice system’s punitive treatment of African Americans. In his 2008 campaign, Biden had taken credit for this bill, calling it the “Biden crime law.”50 Beyond these positions, there were Biden’s racially insensitive gaffes, such as his warm reminiscences about working with segregationist senators. Coupled with Biden’s poor record was a Democratic field that contained many other candidates, including prominent people of color, who could potentially appeal to Black voters. Indeed, when Harris entered the race, her initial strategy was exactly what ended up helping Biden win: do well enough in the diverse South Carolina electorate to vault her into contention on Super Tuesday.51

But the experiences of African American candidates in prior Democratic primaries show that a shared racial identity is not always enough to attract the support of Black voters. In 1984 and 1988, Jesse Jackson’s success in winning Black voters’ support depended on the circumstances of the contest. In 1984, for example, he won the support of most Black voters (77%) but did not do as well among older Black voters, who were more skeptical about his chances of winning the nomination and believed the leading candidate, Walter Mondale, was also supportive of Black interests. In 1988, when the field was more fractured and there was no clear alternative like Mondale, Jackson did much better, winning the support of almost all Black voters (92%).52 In 2008, Barack Obama was not the leading candidate among African American voters until after his surprising victory in the Iowa caucus. By the end of January, after Obama won the January 26 South Carolina primary, he had the support of two-thirds of African Americans. It took the momentum from these early victories to establish Obama as a viable candidate, even in the eyes of Black voters.53

Thus, when a candidate like Harris did not develop much momentum, she failed to win much support among African American voters. In July, which was about the high-water mark for Harris in national polls, the Nationscape surveyed showed that only 13 percent of likely African American primary voters favored her, compared to 7 percent of white voters. Harris did better among African American women (16%) than men (9%), but even among African American women, far more (33%) supported Joe Biden at that point in time.54 And as Harris’s poll numbers began to drop, they did so among African American voters as much as whites. In the Nationscape survey conducted right before Harris dropped out, only 6 percent of Black voters and 3 percent of white ones supported her.

Biden’s advantage among African American voters stemmed from their demographics as well. Compared to other Democratic primary voters, African American voters had “more” of the characteristics that were associated with Biden support. There is evidence for this in Nationscape surveys, which have large enough samples to provide reliable estimates for Democratic primary voters of different racial and ethnic backgrounds (see table A4.8). Compared to other racial or ethnic groups, a larger fraction of Black Democratic primary voters identified as “strong” Democrats, which fits with the long-standing social norm within the African American community of supporting the Democratic Party.55 A larger fraction of African American primary voters identified as moderate or conservative, compared to primary voters who were white, Hispanic, or some other race. African American primary voters were also a bit less liberal on the scale of policy liberalism, relative to every other racial or ethnic group except Hispanic primary voters.
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Figure 4.9.

How the Role of Ideology and Party Identification in Democratic Primary Voting Varies across Racial and Ethnic Groups. Findings are based on statistical models that also account for partisanship, age, race or ethnicity, and gender. Full results are in table A4.9. Source: Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape surveys, July 2020–January 2021.


Biden was also helped by this fact: even Black voters whose political beliefs might have attracted them to candidates like Sanders or Warren remained loyal to Biden. Part of the reason is that factors like political ideology traditionally have had less effect on the voting behavior of African Americans in general elections.56 This was true in the 2020 primary as well: African Americans’ self-identified political ideology and their views on specific policy issues were also less strongly associated with their candidate choices (figure 4.9). Liberal Black primary voters were hardly any more likely to back Sanders than were moderate or conservative Black voters.

Another crucial component of Biden’s appeal to African Americans was his association with Barack Obama. During Obama’s presidency, the voters most favorable to Obama, including African Americans, became much more favorable to white politicians in Obama’s administration, including both Biden and Hillary Clinton. As a result, surveys showed that African Americans liked Biden more than they did previous vice presidents in Democratic administrations, including Al Gore and Walter Mondale. Moreover, African Americans with the most favorable views of Obama also had more favorable views of Biden, relative to the minority of African Americans with unfavorable views of Obama.

Thus, Biden, like Clinton in 2016, was able to tap into his association with Obama to shore up support within the Black community. He certainly did his best to strengthen that association during the campaign—for example, by saying “I’m with Barack” when defending the Affordable Care Act in the September primary debate. Sanders lost on this count, as he had long been a critic of Obama and even considered running a primary campaign against him in 2012.57

Joe Biden began his campaign as an older white man who seemed to many observers somewhat out of step with the modern Democratic Party. Indeed, in early April 2020, right after Sanders dropped out, a Pew Research Center poll found that a substantial number of Democrats (41%) said that it “bothered” them that “the likely Democratic nominee is a white man in his 70s.” But only 28 percent of Black Democrats said it bothered them. His primary campaign, and Clinton’s in 2016, showed how older white candidates could build and sustain support in the African American community—and turn that support into a presidential nomination.58



GENDER, SEXISM, AND ELECTABILITY

For many Democratic primary voters, what bothered them about nominating an older white man was not just his race but his gender. As the Democratic field was winnowed to male front-runners and then a male nominee, it raised again the question of whether women candidates, and especially Warren, faced barriers in the primary. This concern was certainly on Democrats’ minds even before the primary: in a June 2018 poll, 64 percent of Democrats said that gender discrimination was a major reason that there were not more women in political office.59 In 2020, the concern about gender discrimination took on an added dimension: whether the party’s desire for “electability”—that is, a candidate who could beat Trump—put women candidates at a disadvantage.

The evidence suggests that Warren’s experience mirrored Hillary Clinton’s from 2016. First, she gained relatively little in terms of additional support from women voters. Second, she did poorly among the minority of Democratic voters with sexist attitudes and better among Democratic voters with progressive attitudes about gender. In Warren’s case, however, this support from progressive Democrats was not enough to make her competitive with Biden.

But on the question of electability—one that lingered long after Clinton’s defeat—it is not clear how much perceptions of electability hurt Warren or helped Biden. The evidence is murky in part because these perceptions proved so malleable throughout the campaign.

In 2016, Hillary Clinton embraced gender in her campaign. Clinton said in one 2015 debate that “fathers will be able to say to their daughters, ‘You too can grow up to be president.’ ” But she did only slightly better among women in 2016 than she did in her 2008 primary campaign, when she largely avoided discussing her gender. She also did worse among Democratic primary voters, and particularly men, who expressed more sexist attitudes, although those losses were mitigated because there were relatively few such voters in the Democratic primary electorate.

In 2020, the Democratic Party had shifted even further to the left on gender issues as part of the growing alignment between partisan politics and identity politics that we described in chapter 1. This was one reason why Lucy Flores’s allegation about Biden was so concerning to his campaign. Biden also faced criticism for how he had handled the sexual harassment accusations brought by Anita Hill against Clarence Thomas when Thomas was nominated for the Supreme Court in 1991 and Biden was the chair of the Senate Judiciary Committee. Sanders had reason for concern as well after a number of staffers from his 2016 campaign came forward in 2018 to describe its hostile climate toward women. On top of that, Warren said in January 2020 that Sanders had told her in 2018 that a woman could not beat Donald Trump. Sanders denied this, but in the ensuing controversy Hillary Clinton criticized him too, saying “it’s part of a pattern” for Sanders.60

But Warren’s experience was largely a repeat of Clinton’s. Like Clinton, Warren emphasized her gender by, for example, taking and publicizing selfies with little girls at her campaign stops.61 Yet like Clinton, she did not garner extraordinary support from women voters. Throughout the summer and fall of 2019, weekly Nationscape surveys showed that women were only about 2 to 6 points more likely to support her than men were. At the end of the primaries, when the Nationscape and VOTER Survey projects asked how people had voted, Warren did only 2 points better among women than men.

A different way of thinking about gender focuses not on a voter’s or a candidate’s gender itself but instead on how people think about gender. One useful framework for measuring gender attitudes seeks to capture subtle biases against women by asking people the questions noted in chapter 1, such as whether there is discrimination against women or whether women get undeserved special favors. This measure of gender attitudes was shown to be distinctively important to how people voted in the 2016 general election and to a host of political attitudes after Trump’s election.62

Gender attitudes were also distinctively important in the 2020 Democratic primary compared to 2016, based on statistical models of vote choice that also include factors such as partisanship, ideological identification, economic policy views, and demographic characteristics (figure 4.10; further details are in the appendix). In 2016, Democratic primary voters who expressed more progressive gender attitudes on this scale were a bit more likely to support Clinton than Sanders, compared to those who expressed less progressive gender attitudes. But given that most Democratic primary voters expressed progressive views—about 75 percent are in the lowest quarter of the scale—the fact that all 2016 voters did not hold progressive gender views may not have cost Clinton many votes.

In 2020, by contrast, the relationship between gender attitudes and voting for Warren was steeper. This is true when comparing Warren voters to Biden voters and especially to Sanders voters. By comparison, gender attitudes did not distinguish Sanders from Biden voters, once other factors were taken into account. One implication is that Warren would have benefited more than Biden or Sanders if everyone in the electorate had held progressive views on gender. Of course, we cannot be sure that it was Warren’s gender that produced these differences, although we have at least tried to account for factors, like ideology and economic policy views, that could also have distinguished Warren from the other candidates in voters’ minds. If Warren’s gender is the precipitating factor, then her presence as a woman candidate “activated” those attitudes, making them a stronger correlate of how people voted in the Democratic primary and perhaps helping her win support among voters with progressive attitudes on gender.63
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Figure 4.10.

Gender Attitudes and Voting in the 2016 and 2020 Democratic Primaries. Findings are based on statistical models that also account for economic policy views, ideological identification, partisanship, age, race or ethnicity, and gender. Full results are in table A4.10. Source: VOTER Survey.


At the same time, there were clearly limits to how much progressive gender attitudes appeared to help Warren. Among the most progressive primary voters, Warren did almost as well against Sanders as Clinton did. But she ran well behind Biden even among these progressive voters. Regardless of whether gender is defined in terms of people’s identity or their attitudes about issues like sexual harassment, it does not appear to be a strong enough force on its own to propel a woman candidate into strong contention.

This brings us to the question of electability. Throughout the primary, this question—which candidate or candidates could beat Trump—was central to the Democratic Party’s deliberations. In a May 2019 poll, 97 percent of Democrats said that it was very or extremely important to beat Trump. Democrats also prioritized electability more in 2020 than in recent elections. In a June 2019 YouGov poll, 58 percent of likely Democratic primary voters said they wanted “a nominee who can win the general election in November” as opposed to “a nominee who agrees with your position on most issues.” That 58 percent figure was higher than in similar polls before the 2004, 2008, and 2016 primaries (where the same percentage was 26%, 25%, and 36%, respectively).64

What made electability a fraught topic was gender. It was clear that some Democrats, perhaps thinking of Hillary Clinton’s experience in 2016, were unsure that a woman candidate could beat Trump in 2020. This was a central theme in early reporting about the primary and Warren’s candidacy in particular. For example, a July 2019 New York Times story said that “the party finds itself grappling with the strangely enduring question of the electability of women.” An August 2019 New York Times story about Warren said, “Even as she demonstrates why she is a leading candidate for the party’s nomination, Ms. Warren is facing persistent questions and doubts about whether she would be able to defeat President Trump in the general election.”65

Electability is hard to assess, and polls took different approaches to measuring it. Several polls sought to measure electability indirectly, through what was sometimes called the “magic wand” question. Democratic primary voters were first asked who they intended to vote for and then asked who they would choose if they could use a magic wand to automatically make that person president without needing to win the general election first. If people gave a different answer to the magic wand question, this was presumed to measure their “true” preference without taking electability into account.

Across four such polls in 2019, Biden did worse on the magic wand question than the standard vote intention question by an average of 8 points. Warren did better by an average of 3 points and Buttigieg by 3 points. Sanders did the same in both questions. This suggests that perceptions of electability boosted Biden’s poll standing, and that concerns about electability placed Warren and others in the field at some disadvantage.

A more direct way to measure electability was to ask whether a candidate could beat Donald Trump. There were two versions of this type of question: rating and ranking. Rating questions asked respondents to evaluate the electability of each candidate separately, while ranking questions asked respondents to choose the candidate most likely to beat Trump. Responses to both types of questions showed that electability was not an immutable characteristic of candidates. Instead, perceptions of electability changed over the campaign, driven by the same events that affected the candidates’ standing in the polls.

For both Harris and Warren, campaign events that raised their profile and support also led people to update perceptions of their electability. As a result, perceptions of electability were likely a consequence as much as a cause of whether people supported a candidate and intended to vote for them. These patterns also mirror research on earlier presidential primaries, which found that people may change their perceptions of electability to accord with how they feel about the candidates: if they like a candidate, then they will say that the candidate is electable.66

For example, when Harris peaked in polls in late June, 50 percent of YouGov respondents said that she would beat Trump and only 20 percent said he would beat her—a difference of 30 points (see the top panel of figure 4.11). At that point, Harris was rated more electable than Buttigieg or Sanders. But as Harris’s poll numbers slid, so did perceptions of her electability.
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Figure 4.11.

Trends in Perceptions of Electability of Major Democratic Candidates. Source: YouGov polls (top panel); Quinnipiac polls (bottom panel).


Elizabeth Warren’s rise in the polls also coincided with an increase in her electability rating (top panel of figure 4.11). By September, she was tied or even ahead of Biden and further ahead of Sanders and especially Buttigieg. For example, in the September 22–24, 2019, poll, 65 percent of likely Democratic primary voters said that Warren would beat Trump and only 15 percent said she would lose. The comparable numbers for Biden were 62 percent and 19 percent. In the ranking question, Warren also gained substantially: in July, 9 percent said she was the best candidate to beat Trump, and by September, that had increased to 21 percent (bottom panel of figure 4.11).67

For Biden, the dynamics were different. Perceptions of Biden’s electability remained stable through the summer and fall. Those perceptions changed because there was direct evidence of whether Biden could, in fact, win elections. His poor showing in the Iowa and New Hampshire contests led to a drop in people’s belief that he could beat Trump as well as a drop in his poll numbers. Perceptions of Sanders’s and Buttigieg’s electability changed in response to these contests as well. Indeed, at one point Sanders was rated more electable and nearly tied with Biden on the ranking question. But this all changed again immediately after the South Carolina primary, when ratings of Biden’s electability shot up and his poll numbers rebounded.68

One interpretation is that Biden’s poll numbers were sustained, at least in part, by the view that he was electable. When new information suggested that Biden might in fact be a weak candidate, Democratic primary voters downgraded his electability and then shifted away from Biden to other candidates. Thus, perceptions of electability were a plausible cause of why at least some Democrats backed Biden.

Of course, this data does not permit rigorous tests of whether people’s perceptions of electability were driving their views of the Democratic candidates, or whether the reverse was true and people simply said that the candidate they favored for other reasons was electable. Nevertheless, there is a suggestive pattern here. Candidates other than Biden had to “prove” their electability by generating favorable news coverage and attracting support from primary voters. If they did that, then voters saw them as more electable.

But Biden started the race with most voters already seeing him as electable—a fact that could reflect his race and gender as well as his political experience and more moderate policy views. Electability then buoyed his poll standing as long as his performance in the primaries suggested that he was a strong candidate. This was another reason why Biden’s South Carolina victory was so crucial. It put him back on a path to winning the nomination—and reassured Democrats that he could compete with Trump in November.



UNITY

On March 17, 2020, after winning primaries in Florida and Illinois, Biden gave a speech that signaled his status as the party’s eventual nominee and sought to win over supporters of other candidates. He said, “Our goal as a campaign, and my goal as a candidate for president, is to unify this party and then to unify the nation.”69 It seemed remarkable to imagine the Democratic Party being unified given the acrimony after Clinton’s loss in 2016, the divisions in the party’s “Unity and Reform Commission,” and the battle among its many presidential candidates. But the 2020 primary ended up being shorter and less divisive than those of 2008 and 2016. For Democrats, the fight in 2020 was against Trump more than against each other.

This greater unity was visible in public opinion data. Throughout the primary, weekly Nationscape surveys showed that Democratic primary voters’ views of the leading candidates were favorable overall. As of the week of Biden’s speech, for example, 77 percent of Democrats had a favorable view of Biden, 72 percent had a favorable view of Sanders, and 67 percent had a favorable view of Warren. There had been ups and downs in those percentages in the preceding months, but any shifts were modest. Thus, even as Democrats had to make choices among these candidates, they tended to like most of them.70

Moreover, the more they liked one of the candidates, the more they liked many others. The more favorable someone’s view of Biden, the more favorable their view of Warren and Sanders; and the more favorable someone’s view of Sanders, the more favorable their view of Biden and Warren. Views of Warren and Sanders were more tightly linked than they were with views of Biden, perhaps reflecting Warren and Sanders’s similarities as fellow progressives. But nevertheless, all of these correlations were positive. By comparison, at the end of the 2008 primary views of Clinton were slightly negatively correlated with their views of Obama. At the end of the 2016 primary, views of Clinton were even more negatively correlated with views of Sanders. In other words, the more Democratic primary voters liked Sanders in 2016, the less they linked Clinton. The more they liked Sanders in 2020, the more they liked Biden.71
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Figure 4.12.

Views of Democratic Presidential Nominees among Supporters of Their Main Primary Opponent (Hillary Clinton Supporters in 2008, Bernie Sanders Supporters in 2016 and 2020). Source: National Annenberg Election Study, January–June 2008; YouGov/Economist polls, August 2015–June 2016; and Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape surveys, July 2019–May 2020.


The contrast among the 2008, 2016, and 2020 Democratic primaries is also visible in how the losing candidate’s supporters felt about the winning candidate (figure 4.12).72 In 2008, Clinton supporters’ views of Obama dropped steeply from January to May before rebounding somewhat at the end of the primary season, when Obama became the de facto nominee. Throughout the 2016 primary campaign, Sanders supporters’ views of Clinton took an even sharper nosedive. By June 2016, only 42 percent had a favorable view of her while 57 percent had an unfavorable view—a net favorability rating of −15. But 2020 was different. By May, most Sanders supporters (59%) had a favorable view of Biden—or about the same fraction as had the opposite view of Clinton at that point in 2016.

Thus, Biden was right to feel confident in his ability to unify the party, especially in an era of calcified politics and strong party loyalty. But one thing about his speech was off: the setting. Biden did not speak in front of a cheering crowd, but instead from the basement of his home in Wilmington, Delaware. He stood at a makeshift podium flanked by a pair of American flags. The video feed was not as crisp as usual. The sound quality was mediocre.

The COVID-19 pandemic was beginning to change the presidential campaign, just as it would change the country. “Tackling this pandemic is a national emergency akin to fighting a war,” Biden said from his basement. At that point, few knew how costly that war would be.






5

“Deadly Stuff”



Chinese Identify New Virus Causing Pneumonialike Illness: The New Coronavirus Doesn’t Appear to Be Readily Spread by Humans, but Researchers Caution That More Study Is Needed.

—NEW YORK TIMES, JANUARY 8, 2020



THE OUTBREAK OF THE NOVEL CORONAVIRUS—SARS-CoV-2, a “severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus”—and the disease it produced, COVID-19, dramatically altered the day-to-day lives of Americans. Early optimism about the virus turned out to be wrong: it spread easily among people in close contact, often produced severe symptoms requiring hospitalization, and killed over 350,000 Americans in 2020 and even more in 2021.1

Within weeks of the end of the Democratic nominating contest, the United States was transformed by the disease. Travel and recreation dwindled. Many schools and businesses shut their doors. Friends and family went months without seeing each other face to face. In places that were hit especially hard, elected officials and medical professionals had to improvise to diagnose and treat infected people—and to house the bodies of those who died. Just north of Central Park in New York City, pews in one of the largest churches in the country were replaced by makeshift beds. Around the country, parking lots and city streets were transformed into temporary morgues, lined with refrigerated trucks or tractor trailers for the bodies of COVID-19 victims. Approximately one million Americans have died of the virus, along with millions of others across the world. There were millions more “excess” deaths—deaths above what typical mortality trends would predict—that were due to undiagnosed cases of COVID-19 as well as deaths from other causes that were magnified by the pandemic’s chaos.

National crises provide leaders with the opportunity to tackle big problems and take decisive action. Crises are also moments that can unify a divided country and give the president extraordinary political support. This was an opportunity that Trump, a chronically unpopular leader, really needed.

For a brief moment, it was an opportunity that Trump almost seized. In March 2020, he declared a national emergency, producing a rare moment of relative unity in public opinion about the coronavirus and a rare increase in his own approval rating. In a politically divided country, a bipartisan consensus is hard to find, but at that point roughly equal numbers of Democrats and Republicans were concerned about the virus and willing to back demanding countermeasures. Americans were already reducing their own travel and staying in their homes, even before some state and local governments put restrictions in place.

But within weeks, Trump changed course. He downplayed the mounting crisis, called for a “reopening” of the country, and sharply criticized leaders who did not follow suit. Trump treated the pandemic as an opportunity not to unify but to continue his divisive style of politics, in which every issue could be framed as “us versus them.”

Trump’s change produced an immediate effect: Republican concern about the virus dropped, as did their support for countermeasures such as limits on large gatherings. Thus, Americans’ attitudes about COVID-19 became increasingly polarized along partisan lines, just like their attitudes toward so many other political issues.

To some, the divisions among Americans were the result of a libertarian culture, one that would not tolerate limitations on freedom even to fight a pandemic. But a static culture cannot explain the ebb and flow of these divisions. The real cause was political leaders like Trump. The pandemic showed that there could have been a meaningful consensus on how to respond to the pandemic. The pandemic also showed that political leaders can produce division on a novel issue like COVID-19, just as they produced the larger tectonic shifts and “identity shocks” we discussed in chapter 1.

The consequence of these divisions was apparent in how the country struggled to manage the pandemic. Many Republican state lawmakers took their cue from Trump, and thus the response to the pandemic became a “partisan patchwork,” with different mitigation measures in different states and cities that depended on which political party was in charge.2

The consequence of Trump’s divisiveness was visible for Trump himself. His approval ratings dropped after he pushed to reopen the country, even as many world leaders and governors of U.S. states saw their approval ratings increase and remain elevated. By the end of the presidential campaign, Trump’s approval rating recovered a bit, but only to its pre-pandemic level. Just as Trump appeared to gain little support because of the economic growth during his first three years in office, as we noted in chapter 3, he lost little support because of the economic downturn and associated costs of the pandemic. This showed, once again, what a calcified politics looks like. At the same time, the small shifts that are possible even in calcified politics are important. Even a small uptick in Trump’s approval rating would have been helpful in an election year.

In short, all the struggles that characterized Trump’s first three years in office—the failure to seize on policy solutions that were already popular, the penchant for creating new controversies, the focus on divisive attacks—were no less visible in his response to the pandemic. Once again, Trump’s actions endangered his own chance of reelection.


FROM SHUTDOWNS TO SURGES

The political narrative of the pandemic, and especially Trump’s response, can be divided into roughly three periods. After the first confirmed cases of COVID-19 emerged in the United States in late January 2020, the Trump administration responded with public denials and insufficient countermeasures, even as they acknowledged the threat privately. This produced a “lost February.” But as the outbreak worsened, there came a second short period—a “March moment”—when Trump declared a national emergency, announced his support for new restrictions, and talked about the virus in grave terms. This lasted only a few weeks, however. During the third period, beginning in April, Trump backtracked, began to downplay the virus again, lobbied for reopening the country, and attacked political leaders who disagreed.

Understanding this chronology is crucial because, as we will see, the changes in the Trump administration’s posture—and Trump’s own statements—had important effects on public opinion, initially helping build a consensus behind stronger countermeasures but then helping to undo that consensus and create partisan divisions.


A Lost February

The first infections from COVID-19 emerged in December 2019 in Wuhan, China. Within a month there were almost 8,000 confirmed cases across nineteen countries, and the World Health Organization (WHO) declared the COVID-19 outbreak a “Public Health Emergency of International Concern.”3 The first confirmed case in the United States was reported on January 20. These early days of the pandemic were crucial. When viral infections can be easily transmitted from person to person, the number of infections can increase exponentially because one infected person may infect multiple other people. Without early and decisive actions, a virus can spread so rapidly that it becomes difficult to contain.

A striking fact about the Trump administration’s early response was the gap between what they believed privately and what they said publicly. In private, Trump advisers, and even Trump himself, knew that the outbreak could become a serious problem. On January 28, Trump was told by his national security adviser, Robert C. O’Brien, that the coronavirus outbreak “will be the biggest national security threat you face in your presidency. This is going to be the roughest thing you face.” In a February 7 phone call with Washington Post reporter Bob Woodward—which Woodward did not report publicly until September 2020—Trump accurately described how the virus is transmitted and clearly stated that it posed a major threat to public health: “You can just breathe the air and that’s how it’s passed. And so that’s a very tricky one. That’s a very delicate one. It’s also more deadly than even your strenuous flus. This is deadly stuff.”4

But publicly Trump minimized the virus and was angry when others in his administration did not echo this assessment. He was reportedly furious when Nancy Messionnier, the director of the Centers for Disease Control’s Center for Immunization and Respiratory Disease, warned a group of reporters on February 24 that “the disruption to everyday life might be severe” and the Dow Jones average dropped 1,000 points in response. Two days later, Trump sounded a far more upbeat note and directly contradicted what he had told Woodward barely two weeks before: “It’s a little like the regular flu that we have flu shots for. And we’ll essentially have a flu shot for this in a fairly quick manner.” Messionnier and other CDC officials found themselves sidelined.5

Moreover, the steps that the Trump administration took did not work. Trump had closed U.S. borders to travelers from China on January 31, but almost 40,000 travelers entered the United States on flights from China after the closure and were subject to minimal, if any, health screening. Moreover, many U.S. cases came from travelers from Europe, not China. Meanwhile, the CDC’s new COVID test had major defects and, as U.S. scientists developed their own tests, the federal government was slow to approve them. Trump pretended otherwise, saying on March 6 that “anybody that wants a test can get a test.” But a senior CDC official would later say, “We missed the game.” The first confirmed U.S. death from COVID-19 came on February 29.6



A March Moment

In March, however, Trump did an about-face as the virus continued to spread. On March 13, two days after the World Health Organization declared that COVID-19 was a pandemic, Trump declared a national emergency. He committed $50 billion in government spending to fight the virus and called on states to set up operations centers and hospitals to implement emergency preparedness plans. He empowered Secretary of Health and Human Services Alex Azar to waive regulations that impeded the fight against the disease. He pledged to accelerate testing capacity. This was a remarkable turnaround, considering that only three days before Trump had said, “Just stay calm. It will go away.” On March 16, the Trump administration issued new guidelines recommending that states shut down bars, restaurants, and similar establishments and that Americans avoid large gatherings. Trump said that his son, Barron, had asked, “How bad is this?”—the outbreak—and Trump had told him, “It’s bad. It’s bad.” Trump said that the outbreak could last until July or August and it “could be longer than that.” Two weeks later, on March 31, Trump said that “this could be a hell of a bad two weeks” and that the virus was “vicious.”7

Trump’s new message was echoed by his conservative allies, who had previously been downplaying the virus as well. For example, on March 9 the Fox News personality Trish Regan said that the virus was just something that Trump’s opponents were using in “yet another attempt to impeach the president.” On March 13, when Trump declared the national emergency, she said, “We must test for the virus in order to stop the spread of it” and warned of “what could be a very great recession … even a depression.” On March 10, Sean Hannity downplayed the virus, saying, “Healthy people, generally, 99 percent recover very fast, even if they contract it.” On March 13, Hannity called Trump’s move “a massive paradigm shift in the future of disease control and prevention” and “a bold, new precedent.”8

Trump’s move shifted policy in the states too, especially those where Trump was popular and a Republican governor was in office. Republican governors had taken longer to declare an emergency or enact social distancing policies in early 2020 than did Democratic governors. But after Trump’s declaration, Republican governors got the political cover they appeared to need. This is why Trump’s stance was so important: it helped shape not only federal policymaking but also policymaking in the states, which were the entities fully empowered to take steps like closing businesses.9

Along with Trump’s belated acknowledgment of the outbreak’s seriousness was an attempt to cast blame, especially on China. Throughout January and February, Trump had actually praised China’s leader, Xi Jinping, on multiple occasions, saying things like “I think President Xi is working very, very hard. I spoke to him. He’s working very hard. I think he’s doing a very good job.” But Trump and his allies soon began calling the coronavirus “the Chinese virus” or “the Wuhan virus.” Trump himself said “Chinese virus” more than twenty times between March 16 and March 30, by one count. Before a March 19 briefing, he even crossed out “corona” in “coronavirus” on the text of his prepared remarks and wrote “Chinese.”10

In the remaining weeks of March, the toll of the virus became clearer. More school systems canceled in-person instruction. Large gatherings—concerts, sporting events, religious services—were canceled too. Americans traveled less and spent more time in their homes. Signs of an economic contraction emerged. Consumer spending fell and the unemployment rate increased as people were laid off or lost their jobs when businesses reduced their operations or closed. Meanwhile, the number of infections continued to surge, straining hospitals, medical staff, and even morgues. Doctors and nurses described the extraordinary stress and heartbreak they experienced, especially when they were the only people who could be with COVID-19 patients as they suffered and died. One New York City nurse said, “This morning I looked up and the doctor resident was bawling, crying in his mask, and I started crying and the other nurse started crying. We’re all human, you know, there’s only so much we can take.”11

The country desperately needed a “paradigm shift” in fighting the pandemic. But one did not come.



A Spring Decline, Subsequent Surges

A successful fight against the pandemic required at least five important elements: adequate medical supplies for hospitals; infrastructure for widespread testing; public use of masks and social distancing; an effective vaccine; and a solution to the economic crisis that was affecting millions of Americans.

On the latter two counts, there was rapid progress. On March 27, Trump signed the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act, which was supported by large bipartisan majorities in Congress and provided an unprecedented $2.2 trillion in economic stimulus, including cash payments to individual Americans, increased unemployment benefits, loans to small businesses and larger corporations, and aid to state and local governments. This bill was extraordinarily popular, unlike much of what Trump had pushed for by that point his term. In the March 19–26 Nationscape survey, 80 percent of Americans favored increased spending on unemployment insurance and 80 percent wanted the federal government to make cash payments to Americans. The CARES Act also included funding for Operation Warp Speed, which helped pharmaceutical companies develop and test coronavirus vaccines. These vaccines would be available to Americans within a year.12

But on the other counts—medical equipment, testing, masks, and local restrictions—there were problems. As a result, initial progress against the virus was reversed by larger surges in cases in the summer and fall (figure 5.1). Throughout this period, Trump, despite having signaled determination to fight the virus, backed away. Moreover, Trump undermined the very steps that he proposed in his emergency declaration. The surge in cases during the summer and fall thus represented a failure of Trump’s own apparent goals and served to ensure the pandemic remained an obstacle to his reelection.

One problem was that the Trump administration delegated the responsibility for obtaining medical supplies to states. In a conference call with governors the day he declared a national emergency, Trump initially said, “We’re backing you 100%” but then said the opposite: “Also, though, respirators, ventilators, all the equipment—try getting that yourselves.” Governor Jay Inslee of Washington expressed disbelief that Trump was not going to mobilize the federal government’s resources. He said, “That would be equivalent to Franklin Delano Roosevelt, on December 8, 1941, saying, ‘Good luck, Connecticut, you go build the battleships.’ ” Trump said, “We’re just the backup.”13

As a consequence, states ended up in bidding wars for protective equipment for health care workers, sometimes even competing with the federal government for these products. Governor Charlie Baker of Massachusetts, a Republican, secured 3 million masks, only to have the federal government take them when they arrived in the United States. Baker ended up shipping supplies on the private plane of the New England Patriots owner Robert Kraft to avoid federal scrutiny. When asked about the bidding war among states, Trump said that the states “have to work that out.”14
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Figure 5.1.

Daily Number of Confirmed Cases of COVID-19 in the United States, January 1– November 2, 2020. Source: Our World in Data.


There were similar problems with COVID-19 testing, despite widespread agreement that the country needed more testing, especially after the faulty CDC test. The Trump administration again put the onus on the states, with the federal government only to “act as a supplier of last resort.” Some in the White House opposed a larger role for the federal government because they believed the virus would mostly affect Democratic states and thus the White House could blame those governors. Trump himself suggested that the country needed fewer tests because he wanted there to be fewer confirmed cases. In June Trump said, “When you do testing to that extent, you’re gonna find more people, you’re gonna find more cases. So I said to my people, ‘slow the testing down, please.’ ” In July, the administration opposed new federal spending for testing.15 The inability of people to discover whether they had the virus helped it continue to spread.

An even more polarizing issue was face masks. Within a few months of the outbreak, it became clear that the virus was transmitted via airborne particles and that an ordinary cloth mask could reduce transmission. Two studies found that places in which the governor or mayor mandated that individuals wear masks in public settings experienced slower growth in confirmed COVID-19 cases than other places.16

Trump, however, did not consistently endorse this guidance or wear a mask in his own public appearances. In April he suggested that there was some downside to masks: “They’ve learned about face masks—the good and the bad, by the way. It’s not a one-sided thing, believe it or not.” Unsurprisingly, Trump usually appeared without a mask and refused to recommend that people wear them. Instead, he said, “This is voluntary. I don’t think I’m going to be doing it.” Trump also belittled Biden for wearing a mask. Trump’s stance contradicted not only health professionals but also many in his own party who supported wearing masks, including Ohio governor Mike DeWine, Texas senator John Cornyn, Florida senator Marco Rubio, and Senate Republican leader Mitch McConnell. In June, Steve Doocy of Fox News said, “I think if the president wore one, it would just set a good example.” Trump did not wear a mask in public until a visit to Walter Reed Hospital on July 11.17

Trump’s stance toward other COVID-19 measures, particularly state and local restrictions, became less equivocal and more hostile. Although the Trump administration’s own guidelines recommended that states shut down certain businesses and that Americans avoid large gatherings, Trump would not commit to them. Within a week after those guidelines were released, Trump began walking back his somber remarks. On March 23, he said: “So I think Easter Sunday, and you’ll have packed churches all over our country.” On March 29: “We can expect that, by June 1, we will be well on our way to recovery.” On April 3: “I said it was going away, and it is going away.” On April 5: “We’re starting to see the light at the end of the tunnel.”18

Trump’s concern was that the restrictions on businesses and gatherings were hurting the economy. As he put it in a tweet, “WE CANNOT LET THE CURE BE WORSE THAN THE PROBLEM ITSELF!” Certainly, the economy was hurting. The unemployment rate spiked to 14.7 percent in April—higher than in the harshest recessions of the previous decades. In the second quarter of 2020, the U.S. gross domestic product (GDP) dropped a remarkable 9 percentage points compared to the first quarter, which was already down 1.3 points from the last quarter of 2019. There had been no quarter even remotely as bad in the history of the official GDP measure, which dates to 1947.19

Trump seemed to believe that the economic downturn was due to the restrictions on businesses and commerce and thus that reopening the country would restore the economy to its pre-pandemic state. But research showed that the slowdown in economic activity occurred mostly before states and localities implemented these restrictions, suggesting that the downturn stemmed from people’s desire to avoid the virus. Consequently, the key to restoring economic growth was not reopening the country amid large numbers of viral infections but fighting the virus first. One study of the 1918–19 flu pandemic found that U.S. cities with more stringent restrictions did somewhat better economically in the years after the pandemic than did other cities. In short, there was no zero-sum trade-off between helping the economy and preventing COVID-19 infections and deaths. The bigger risk was ending the restrictions too soon.20

Moreover, the restrictions were helping. There was good reason to expect this. Studies of the 1918–19 flu pandemic showed that similar restrictions were correlated with lower viral transmission and fewer deaths. In the spring of 2020, several studies documented that COVID-19 cases and fatalities had declined sharply in the places that enacted restrictions. The decline in the number of cases (figure 5.1) documents the progress made.21

Nevertheless, on April 16, only a month after Trump had called for closing businesses and limiting large gatherings and when the nation’s caseload was barely below its peak to that point, Trump said that governors could begin to relax restrictions. The next day, Trump escalated his rhetoric and backed protestors who had challenged state restrictions, tweeting “LIBERATE MICHIGAN!” and “LIBERATE MINNESOTA!” and “LIBERATE VIRGINIA!”

The protests began to escalate. On April 30, protestors in Michigan brandished signs comparing Democratic governor Gretchen Whitmer to Adolf Hitler and saying, “Tyrants Get the Rope.” Armed men entered the state capitol and some stood in the State Senate gallery holding assault rifles. Trump, who had already tangled with Whitmer about the pandemic response (he called her the “failing Michigan governor”), backed the protestors, tweeting, “The Governor of Michigan should give a little, and put out the fire. These are very good people, but they are angry. They want their lives back again, safely! See them, talk to them, make a deal.” Several months later, the FBI arrested fourteen men affiliated with a Michigan militia group for plotting to kidnap Whitmer and overthrow the state government.22

Republican governors faced challenges too. In Ohio, DeWine, whose pandemic response was described in a March 2020 news article as “ahead of the curve,” found himself under fire from members of his own party. In August, three Republicans in the Ohio House of Representatives drafted articles of impeachment because they thought DeWine’s coronavirus orders were unconstitutional. Texas governor Greg Abbott followed Trump by reopening the state on May 1, but found himself dealing with a spike in cases later in the summer. After he issued a statewide mask order in July, Republican groups in eight different counties censured him.23

As the number of COVID-19 cases increased in June and July, Trump simply denied this reality. On June 17, Trump told Sean Hannity that the virus was “fading away.” Vice President Mike Pence wrote an op-ed arguing that the “panic” about a second wave of infections was “overblown” and that “we are winning the fight against the invisible enemy.” A few days later, Trump held his first campaign rally of the pandemic in Tulsa. Rallygoers had to sign an agreement waiving their right to sue the campaign if they got sick. Right before the event the Trump campaign disclosed that six staff members who had been working on the rally, along with two Secret Service agents, had tested positive for the virus. City officials had pleaded with Trump to cancel the rally, to no avail. In an interview, one Trump supporter who attended the rally said that the outbreak was “all fake. They’re just making the numbers up.”24

Such a statement was the logical consequence of the Trump administration’s mixed messages about the pandemic’s seriousness and the inconsistent guidance about how to mitigate it. One former CDC official, Richard Besser, said that “without that daily reinforcement, you have what is happening around the country—people not believing the pandemic is real, cases rising in some places and the possibility that some communities’ health care systems will get overwhelmed.” A mixed message from leaders set the stage for an increasingly polarized public.25




FOLLOW THE LEADER

Throughout 2020, ordinary Americans’ opinions and behavior were strongly shaped by the politics of the pandemic as much as by the pandemic itself. The messages that people heard from political leaders affected whether they were concerned about the virus, whether they approved of political leaders, and whether they would support restrictions on their lives. This connection between what voters hear from political leaders and what voters believe themselves is a long-standing finding in academic research on public opinion.

Central to the story was Trump, and how Republican voters responded to him. When he took the pandemic seriously, so did Republican voters. When he advocated for restrictions on businesses and gatherings, so did Republican voters. This was visible in Trump’s “March moment,” which produced an unusual bipartisan consensus in otherwise polarized times. This is the sort of consensus Trump could have leveraged to fight the virus. Indeed, taking the virus seriously appeared to help Trump politically. He became more popular in March. For a brief moment, the pandemic looked as if it might provide Trump with an opportunity to remedy his chronic unpopularity.

But when Trump pushed to reopen the country and began again to downplay the pandemic, his opposition to restrictions on businesses and gatherings led many Republican voters to oppose them as well. And so the country’s unity proved fleeting. Party polarization reemerged and deepened. The consequence was not just a growing gap between Democrats and Republicans, but also a divide among Republicans that mirrored the one among Republican leaders like DeWine and the officials who wanted to impeach him.

This polarization both hampered the country’s response to the pandemic and hurt Trump politically. His overall popularity dropped and approval of his handling of the pandemic fell even lower. This singular opportunity for Trump to improve his own political fortunes passed.


Public Concern about Viral Outbreaks

The effect of Trump’s stance—as well as the general importance of political messages in viral outbreaks—is visible first in overall public concern about outbreaks. Here, it is helpful to compare the coronavirus outbreak to the earlier U.S. outbreaks of the Ebola virus in 2014 and the Zika virus in 2016. In each case, the polling firm YouGov asked a simple question: “How concerned are you about an [Ebola, Zika, coronavirus] epidemic here in the United States?” Comparing responses shows just how much politics mattered, and much more so than the nature of the outbreaks themselves.

The Ebola outbreak in 2014 was quite limited in the United States. There were only four confirmed cases and one death. Nevertheless, the virus gained significant attention, particularly from Republican lawmakers who sought to use the outbreak as a cudgel to criticize the Obama administration in the run-up to the midterm election. Republican members of Congress were much more likely to talk about Ebola than Democratic members and, naturally, more likely to criticize Obama. As one of Senator Ted Cruz’s staff members tweeted, “Before Obamacare there had never been a confirmed case of Ebola in the United States.” Trump himself sent many tweets raising concerns about Ebola and criticizing Obama, including for playing golf during the outbreak. Unsurprisingly, then, Republican concern outpaced Democratic concern in the fall of 2014 (figure 5.2), although concern among both groups declined as the threat of the virus receded. During this period, an average of 74 percent of Republican were very or somewhat concerned about an Ebola epidemic, compared to 56 percent of Democrats.26
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Figure 5.2.

Partisan Trends in Concern about U.S. Viral Outbreaks. The figure shows the percent who are somewhat or very concerned about each outbreak. Source: YouGov/Economist polls.


The Zika epidemic was more widespread than Ebola, with 5,826 cases in the United States but no deaths. In general, it attracted less political attention, lower levels of concern, and only modest and inconsistent partisan differences in concern.

At the beginning of the coronavirus outbreak, partisan differences in concern were opposite to what happened during the Ebola outbreak. Now, Republicans were less concerned than Democrats. When the question about concern was first fielded in a February 2–4 YouGov/Economist poll, 60 percent of Republicans were “somewhat” or “very concerned” compared to 73 percent of Democrats (figure 5.1). In February, the gap between the two parties only grew. In the March 8–10 poll, 81 percent of Democrats were concerned about a coronavirus epidemic, compared to 52 percent of Republicans. Indeed, concern among Republicans had dropped 8 points in two weeks as Trump pushed back against Messionnier’s warning and likened COVID-19 to the flu. This showed just how much Trump’s message mattered. Throughout this period, concern among Republicans was also much lower than their concern about Ebola in 2014, which again shows the difference partisan cues make.27

When Trump started taking the pandemic seriously, Republicans responded to that, too. In the poll conducted on March 15–17, immediately after Trump’s declaration of a national emergency, the percentage of Republicans who were concerned increased 18 points, to 70 percent. The following week, it was 81 percent. In the poll conducted on April 4–6, which came after Trump’s “hell of a bad two weeks” comment, 85 percent of Republicans were concerned, as were 90 percent of Democrats. There were still differences between the parties in exactly how concerned they were—in the April 4–6 poll, 70 percent of Democrats were “very concerned” as opposed to 44 percent of Republicans—but nevertheless there was an increasing, and increasingly bipartisan, feeling that the virus was serious. At that point, Republican concern about the virus finally matched their concern about Ebola.

But Republican concern faded as Trump began to downplay the virus again, with optimistic comments in early April followed by his formal announcement that the states could reopen. Of course, those comments alone did not make most Republicans unconcerned about the virus. By the end of May, when YouGov stopped asking this question, 68 percent expressed at least some concern. Nevertheless, Trump’s shift was clearly mirrored among his party’s voters. And this partisan divergence would persist throughout the summer. In Nationscape surveys, despite some increase in Republican concern as the caseload increased in June, Democrats remained more concerned than Republicans.28



Views of Trump

Trump faced a real risk: running for reelection in the midst of a national crisis and a plummeting economy. But polling from the beginning of the crisis showed how he could do that successfully: take the virus seriously and show that his administration was doing something about it.

At the outset of the year, Trump’s overall approval rating was hovering in the low 40s, as usual (figure 5.3). In the initial polls about his handling of COVID, he polled several points better. However, approval of his handling of COVID dropped in late February and into early March, when Trump dismissed concerns about the virus. But especially after he announced the national emergency, approval of how he was handling COVID increased about 5 points, to nearly 50 percent. His overall approval rating, typically so stable, increased by almost the same amount, peaking around 46 percent. Such figures hardly indicated widespread popularity, but they were a welcome change for a chronically unpopular president. Notably, these higher approval ratings did not come just from Republicans, but from independents and even Democrats, too. At the end of March, about 20 percent of Democrats actually approved of Trump’s handling of COVID—an unusually high number for a polarizing president in polarized times.

Had Trump sustained this increase in support, or even managed to stabilize his support at this level, that would have been a serious boon to his political fortunes. But during the spring and summer, both types of approval rating fell. By the end of July, only 40 percent approved of the job he was doing, and now a smaller, rather than a larger, number approved of how he was handling the pandemic—38 percent, down from nearly 50 percent. The fairly steady drop in Trump’s COVID-19 approval suggests that it did not depend on the number of cases, which fell and then increased from April to July. More likely is that at least some Americans were judging Trump for his specific actions and those of his administration. The start of the fall presidential campaign brought an increase in the approval ratings, with Trump’s overall approval recovering and his COVID-19 rating edging upward. But Trump’s overall approval rating ended up about where it was before the pandemic started, and still below its level in late March.
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Figure 5.3.

Percentage of Americans Who Approve of Trump’s Handling of COVID-19 and His Overall Job Performance. Source: FiveThirtyEight daily averages from public polls.


The trajectory of Trump’s approval stands out even more when compared to net approval of other world leaders (figure 5.4). Some leaders saw their approval rating increase around the same time as Trump’s, and by a much larger amount, but experienced no or little decline. Australia’s Scott Morrison, Germany’s Angela Merkel, and, to some degree, Canada’s Justin Trudeau illustrate this most clearly. France’s Emanuel Macron and India’s Narendra Modi also saw their ratings increase by a smaller amount. Prime Minster Boris Johnson of England, a Trump ally, saw his approval rating rise in March, and then again when Johnson had a difficult bout with COVID-19 himself in early April. But in May, Johnson began pushing to relax COVID restrictions, emphasizing the economic cost of business shutdowns and changing the country’s slogan to “Stay Alert” instead of “Stay at Home.” Within a couple weeks, there was what news reports called a “growing revolt” against Johnson’s efforts. Meanwhile, his approval rating fell, similarly to Trump’s. Brazil’s Jair Bolsonaro—who, like Trump, frequently downplayed the pandemic’s seriousness—saw his approval drop during the spring and summer. It rebounded somewhat later, but never to its pre-pandemic level.29
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Figure 5.4.

Shift in Net Approval Rating of World Leaders Compared to Trump (Net Approval on January 1, 2020 = 0). Source: Morning Consult polls. For world leaders, these are seven-day moving averages calculated by Morning Consult. For Trump polls, these are plotted individually at the midpoint of their field periods with missing data linearly interpolated.


Trump also fared poorly compared to many U.S. governors (figure 5.5). Between January and October 2020, the net approval ratings of governors increased by 4 points, on average, even though Trump’s was almost exactly the same in October as it was in January. But just like world leaders, governors benefited politically from the pandemic only when they appeared to take it seriously and did not rush to reopen their states in response to Trump’s urging. This was apparent in the different experiences of Democratic and Republican governors: on average, Democratic governors had net approval ratings 15 points higher in October than January.30

By contrast, Republican governors lost 9 points of approval over these months, on average. Many of the Republican governors who saw the largest drops in their approval ratings had resisted issuing stay-at-home orders, as in Iowa, or pushed to reopen earlier, as in Florida. Indeed, seven of the eight governors to lose more than 10 points in net approval were Republicans, including Ron DeSantis in Florida, Doug Ducey in Arizona, Kim Reynolds in Iowa, Greg Abbott in Texas, and Brian Kemp in Georgia. Their fates seem analogous to a world leader like Bolsonaro or Boris Johnson. However, not all Republican governors saw their approval ratings decline. Indeed, Mike DeWine’s net approval was 25 points higher in October than January. The same was true for Republican governors like Charlie Baker in Massachusetts or Larry Hogan in Maryland, who, like DeWine, were more assertive in responding to the virus.
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Figure 5.5.

Change in Net Approval Rating of U.S. Governors, January–October 2020. Source: Morning Consult polls of registered voters, aggregated to the month.


In sum, many world and state leaders benefited politically from the pandemic. This occurred even in places, like Italy or New York, that were very hard hit by the virus. But that benefit was predicated on taking the virus seriously rather than pushing to ease restrictions amid significant numbers of COVID-19 infections and deaths.



Personal Behavior

At the outset of the pandemic, relatively few people reported that they had had the coronavirus or knew someone who had. Nevertheless, the vast majority of Americans reported important changes to their personal lives to reduce the threat of infection (figure 5.6). Notably, there were only modest differences between Democrats and Republicans.

As the pandemic continued, increasing and similar fractions of Democrats and Republicans reported a case of COVID-19 themselves or for someone they knew. Roughly similar fractions reported taking steps to avoid being infected or spreading infection. In Nationscape surveys from March to May, large majorities said that they had canceled travel plans, stopped visiting family and friends, and stayed at home for prolonged periods. In the summer and fall, majorities continued to take precautions. Most Americans reported that they had worn a mask in public. Just over half reported socializing while social distancing. Many fewer said that they were socializing but without distancing. An increasing number did report travel for nonessential reasons but this was hardly universal.31

Of course, “roughly similar” does not mean identical. On balance, Democrats were a bit more likely to take these actions to mitigate the virus or avoid actions that could spread it. Partisan differences were also clearer in how frequently people took steps to mitigate viral transmission. One example was the frequency of wearing masks. Nationscape surveys asked only whether you had “worn a mask when going out in public,” with yes and no options. In surveys that asked about frequency, there were larger differences between Democrats and Republicans. For example, in a May 14–16 Huffington Post/YouGov poll—conducted while Trump was equivocating on the value of masks—71 percent of Democrats said that they “always” wore a mask “when you are in public and near other people.” Only 48 percent of Republicans said that they wore a mask that frequently. Republicans were more likely than Democrats to say “most of the time” or “once in a while.” Several weeks later, a late June Gallup poll revealed larger differences: 61 percent of Democrats said that they “always wore a mask outside” and 33 percent said they did so “very often.” Among Republicans, the comparable numbers were 24 percent and 22 percent. Over a quarter of Republicans (27%) said they never wore a mask.32

Republicans also appeared less likely to engage in social distancing as measured by their actual behavior, not just by responses to surveys. For example, cell phone location data showed that compared to Democratic-leaning counties, Republican-leaning counties had more people visiting places outside of their home, including shops, restaurants, and other public locations. These differences in behavior were not simply due to other factors. It was not the case, for example, that Republican-leaning counties saw more trips outside the home because they had fewer COVID infections. Instead, the apparent willingness of some Republicans to disregard warnings about nonessential travel may have stemmed in part from their media diet: localities with higher Fox News viewership were less likely to engage in social distancing. By contrast, one factor that appeared to encourage Republicans to stay home was a cue from a Republican leader: people in Republican-leaning counties appeared more likely to comply with stay-at-home orders in states with a Republican governor.33
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Figure 5.6.

Percentage Reporting Personal Experiences and Behaviors Related to COVID-19. Source: Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape surveys.


But despite these relative differences between Democrats and Republicans, by and large members of both parties were prepared to make significant sacrifices to reduce the virus. The bigger question was whether they would be asked to.



Views of COVID-19 Restrictions

People’s willingness to take steps to mitigate the virus depended not only on their own motivations but also on the formal restrictions in their community and the guidance they got from trusted leaders. However, the ability of state and local leaders to impose and maintain restrictions became harder in the face of public opposition—and that opposition was directly due to the statements of Trump and others who advocated for removing restrictions and reopening. Initially, most Americans backed these restrictions. But that changed when Trump decided to oppose the restrictions rather than explain to Americans why, despite the sacrifices entailed, business closures and stay-at-home orders would help fight the pandemic. Trump’s opposition then kindled opposition among Republicans. As a result, the relative unity that could have helped Trump end the pandemic faded, complicating the work of state and local policymakers.

The initial consensus on state and local COVID policies was visible in Nationscape surveys, which began asking these questions the week of March 18–24, 2020. This was just after Trump had declared a national emergency and recommended that states shut down certain businesses and that people avoid large gatherings. The survey battery began with this preamble: “As you may know, some state and local governments have taken certain actions in response to the coronavirus and are considering other actions. Do you support or oppose the following actions?” In the list were these actions:


	“Cancel all meetings or gatherings of more than 10 people, like sports events, concerts, conferences, etc.”

	“Close certain businesses where larger numbers of people gather, like theaters, bars, restaurants, etc.”

	“Close schools and universities”

	“Require people who can work from home to work from home”

	“Restrict travel by plane, train, or bus”

	“Restrict all non-essential travel outside the home”

	“Encourage people to stay in their homes and avoid socializing with others”



In the first few weeks of surveys, there was widespread support for these measures among Democrats and Republicans alike (figure 5.7). Trump’s personal support for restrictions likely encouraged Republicans to support them too, just as his declaration of a national emergency encouraged more Republicans to express concern about the virus (figure 5.2). Bipartisan support for these restrictions helped state and local leaders to implement them, which in turn helped reduce the number of COVID-19 cases and deaths. At this moment, the pandemic was a unifying event.

This made Trump’s turn against these restrictions all the more puzzling. He was taking positions opposite to what the vast majority of Americans, and even a large majority of Republicans, believed. Trump had always been willing to side with narrow subsets of his party, but it is worth noting just how narrow that subset was. When he announced on April 16 that states could reopen, and then on April 17 sent the “LIBERATE” tweets, only 12 percent of Republicans opposed canceling gatherings and 13 percent opposed closing certain businesses, based on the Nationscape survey from April 9 to 15. This meant that opponents of these restrictions were a very small group even within the GOP. The people willing to show up and protest these restrictions in states like Michigan were a smaller group still.
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Figure 5.7.

Percentage Supporting State and Local COVID Restrictions. Source: Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape surveys.


Indeed, these protests often attracted very modest crowds. In April, for example, the Crowd Counting Consortium identified 203 separate protests against the closing of businesses or other COVID-19 restrictions. Of the 161 protests in which news reports supplied an estimate of the maximum crowd size, the average was only about 240 people. Half of these protest attracted 100 or fewer people, and only twelve attracted 1,000 or more. But what these protests did attract was news coverage. In fact, these small anti-lockdown protests attracted far more media attention than 2019 protests that attracted thousands more participants, including protests against the Trump administration’s immigration policies and protests in favor of Trump’s impeachment. Trump’s support for the anti-lockdown protests likely contributed to this level of news attention.34

Trump’s shift to downplaying the virus and opposing these restrictions led a substantial number of Republicans to follow suit. Beginning in mid-April, the percentage of Republicans who supported restrictions on large gatherings dropped 30 points—from 86 percent in the April 9–15 survey to 56 percent in the June 18–24 survey, where it stayed for the rest of the campaign. There were similar drops in Republican support for closing businesses like bars and restaurants, closing schools and universities, and restricting nonessential travel. There were much smaller decreases among Democrats.

These trends in attitudes, as well as the growing distance between Democrats and Republicans, did not depend much on the trajectory of the pandemic in local communities. There were similar trends in all types of places, including those with an early spike in cases (like New York City), those with later increases in cases, and places that, as of the summer, had not yet experienced a significant outbreak. Overall, local rates of COVID infections and deaths explain relatively little about Americans’ COVID attitudes. National politics, and particularly the messages from leaders like Trump, played a much larger role.35

Further evidence of the importance of political messages comes from examining how Democratic and Republican attitudes depended on the amount of attention people were paying to politics. Public opinion research, most notably that of the political scientist John Zaller, has long shown that people who pay closer attention to politics are more likely to receive and understand messages from political leaders. If leaders are largely in agreement on an issue, including both Democratic and Republican leaders, then politically attentive people will best reflect that consensus. Zaller calls this the “one-message model.” If leaders disagree—typically, this is along partisan lines—then politically attentive people will best reflect that debate and look the most polarized. This is the “two-message model.” The spring and summer of 2020 show evidence of both models because of Trump’s shift, which ensured that two messages would replace one.36

In the earliest Nationscape surveys, when both Democratic leaders and Trump backed restrictions on activity, the most supportive Americans were politically attentive people in either party (figure 5.8). For example, 94 percent of politically attentive Democrats backed closing businesses, as did 90 percent of Republicans. Support was still high, but not quite as high, among less attentive Democrats (82%) and Republicans (76%). There were similar patterns in support for canceling larger gatherings and restricting nonessential travel. Thus, when political leaders were largely united behind these restrictions, politically attentive people were the most supportive of that consensus.37

This relative consensus is especially remarkable because politically attentive Republicans were more likely to identify as conservative and more likely to favor “smaller government with fewer services” compared to Republicans who pay less attention to politics. In other words, politically attentive Republicans seemed the least likely to countenance intrusive government, even in a pandemic. But politically attentive Republicans also had one other quality: they were even more strongly supportive of Donald Trump.

Thus, it was no surprise that as Trump began to oppose state and local restrictions, politically attentive Republican followed readily. Between March and the end of July, politically attentive Republicans’ support for these restrictions fell farther and faster than any other group. For example, their support for closing businesses fell from 90 percent to 56 percent. Among less attentive Republicans, the decline was much more modest—from 75 percent to 60 percent. Politically attentive Democrats, by contrast, were the group most supportive of restrictions throughout this period. This likely reflected the more consistent support among Democratic leaders.
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Figure 5.8.

Support for COVID Restrictions by Party and Level of Political Attentiveness, March–October 2020. Source: Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape surveys.


Despite these increasing partisan divisions, most Americans continued to support COVID restrictions. Even among Republicans, the decline in support created a divided party, not overwhelming opposition. Americans’ support extended to other types of restrictions, too. For example, in a June Huffington Post/YouGov poll, 62 percent favored a government rule requiring people to wear masks in public when they were around other people. And 69 percent favored local stores requiring people to wear masks when shopping. Most Americans also favored restrictions on church services, despite Trump’s wish for packed churches on Easter.38

This substantial support for COVID restrictions—even in the face of pushback from Trump—contradicts one of the prevailing narratives about public opinion during the pandemic. Commentators frequently portrayed the public as instinctively opposed to those restrictions. One claim was that “the public will uniformly push for more opening.” And thus, public health professionals advocating these restrictions were told that they did not understand “the real world of politics.” Another claim was that Americans would not tolerate policies that sought to rigorously identify infected individuals and their contacts. Maybe, the argument went, countries with an “authoritarian residue” could pull this off. But in the United States, “many Americans do not share this faith in government or willingness to limit individual freedom and privacy for population benefit.” The Republican Party in particular was characterized as possessed by a “folk-libertarianism” or a “reflexive individualism disconnected from the common good.”39

But these characterizations were inaccurate in two respects. One was that they simply underestimated the public’s willingness to accept COVID restrictions—visible in both their opinions about state and local policies and in their behavior, which reflected an ongoing reticence to return to previous levels of activity. Majorities of Americans supported COVID restrictions even when surveys explicitly juxtaposed those restrictions with libertarian ideals. For example, 78 percent supported a mask mandate even when the alternative was framed as “respect for personal freedom.”40

Secondly, these characterizations implied that any public opposition to COVID restrictions, especially among Republicans, was just some latent libertarianism come to life. But that fails to capture the real source of that opposition: political leaders like Trump. It was these leaders whose messages pushed some Americans to the view that “LIBERATION” was more important than wearing a mask or avoiding crowded gatherings. Thus, the challenge to mask mandates or stay-at-home orders did not bubble up from freedom-loving citizens. It arose because leaders started to criticize these policies, and some citizens who were aligned with those leaders changed their minds.




CONCLUSION

The year before the pandemic, the Centers for Disease Control published its Field Epidemiology Manual. Its chapter on “Communicating during an Outbreak or Public Health Investigation” states that “it is particularly important to determine who has primary responsibility and authority for communicating each aspect of the investigation” and that it is important to have a “primary message point” or “Single Overriding Health Communication Objective.” In other words, there needs to be a single prevailing message at any point in time, delivered by a single primary authority.41

This is not how the Trump administration managed the pandemic. Trump himself could not settle on any “overriding objective” in the first months of the pandemic. He vacillated between denying and acknowledging the threat of the virus. He vacillated between trying to lead the nation’s response and outsourcing responsibility to governors. When those governors took the reins, he vacillated between supporting and criticizing their policies. Eventually, he settled on a message out of step with the reality of the pandemic: to assert that the virus was going away and it was time to reopen the country. This persuaded some Republicans to join his opposition to COVID restrictions, but it was the wrong idea if the goal was fighting the pandemic. Trump could not even muster much empathy for the people dying of COVID-19. In early August, he told an interviewer, “They are dying. That’s true. It is what it is.”42

The pandemic offered Trump an opportunity that might have been politically advantageous: to show Americans that he could lead through a crisis. Many other leaders did just that and saw their popularity soar. True to form, however, Trump could not bring himself to promote (and ultimately benefit from) unity. Instead, he doubled down on division.

And in late May, when another national crisis began on the streets of Minneapolis, Trump did the same thing.
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George Floyd


with Michael Tesler


Gone are the days when a protest could remain independent from the partisan arena, and speak simply to injustice or wrongdoing.

—DANIEL GILLION, THE LOUD MINORITY



ON MAY 25, 2020, George Perry Floyd Jr. was killed on the corner of Chicago Avenue and Thirty-Eighth Street in Minneapolis, Minnesota. Floyd, a forty-six-year-old African American man, had been handcuffed and pinned to the ground by four police officers responding to a call from an employee of a convenience store, who reported that Floyd had used a counterfeit $20 bill to buy a pack of cigarettes. One of the officers, Derek Chauvin, who was white, put his knee onto Floyd’s neck. Floyd pleaded for his life, begged for his mother, and told the officer, “I can’t breathe.” Chauvin did not remove his knee. He restrained Floyd for more than nine minutes, ignoring the pleas of bystanders and continuing to kneel on Floyd’s neck even after he lost consciousness and paramedics arrived. The three other officers at the scene did not intervene to stop Chauvin. Bystanders filmed the episode on their cell phones and this footage was circulated immediately.

In the days that followed, protestors against police violence took to the streets of Minneapolis and then to cities across the country. The murder of George Floyd ultimately led to the largest mass protest event in the nation’s history. According to the Crowd Counting Consortium, there were about 4,700 separate demonstrations protesting police violence between May 25 and the end of June.1

Floyd’s murder and these protests produced a broader reckoning with the history of racial prejudice and exclusion. Corporations, universities, and other institutions issued statements and took action to demonstrate their commitment to antiracism. NASCAR banned the display of Confederate flags at races. Quaker Oats dropped the brand name “Aunt Jemima” from its pancake and syrup products, acknowledging the racial stereotype behind the name. Even prominent Republicans, many of whom had not spoken out after other high-profile police killings of African Americans, expressed sorrow about Floyd’s death and a desire to address racial inequalities in the criminal justice system. One headline captured what seemed like a watershed moment: “The Politics of Race Are Shifting.”2

But Donald Trump was not shifting. After initially saying that Floyd’s death was “very sad and tragic,” Trump quickly seized on episodes of violence and looting that occurred during the protests. The president called the protestors “THUGS” and tweeted, “When the looting starts, the shooting starts,” a phrase that segregationists long used to threaten Black civil rights protestors with violence. The next day he attacked Minneapolis mayor Jacob Frey as “the very weak Radical Left Mayor” and said he would “send in the National Guard & get the job done right.” These comments were consistent with Trump’s longtime affection for repressing protests. In 1990, for example, he had praised China’s crackdown on protestors in Tiananmen Square, saying, “They were vicious, they were horrible, but they put it down with strength. That shows you the power of strength.”3

In fact, of those eventually charged with federal crimes because of their actions during the protests, more than half were white and almost none were residents of Minneapolis. They appeared to have a range of motives; two were not even protesting racism but actually members of a far-right group.4 In the moment, none of this was known, but that did not stop Trump from reacting with racially coded epithets, attacks on Democratic politicians, and threats of violence.

In Washington, DC, Trump took more direct action. Like many cities, Washington was experiencing extensive protests, including around the White House. At one point on May 29, after some protestors breached security fencing near the White House and attacked Secret Service officers, the Secret Service had Trump and his family moved to an underground bunker for their safety. Trump was angry with the perception that he was hiding in the bunker and wanted to do something to change that impression. On June 1, Trump decided to give a speech in the Rose Garden condemning the protests and then do a photo op at nearby St. John’s Episcopal Church. Getting to the church required Trump to walk through Lafayette Square, just north of the White House, which had been the site of protests and was at that moment occupied by peaceful protestors. The Trump administration took extraordinary action to clear a path for the president, directing federal law enforcement to use tear gas, flash-bang explosions, and rubber bullets on those gathered in the square. Clergy and other church volunteers were pushed off the patio of the church. Trump and a group of administration officials, including the secretary of defense and the chair of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, then walked to the church, where Trump posed for pictures holding a Bible.5

The administration’s actions were widely condemned. Bishop Mariann E. Budde, the leader of the Episcopal Diocese of Washington, said, “We need a president who can unify and heal. He has done the opposite of that, and we are left to pick up the pieces.” Even some Republican leaders criticized Trump. Said Senator Ben Sasse: “I’m against clearing out a peaceful protest for a photo op that treats the Word of God as a political prop.” Most Americans agreed. Polling in June consistently showed that majorities disapproved of Trump’s response to the protests.6

It appeared that public opinion was shifting away from Trump in other ways as well. Immediately after Floyd’s murder, prominent Democrats and Republicans alike condemned Chauvin’s actions. Americans of all partisan stripes came to have less favorable views of the police and more concern about racial discrimination.

But the moment proved temporary. As the political scientist Daniel Gillion argues, protests in modern American politics are quickly subsumed by partisan politics, and the racial justice protests of 2020 were no different.7 The consensus among Democratic and Republican leaders quickly broke down as Trump and other Republicans began criticizing the protestors. As a consequence, Democrat and Republican voters began to polarize as well. The consequence was larger partisan divisions on racial issues—larger than they had been even after the “identity shocks” of the divisive 2016 campaign. These growing divisions were directly tied to views of Trump himself: the more people disliked Trump, the more their racial attitudes shifted to be favorable to African Americans and less favorable to the police.

The biggest change was within the Democratic Party. Just as Democrats shifted away from Trump’s anti-immigration stance toward an embrace of immigration (see chapter 1), they shifted toward a more liberal position on racial issues. Those shifts were underway before May 25, 2020, and were accelerated by many aspects of Trump’s racial politics. But Floyd’s murder, and Trump’s reaction to it, only helped to push Democrats further to the left.

The same partisan politics played out on police reform, which was the central policy debate after Floyd’s murder. Although there was some partisan accord on banning choke holds, this was really a priority only for Democrats. Republicans placed far more importance on opposing any effort to “defund” the police or decrease its size. Once again, the priorities of Democrats and Republicans only helped to reinforce their disagreements.

In many respects, then, the political impact of George Floyd’s murder mirrored that of the pandemic. Both events had the potential to create unified political action, which was visible in initial moments of consensus among political leaders. But in neither case did any consensus last long, and a key factor was Trump himself. The result was not a watershed that transformed America’s racial politics. It was a continuation and even intensification of the partisan polarization underway before Floyd’s murder.


LESS THAN A RECKONING

In the wake of Floyd’s murder, it was no surprise that many Democratic leaders would harshly condemn the actions of Derek Chauvin and connect Floyd’s death not only to prominent police killings of other African Americans but to broader issues of systemic racism in the criminal justice system as well. These issues had been gaining visibility in the party for some time, due especially to ongoing activism by the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement. The fruits of that activism were visible in 2016, when Hillary Clinton’s first major speech as a presidential candidate focused on the treatment of African Americans by police.8

What was notable about Floyd’s murder, however, was that it engendered a sympathetic reaction among many Republican and conservative leaders, including those who had never been sympathetic to BLM and often defended the police after the deaths of African Americans. One was Senator Mitch McConnell, then the majority leader. On June 7, he said, “When Black Americans tell us they do not feel safe in their own communities, we need to listen. When citizens lack faith in our justice system, we need to respond. And when the equal protection of the law feels to some Americans like a contingency of demographics, we need to act.” Two days later, at the Senate Republicans’ lunch, Arkansas senator Tom Cotton said, “Young black men have a very different experience with law enforcement in this nation than white people and that’s their impression and experience and we need to be sensitive to that and do all we can to change it.”9 Even on conservative talk radio, there were expressions of sympathy. On June 6, Rush Limbaugh said: “There is not a single person in this country, regardless of race or political affiliation, who did not think that the nine minutes of video of a policeman’s knee on the neck of George Floyd was absolutely horrifying.”

As we noted in chapter 5, when leaders of both parties express some consensus on a political issue, that helps create consensus among Democrats and Republicans in the mass public. That is exactly what happened in May and June 2020. For example, in a May 28–29, 2020, YouGov poll, there was bipartisan support for arresting Chauvin: 90 percent of Democrats and 68 percent of Republicans agreed. In a June 7–9, 2020, YouGov poll, 89 percent of Democrats and 72 percent of Republicans approved of “non-violent protests in response to George Floyd’s death.” There were still partisan differences, but they were far more muted than is often true on racial issues in general and on police killings of Black Americans in particular. Indeed, Floyd’s murder led some commentators to wonder whether, as one Politico article put it, “a punitive brand of conservatism embraced by Trump and some GOP hardliners is rapidly falling out of step with public opinion.”10
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Figure 6.1.

Trend in Views of the Police. Source: Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape surveys.


The initial shifts in public opinion were rapid and dramatic. For one, views of the police became much more critical. In Nationscape surveys conducted weekly starting in July 2019, views of the police were measured on a four-category scale ranging from “very favorable” to “very unfavorable.” Prior to the Floyd murder, more people had a favorable view of the police than an unfavorable view—especially Republicans but also Democrats to a lesser extent (figure 6.1).

That changed immediately after Floyd’s murder. The net favorability rating of the police became much less positive among all partisan groups, with drops among Democrats (+33 to −12), independents (+28 to +9), and Republicans (+65 to +43). Among Americans overall, views of the police fell 24 points, from +44 to +20. This was the largest one-week change in the net favorability of any social, political, or religious group measured in the Nationscape survey between July 2019 and January 2021.11

However, trends between different partisan groups began to diverge by the beginning of June. Republican attitudes bounced back almost immediately, and by the beginning of August, Republican attitudes about police had largely recovered to their pre-Floyd levels. Democrats’ favorability toward the police increased more slowly over the remainder of the year but did not return to their previous levels by the end of the presidential campaign. This left the parties further apart than they had been before Floyd’s death.

These trends in attitudes toward the police occurred in communities that experienced racial justice protests as well as those that did not (see table A6.2). There was not a clear localized effect of the protests on attitudes, as some previous research on civil rights protests has found. For example, research on protests during the civil rights movement, after the 1992 acquittal of the Los Angeles police officers who beat Rodney King, and during the first wave of BLM protests in 2014 found that people living near these protests developed more liberal attitudes, compared to those living further away.12 But the protests in 2020 were far more widespread and accompanied by extensive national media coverage of Floyd’s murder, including the infamous video footage. This helped expose Americans to news about Chauvin’s actions regardless of whether local protests themselves drew attention to Floyd’s death and the broader issues that it raised. Thus, attitude changes after Floyd’s murder paralleled what we found about attitudes toward COVID-19 in chapter 5: changes in COVID attitudes reflected national influences, and especially messages from leaders like Trump, much more than local circumstances such as the number of COVID-19 deaths or infections in the community. Attitudes about the police were similarly “nationalized” in 2020.
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Figure 6.2.

Trends in Views of Black Lives Matter. Source: Civiqs surveys.


The liberal shifts in racial attitudes also encompassed opinions about the BLM movement. After Floyd’s murder, support for BLM increased immediately, peaking at around 52 percent in polling by the firm Civiqs. At that point, only 29 percent opposed the movement, 17 percent said they did not support or oppose it, and the rest did not have an opinion. This increase in support was driven mainly by Democrats and independents (figure 6.2).

But as the summer progressed, support for BLM declined. This was true among all types of partisans and racial and ethnic groups, including African Americans. But the decline was particularly notable among Republicans. They never experienced a bump in support for BLM and instead more and more of them came to oppose it.13

A similar pattern was visible in Americans’ perceptions of how much discrimination Black Americans face (figure 6.3). Among all Americans, the percent saying that Black Americans faced “a great deal” or “a lot” of discrimination increased from 55 percent to 63 percent within two weeks. Similar shifts occurred among all partisan and racial groups. But again, these changes faded with time.
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Figure 6.3.

Views of Discrimination against Black Americans. Source: Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape surveys.


Immediately after Floyd’s murder, Americans also came to express more sympathetic views of African Americans. In Nationscape surveys, an increasing percentage agreed that slavery and discrimination have created economic hurdles for Black people and disagreed that Black people should overcome prejudice without favors. The short-term shifts on these two questions were once again driven disproportionately by changes among Democrats. Over the summer and fall, some of these changes ebbed, although responses to the question about overcoming prejudice continued to be more divided by party than they were before Floyd’s death.14

Taken together, the public opinion trends show that Americans’ racial attitudes shifted immediately after George Floyd’s murder but ebbed in the months that followed. The lack of a durable shift among Americans overall, however, concealed a more lasting pattern of growing partisan polarization.

Two things help explain the overall trends in public opinion as well as the increase in partisan polarization: first, the drop in protests and resulting news coverage, and second, rhetoric from Trump and other Republicans that sought to shift attention away from Floyd’s murder and to the protests themselves.

The BLM movement and the broader issue of systemic racism received an extraordinary amount of coverage after Floyd’s murder. But the news attention was temporary, following a typical pattern called the “issue-attention cycle”: a dramatic event or series of events creates a sharp spike in news coverage of those events and related issues, but the coverage eventually moves on to other topics. This cycle characterizes news coverage of many political issues. One example is high-profile mass shootings, which often get fleeting news coverage and thus have ephemeral effects on public opinion about guns and gun control. Another reason for the decline in news attention was the decline in protests. As research on the civil rights movement has shown, protests frequently serve to focus the news media’s attention on racial injustice. As the protests after Floyd’s murder dwindled, so did the volume of news stories about his murder as well as broader issues like racism.15

To show this cycle in news coverage and its relationship to protest activity, we rely on two data sources. The first is closed captioning data of cable news broadcasts from the TV News Archive to identify the number of clips that mentioned “George Floyd,” “racism,” or “Black Lives Matter.” The second is a daily count of protests maintained by the Crowd Counting Consortium, which uses news accounts and crowdsourcing to identify episodes of protest activity in the United States, including when and where they occurred as well as their major concerns or goals. We included any protests that focused on police brutality, police accountability, racial justice, antiracism, George Floyd, or BLM.16
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Figure 6.4.

Trends in the Number of Racial Justice Protests and Cable News Coverage of George Floyd, Black Lives Matter, and Racism, January 1–November 2, 2020. Protest trend is the number of protests coded as supporting police brutality, police accountability, racial justice, antiracism, George Floyd, or Black Lives Matter. News coverage trend is the number of fifteen-second blocks of cable news coverage (CNN, Fox News, and MSNBC) that mentioned “George Floyd,” “Black Lives Matter,” or “racism.” Sources: Crowd Counting Consortium and Internet Archive TV News Archive.


The spikes in protests and coverage were immediately apparent (figure 6.4). In the two weeks following Floyd’s death, there were hundreds of protests nearly every day in cities and towns across the country.17 There were also thousands of cable news mentions of Floyd, BLM, and racism. But beginning around June 10, news coverage of these issues began to decline. This reflects the drop in protest activity. By the end of June, there were only a handful of protests happening daily.18

As the story faded from the news, opinions began to revert to their previous levels. This was true across demographic and political groups, including both Democrats and Republicans. It was true not only in Nationscape polling but in other polls as well. For example, Gallup polls found a drop in the percent of Americans who said that race relations or racism was the most important problem facing the country. This pattern illustrates how sustained activism and media attention were necessary if the Floyd protests were to have a persistent effect on public opinion.

The second factor in opinion change was an emerging conservative counternarrative, which supplanted the original message from Republican leaders, such as McConnell and Cotton, that was sympathetic to Floyd. In the counternarrative, the bigger threat was not racial injustice but rather the effort to fight it. Trump and his allies seized on the rare instances of violence at the protests and criticized calls by some activists to “defund the police.” Trump railed against “angry mobs” and “agitators” and “looters” and “violent mayhem.” Fox News was much more likely to cover events related to “defund” and “Portland” (the site of ongoing protests and some violent demonstrations) in the summer months of 2020 than were CNN and MSNBC.19

These partisan differences were further magnified by divergent reactions to a Kenosha, Wisconsin, police officer’s shooting of a Black man, Jacob Blake, on August 23. On the political left, the Blake shooting sparked protests in Kenosha that extended to boycotts by NBA and WNBA athletes. But unlike after Chauvin’s murder of Floyd, conservative politicians and media figures closed ranks around the Kenosha police. Attorney General William Barr, for example, contrasted the two incidents by stating, “Floyd was already subdued, incapacitated in handcuffs and was not armed.… In the Jacob [Blake] case, he was in the midst of committing a felony, and he was armed. So, that’s a big difference.” Barr’s description of the Blake shooting was highly contested—Blake was shot in the back seven times—but it was prominent on the right and helped polarize public opinion: only 13 percent of Trump voters thought that the Blake shooting was unjustified, compared to 81 percent of Biden voters.20

The impact of this counternarrative is visible in the public opinion data. Although the shifts in attitudes were somewhat parallel across Democrats and Republicans, there were key differences. In terms of their support of the police, for example, Republican attitudes did not drop as precipitously as Democratic attitudes. Moreover, Republican attitudes recovered more quickly and to their level before Floyd’s murder. Democratic attitudes also recovered but to a far lesser extent; even in early 2021, Democrats were still less favorable to the police than they had been before Floyd’s murder. The counternarrative’s effect is also visible in views of the BLM movement. After Floyd’s murder, Republicans became far more opposed to BLM, even as Democrats shifted in the opposite direction.21

Part of the reason this counternarrative may have been so successful is that the Floyd murder did little to change Republican attitudes on broader issues related to race and policing. In one poll conducted very soon after Floyd’s murder, when majorities of both Republicans and Democrats agreed that the police’s use of force against Floyd was unjustified, Republicans were still far less likely than Democrats to believe that “police killings of African Americans are signs of a broader problem” or that “the criminal justice system treats whites better than Blacks.” No more than a third of Republicans agreed with those ideas. Thus, most Republicans were skeptical of the central ideas motivating the racial justice protests and thus ready to believe Trump’s attacks.22



LONG DIVISION

These diverging attitudes of Democrats and Republicans belied the initial optimism that Floyd’s murder would create a broad-based change in public attitudes that in turn would help racial justice and civil rights causes. The impact of Floyd’s murder on public attitudes is better seen not as a singular dramatic change but rather as an important element in the ongoing changes already underway, which led to more liberal attitudes among Democrats in particular. This “identity shock,” as we have called it, is not just a generically partisan phenomenon. It is deeply connected to Donald Trump himself. Trump’s brand of identity politics, which was visible well before Floyd’s murder, helped push Democrats in the opposite direction in the years leading up to 2020, both before Floyd’s murder and in its aftermath.

That attitudes about racial issues would change so dramatically was hardly preordained. In the 1990s and 2000s, attitudes about systemic racism and Black Americans did not shift much in the aggregate—a pattern that the political scientists Christopher DeSante and Candis Watts Smith have called “racial stasis.” This was particularly evident in the aforementioned survey questions that capture how much people attribute racial inequality to structural forces, like slavery and discrimination, as opposed to individual-level factors like whether African Americans “try hard enough.” The questions ask respondents whether they agree or disagree with four statements:


	“Over the past few years, Black people have gotten less than they deserve.”

	“Irish, Italian, Jewish, and many other minorities overcame prejudice and worked their way up. Black people should do the same without any special favors.”

	“It’s really a matter of some people not trying hard enough; if Black people would only try harder they could be just as well off as white people.”

	“Generations of slavery and discrimination have created conditions that make it difficult for Black people to work their way out of the lower class.”23



But since 2011, there have been remarkable changes in these attitudes. This is visible in the Views of the Electorate Research (VOTER) Survey. Between 2011 and 2020, Americans overall have liberalized. For example, the percent of Americans who agreed that “over the last few years, Black people have gotten less than they deserve” rose from 20 percent to 45 percent over this decade. The number who agreed that discrimination and slavery prevent Black people from making economic progress increased from 35 percent to 48 percent. In addition, more Americans disagreed that Black people should overcome prejudice without special favors (20% vs. 37%) and that Black people could be “just as well off as white people” if they tried harder (31% vs. 45%).
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Figure 6.5.

Trends in Views of Racial Inequality and Affirmative Action, 2011–20. Source: VOTER Survey.


In large part, these shifts were driven by Democrats and independents (figure 6.5). This was already evident in 2016, but the trends continued between 2016 and 2020.24 Compared to 2011, Democrats in 2020 were far more likely to agree that Black people have gotten less than they deserve (32% vs. 73%) and to agree that discrimination makes it difficult for Black people to make economic progress (51% vs. 77%). Democrats were also more likely to disagree that Black people should overcome prejudice without favors and to disagree that Black people could be as well off as white people if they tried harder. Independents showed smaller but similar changes. Between 2011 and 2020, the number of Republicans who agreed or disagreed with these statements did not change substantially. Prior research has shown that partisan polarization on these measures began before 2011 but has clearly accelerated since.25 Notably, these shifts were evident among white, Black, and Latino Democrats alike, although most of the change came from white Democrats. These movements largely closed the historic gap between white and Black Democrats.

On one issue, affirmative action, support for the policy has shifted in ways that parallel views about the origins of racial inequality (figure 6.5). Between 2011 and 2020, the percentage of Americans who said they favored affirmative action programs for women and racial minorities increased from 29 percent to 44 percent. These shifts were driven primarily by Democrats. Independents and Republicans shifted in the same direction, but by much less. Among Democrats, the shift was also driven primarily by whites. Their support for affirmative action increased 24 points between 2011 and 2020—almost completely closing the gap between white Democrats and Black and Latino Democrats.26

These changes are mostly not because of partisan sorting, with more racially liberal Americans switching into the Democratic Party and more racially conservative Americans switching out. Instead, these changes are driven by partisans who changed their attitudes about race. To see this, we can focus on VOTER Survey respondents who were interviewed in both 2011 and 2020 and identified as Democrats in both 2011 and 2020. Among these consistent Democrats, there were similar trends in attitudes. For example, the percentage who agreed that Black people have gotten less than they deserve increased from 38 percent to 73 percent and the percentage who disagreed that Black people could be as well off as white people if they tried harder increased from 59 percent to 72 percent.27 This means that within the party, people changed their attitudes in increasingly liberal directions.

[image: This device does not support SVG]
Figure 6.6.

Shifts in Views of Black Lives Matter and the Police. Views are measured on a 0–100 scale where 100 is the most positive rating. Source: VOTER Survey.


These growing partisan differences were also visible in views of the police and BLM. In the VOTER Survey’s interviews with respondents after the 2016 and 2020 elections, views of the police and BLM were measured with the same 0–100 feeling thermometer. Views of the police were net positive in both years but clearly lower in 2020 than 2016—an average of 65 versus 74 (figure 6.6). Favorability toward BLM shifted in the opposite direction: an increase in average thermometer ratings among all Americans from 41 to 50.

Both shifts were driven primarily by changes among Democrats and independents. Among Democrats, average thermometer ratings of police dropped from 66 to 53. Among independents, they dropped from 70 to 59. Republican views were stable (an average of 85 in 2016 and 84 in 2020). Similarly, Democrats’ average rating of BLM rose 12 points while Republican attitudes did not change.

Among Democrats, changes in attitudes toward the police between 2016 and 2020 were similar among different races and ethnicities. Positive feelings toward police among white (68 vs. 54), Black (59 vs. 46), and Latino (70 vs. 55) respondents dropped similar amounts over this four-year period. Changes in Democratic attitudes toward BLM occurred mainly among white and Latino Democrats. While white (59 vs. 74) and Latino (60 vs. 70) ratings of BLM rose at least 10 points, changes among Black Democrats—already higher than other Democrats—were smaller (80 vs. 84).



THE “TRUMPIFICATION” OF RACIAL ATTITUDES

Taken together, the trends in all of these attitudes demonstrate that the partisan differences so evident in the 2016 election year have only intensified during Trump’s presidency. In fact, a big part of the reason for these shifts, especially among Democrats, is Trump himself. His hostile statements about racial, ethnic, and religious minorities marked an important departure from the behavior of previous Republican candidates and helped push Democrats toward more liberal positions.

For a long time, the Republican Party’s incentive has been to appeal to racially conservative voters without turning off other potential supporters by being overtly racist. This led to a racially coded dog-whistle politics that was often discernible only to people following politics closely. For example, in 1980, Ronald Reagan launched his general election campaign by giving a speech supporting “states’ rights”—an argument frequently used by opponents of civil rights—at a county fair near Philadelphia, Mississippi, where three civil rights activists had been murdered in 1964. He also repeatedly invoked the racially stereotyped anecdote of “welfare queens” riding around in Cadillacs. The legal scholar Ian Hanley-Lopez writes, “Reagan always denied any racism and emphasized that he never mentioned race. He didn’t need to because he was blowing a dog whistle.” Another racial dog whistle came during the 1988 presidential campaign, in which Massachusetts governor and Democratic candidate Michael Dukakis was attacked as “soft on crime” in television ads that featured images of a Black inmate and focused on one, William Horton, who was convicted of violent crimes while on a temporary furlough from a Massachusetts prison.28

Those dog whistles became bullhorns during Trump’s presidency. He said refugees coming to America were from “shithole” countries. He described some of the neo-Nazis at the violent rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, as “very fine people.” He echoed white supremacist language to stoke fears of an “invasion” from Mexico. One of his 2018 television commercials on immigration was deemed so racist that NBC and even Fox News chose to stop airing it. In June 2020, Trump tweeted a video in which a man shouted “white power” at a group of racial justice protestors, a tweet that Trump later deleted but never disavowed.29

These types of messages matter for public opinion. Americans often develop their opinions via signals from those they perceive as political allies and enemies. In fact, cues from enemies can be more important than cues from allies. When a politician takes a strong position, it often leads members of the other party to take opposing positions.30 Even before he became president, Trump’s rhetoric and policies had this backfire effect. During his presidential campaign, Trump’s constant push for a U.S.-Mexico border wall appeared to make it less popular among Democrats, as we noted in Chapter 2. His positions on race, immigration, and Islam created an incongruity for Democrats who disliked Trump but were otherwise more moderate or conservative on these issues. The easiest way for these Democrats to resolve this incongruity was to shift their positions away from Trump’s.

This is precisely what happened among white Americans. Even more so than partisan identification, changes in their racial attitudes from 2016 to 2020 were correlated with their feelings about Trump. Using data from the VOTER Survey as well as the American National Election Study panel, we found that white Americans’ feelings about Trump in 2016 were strongly associated with subsequent changes in their responses to the same four questions about racial inequality as well as their feelings about the BLM movement and police. In particular, the less favorably white Americans felt toward Trump in 2016, the more their attitudes shifted in a liberal direction between 2016 and 2020 (see the appendix for more detail).

Of course, Democrats and Republicans had been moving apart on racial attitudes prior to Trump. But Trump’s candidacy and then presidency helped accelerate the trend and put racial issues at the center of U.S. politics. The political scientist E. E. Schattschneider famously argued that politics is about organizing the “scope of conflict”—that is, which issues are fundamental to debates between contending sides. For a long time, a divided Democratic Party, subtler racial dog-whistling within the Republican Party, and a public characterized by racial stasis meant that racial issues were not always central to U.S. party politics. But then a Republican presidential candidate and president explicitly targeted racial, ethnic, and religious minorities. The resulting identity shock pushed the Democratic Party to liberalize on racial issues. Thus, the “scope of conflict” visible in American political parties increasingly includes questions about civil rights and racial justice.



THE DEBATE ABOUT POLICING

In the wake of George Floyd’s murder, a distinct set of civil rights issues became central to this conflict. These issues concerned how to reform police departments and procedures to prevent unnecessary violence caused by police officers, which all too often injured or killed African Americans in particular because they are disproportionately stopped by police.31 For advocates of police reform, the question was how to build the coalition necessary to effect change. For both the Democratic and Republican parties, there was a further concern: how to navigate these issues in a way that did not divide their party and, given the ongoing presidential campaign, hurt the party’s chances of winning.

The reforms being debated included changes to police tactics, such as a ban on choke holds or neck restraints, that raise the risk of asphyxiation, as in Floyd’s death. There were more ambitious reforms as well. One was to end or limit “qualified immunity,” or protections from civil lawsuits that police officers have for actions taken in the line of duty. Another was to reduce the scope of police activity, such as by shifting traffic enforcement to other municipal employees or by investing in health workers who could handle situations involving mentally ill people.

The final, and most controversial, proposal was to reduce funding for police departments. This is what the slogan “defund the police” meant in most cases, although there were more radical proposals that would dissolve existing police departments and replace them with something different. In Minneapolis, for example, there would eventually be a proposal to replace the police department with a new Department of Public Safety, eliminate the requirement that the city have a certain number of police officers per capita, and replace some officers with social workers and mental health professionals. The issue of police defunding took on outsized attention in news coverage. On the major cable news networks, for example, there were four times as many mentions of defunding the police than mentions of choke holds between Floyd’s murder and Election Day.32

The partisan politics of these reform proposals differed dramatically. This was true both in how many Democrats and Republicans supported these proposals and in the importance they attached to them. In July 2020, the Nationscape project fielded a special wave of its survey that measured attitudes toward several police reforms along with other issues, some of which had been part of previous surveys and others of which were new to this July survey. The police reforms were banning choke holds, eliminating qualified immunity, decreasing the size of the police force and the scope of its work, and “defunding the police.”

By far the most popular was banning choke holds, with 66 percent of respondents supporting this, 19 percent opposing, and 15 percent not expressing an opinion. A plurality of respondents (45%) supported ending qualified immunity while 34 percent opposed it. Both proposals to scale back policing were much less popular, including decreasing the size of the police (26% support vs. 55% oppose) and “defunding” the police (21% vs. 60%).

Banning choke holds was the only one of these policies to attract majority support across a range of demographic and political groups. For example, 81 percent of Democrats and 52 percent of Republicans supported it. Ending qualified immunity attracted support from a majority of Democrats (57%) but only about a third of Republicans. Neither decreasing the size of police forces nor defunding the police attracted majority support among Democrats or Republicans, but notably these issues divided Democrats more than Republicans. For example, Democrats were nearly evenly split on decreasing the size of police forces (39% in support vs. 41% opposed). By contrast, only 15 percent of Republicans supported this and 75 percent opposed it.

The parties disagreed even more on which of these reforms was a priority. Based on the revealed importance experiment in this survey, the most important issue for Democrats was banning choke holds (figure 6.7). In fact, this was not only the most important police reform proposal but also one of the most important issues to Democrats of any included in this survey, ranking alongside guaranteed housing and several policies related to immigration and gun control. By contrast, Democrats attached much less importance to the other police reforms, even to ending qualified immunity, which a majority of the party also favored.

The priorities of Republicans were starkly different. For them, the most important policing issues were defunding the police and decreasing the scope of its work, both of which most Republicans opposed (figure 6.8). These issues were about as important as two other policies anathema to Republicans: a ban on guns and legal abortion under any circumstances. Unlike Democrats, Republicans attached much less importance to banning choke holds, even though a majority favored it.

These results echo the earlier revealed importance experiments (see chapters 3 and 4). Republicans tended to care more about issues on which most Republicans took the conservative position and Democrats tended to care more about issues on which most Democrats took the liberal position. Even when there was overlap between the parties, such as on banning choke holds and opposition to defunding the police, the two parties did not agree about how important the issue was. Once again, the policy priorities of the parties were far more conducive to division than consensus.
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Figure 6.7.

Revealed Importance and Support for Policies among Democrats, July 2020. Source: July 2020 Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape survey.



[image: This device does not support SVG]
Figure 6.8.

Revealed Importance and Support for Policies among Republicans, July 2020. Source: July 2020 Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape survey.




CONCLUSION

After Lafayette Square was cleared so that Trump could stage the photo opportunity at St. John’s Episcopal Church, Joe Biden said, “Donald Trump has turned this country into a battlefield driven by old resentments and fresh fears. He thinks division helps him.”33

That was the question looming for the fall campaign: would division help Trump? At least since Richard Nixon’s 1968 presidential campaign, race had been considered an effective wedge issue for the Republican Party—one that could splinter the Democratic coalition of nonwhite voters, racially liberal white voters, and racially conservative white voters.34 Trump arguably used this strategy successfully in his 2016 campaign, winning enough racially conservative white Obama voters to thread a narrow path through the Electoral College.

After Floyd’s murder, Trump appeared ready to follow a similar strategy, this time with a focus on violent protestors and efforts to “defund the police.” This strategy has many historical analogs. Republican candidates have often tried to pry racially conservative voters away from the Democratic Party by shifting the focus from broadly accepted principles of racial equality, such as the wrongness of segregation or discrimination, to the more controversial policies that addressed racial issues. In this sense, “defunding the police” was another in a long line of unpopular racialized policies, including school busing and affirmative action, that became campaign fodder.

At the same time, Trump was confronting—and Biden was leading—a transformed Democratic Party. Between 2012 and 2020, racially conservative Democrats mostly defected to the Republican Party or, more often, shifted their racial attitudes to be more liberal. In short, there were fewer cross-positioned or cross-pressured voters for Trump to win over with racialized wedge issues. Perhaps ironically, Trump himself was responsible for this change, given that the liberal shift was a direct response to his brand of identity politics. In turn, this shift enabled and encouraged Democratic politicians like Biden to take stronger positions on racial equality than their counterparts in years past. The question was whether this transformed Democratic Party would hang together when confronted with an issue, like defunding police, that divided the party.

If Trump was successful, the election could turn on something other than the pandemic, especially given the summer surge in COVID-19 cases and the struggling economy. He soon found, however, that changing the subject would not be so easy.






7

The Death Star and the Basement



Joe Biden and the Democrat Socialists will kill your jobs, dismantle your police departments, dissolve your borders, release criminal aliens, raise your taxes, confiscate your guns, end fracking, destroy your suburbs, and drive God from the public square.

—DONALD TRUMP, OCTOBER 15, 2020

Anyone responsible for that many deaths should not remain as the president of the United States.

—JOE BIDEN, OCTOBER 22, 2020



ON AUGUST 17, 2020, the first night of the Democratic National Convention, a woman named Kristin Urquiza spoke. She was not a politician and she was not a celebrity. She was a daughter, mourning the death of her father, Mark. He had died of COVID-19 six weeks earlier, alone in an Arizona intensive care unit. Kristin Urquiza had received national attention for the obituary she wrote in the Arizona Republic, in which she said:


Mark, like so many others, should not have died from COVID-19. His death is due to the carelessness of the politicians who continue to jeopardize the health of brown bodies through a clear lack of leadership, refusal to acknowledge the severity of this crisis, and inability and unwillingness to give clear and decisive direction on how to minimize risk. Mark’s daughter Kristin Danielle and daughter-in-law Christine are channeling our sadness and rage into building an awareness campaign so fewer families are forced to endure this. We honor Mark’s life by continuing this fight for others, even in these darkest moments.



At the convention, Urquiza singled out one politician in particular: Donald Trump, whom her father had voted for. She said, “My dad was a healthy 65-year-old. His only pre-existing condition was trusting Donald Trump. And for that he paid with his life.”1

A week later, on the first night of the Republican National Convention, two other ordinary Americans appeared on-screen, sitting on a sofa in a wood-paneled room. “Good evening America,” the man said. “We are Mark and Patty McCloskey. We’re speaking to you tonight from St. Louis, Missouri, where just weeks ago you may have seen us defending our home as a mob of protesters descended on our neighborhood.” His wife joined in, saying, “America is such a great country … you have the right to own a gun and use it to defend yourself. What you saw happen to us could just as easily happen to any of you who are watching from quiet neighborhoods around our country.” The McCloskeys were describing a June 28 incident in which a group of Black Lives Matter (BLM) protestors walked down the private street where the McCloskeys lived. In response, the McCloskeys emerged from their home, yelled at the protestors to leave, and, during the resulting verbal exchange, pointed guns at them. Photos of the event went viral, and the McCloskeys were charged with unlawful use of a weapon.

The settings and speakers at the party conventions were a microcosm of the general election campaign. Like the election overall, both conventions were disrupted by the pandemic. Democrats opted for an entirely virtual event. Republicans were initially set to hold their convention in North Carolina, then moved it to Jacksonville, Florida, because of COVID-19 restrictions in North Carolina, and then moved it to Washington, DC, for similar reasons. The resulting convention combined remote and in-person events, despite the pandemic, and, even more controversially, used the White House as the backdrop for this purely political spectacle.

The messages at the two conventions also signaled what was ahead in the fall. For Biden, the pandemic and the ensuing economic fallout became central to his case for replacing Trump. Alongside Biden was his running mate, Senator Kamala Harris, the first woman of color to be named to a major party presidential ticket. She represented the party’s commitment to inclusivity, and Biden would amplify that commitment in the way he talked about issues of racial justice.

Despite a few moments of inclusivity during the GOP convention, such as a swearing-in ceremony for five new American citizens, Trump’s campaign mainly featured the us-versus-them rhetoric evident after George Floyd’s death. He spoke repeatedly of the threat posed by BLM protestors and by Biden himself. This was encapsulated in Trump’s claim that Democrats would “dismantle your police departments.” Patricia McCloskey amplified this idea at the convention, saying that Democrats wanted to “bring crime, lawlessness, and low-quality apartments into thriving suburban neighborhoods.”

Biden and Trump broadcast these messages during the most expensive presidential campaign in modern history. Biden surprised many people by spending more money than Trump, but despite all of the spending, and despite a series of dramatic events during the campaign that culminated in Trump’s own COVID-19 diagnosis, there was remarkable stability in the horse-race polls. This is the logical consequence of a more calcified politics, in which few voters are truly up for grabs and most will stick with their party’s presidential candidate no matter what happens.

But in an era of partisan parity, when presidential elections can be decided by slim margins in a few states, small shifts among those relatively few swing voters can make a difference. In the 2020 campaign, those shifts seemed to help Biden more than Trump. Early on, Biden was already more popular than Trump and leading him in head-to-head polls. Then, in May and June, Trump became even less popular and Biden’s polling lead widened. The timing corresponded to Trump’s decision to downplay the pandemic and push to reopen the country, followed by his attack on the racial justice protests.

By the end of the campaign, Biden was in a stronger position than he had been when the election year began. Trump had mostly himself to blame.


PANDEMIC POLITICKING

Despite Joe Biden’s convincing victory in the Democratic primary, many people were far from convinced that he was ready for the general election. His attempts to campaign safely given the COVID-19 pandemic—for example, by speaking from his home and communicating via social media—gave rise to questions and hand-wringing. A May 3 headline: “The Biden Campaign Faces a Mind-Boggling Challenge: How to Make Joe Go Viral.” A May 13 headline: “COVID-19 Has Made the 2020 Campaign Virtual. That’s a Disaster for Biden.” To these political observers, Biden’s virtual events were boring and his online presence weaker than Trump’s. Trump took to criticizing Biden for campaigning from his “basement.”2

Meanwhile, Trump’s campaign seemed poised to dominate. As the incumbent president, Trump had a huge advantage: he could start fund-raising much earlier. On top of that, Trump could husband his resources while Biden fought a competitive primary. The last time an incumbent president ran for reelection, Barack Obama raised $722 million while the challenger, Mitt Romney, raised $450 million, about a third of which he spent during the Republican primary. Romney needed fund-raising by the Republican Party and conservative super PACs to keep the general election money chase close.

It was no surprise, then, that Trump pulled in $204 million in 2019, compared to Biden’s $60 million. In May 2020, a month after Biden clinched the nomination, Trump still had more than twice as much cash on hand as Biden. According to the New York Times, Democrats were “expressing anxiety about Mr. Biden’s visibility and the campaign’s agility, heading into a general election in which Mr. Trump has an enormous cash advantage and the bully pulpit of the presidency.” At about this time, Trump’s campaign manager, Brad Parscale, bragged that the campaign was just getting started, tweeting, “For nearly three years we have been building a juggernaut campaign (Death Star). It is firing on all cylinders. Data, Digital, TV, Political, Surrogates, Coalitions, etc. In a few days we start pressing FIRE for the first time.” Included in the tweet was a GIF of the Death Star shooting its famous laser.3

But as a careful viewer of Star Wars may remember, the Death Star proved just a bit vulnerable. Soon, Trump’s early fund-raising lead evaporated. From August until the end of the campaign, Biden outraised Trump by a substantial margin. Altogether Biden’s campaign committee raised $1.04 billion to Trump’s $774 million. Biden-aligned super PACs also outspent Trump’s equivalents. To put Trump’s fund-raising in historical perspective, his campaign committee raised less in inflation-adjusted dollars than did Obama’s in both 2012 and 2008.4

Within the Trump campaign, there was plenty of blame to go around. News reports noted the sums spent on early ads (including during the Super Bowl), regular payments to Trump family and surrogates, payments to Trump properties, and chartered planes. Parscale, who had his own car and driver paid for by the campaign, was criticized for the campaign’s profligacy and was ultimately replaced by a new campaign manager, Bill Stepien. Accountability within the campaign was not helped by the fact that a huge portion of the campaign’s budget went to a limited liability company whose owners were not publicly known. By the fall, Stepien could say only that Trump had enough money to win—a far cry from any Death Star. Trump had lost the typical fund-raising advantage of incumbents.5

Losing the money chase to Biden did not mean that Trump trailed Biden in every form of electioneering. Because Trump took policies aimed at mitigating the pandemic less seriously than Biden, he held more in-person rallies, even in states where large gatherings were prohibited by state or local officials. The Trump campaign defended those events and accused critics of having a “double standard” whereby racial justice protests were okay but Trump rallies were not. Rallies not only appealed to Trump himself but also were seen by his campaign as a way to generate donations, local news coverage, and information about attendees for the campaign’s database. By contrast, Biden typically had fewer, smaller, socially distanced campaign events that were designed to portray him as a responsible leader. Between June 20, the day of Trump’s rally in Tulsa, and Election Day, Trump held 109 rallies and Biden held seventy-three. A week before Election Day, Trump bragged about this, telling an audience in Lansing, Michigan, that “Our rallies are bigger than they’ve ever been. I gotta say, I’m working my ass off here! Sleepy Joe, the guy goes to his basement.”6

The Trump campaign also invested more in a traditional “ground game” while the Biden campaign was initially averse to tactics, like face-to-face voter contact, that posed a greater risk of viral infection. By one count, the Trump campaign opened 307 field offices in twenty-two states, far more than the 165 he had opened in 2016 though far fewer than Hillary Clinton had in 2016 or Barack Obama had in 2012. Biden opened none. Only in October did the Biden campaign begin door-to-door canvassing and open “supply centers” with materials like lawn signs for canvassers to distribute. The Biden campaign did contact voters through other means, such as phone calls, which can be almost as effective as door-to-door canvassing if those calls are made by trained volunteers who speak with potential voters in a warm and personal fashion. So even with Trump’s larger investment, it is difficult to assess whether the Trump or Biden campaign’s ground game was superior.7

In another category, however, Trump lagged far behind Biden: television advertising. The lion’s share of a presidential campaign’s budget goes to advertising, and Biden’s fund-raising enabled him to air more advertisements than Trump during the fall of the election year (figure 7.1), which is the period when research shows that advertising can influence election outcomes.8 From September 1 until Election Day, about 553,000 ads supporting Biden aired on broadcast television, compared to 249,000 supporting Trump. Biden’s advantage from September 1 onward was visible in every media market in Arizona, Florida, Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin, although Trump led Biden in Georgia.9 By the end of the campaign, Trump aired fewer ads between September 1 and Election Day than Clinton had aired during the same period in 2016 (271,000). This shows how much the Trump campaign struggled, despite the advantages of incumbency.

Even in digital advertising, which was a much-ballyhooed part of Trump’s 2016 campaign, Biden was competitive. This was a contrast to Hillary Clinton in 2016; in that election, Trump spent $84 million on digital media and Clinton spent only $20 million. In 2020, a study of spending on Facebook and Google (the two most prominent outlets for campaign digital media) found that Trump spent $276 million to Biden’s $213 million—much closer to parity than 2016’s 4:1 ratio. What is more, any advantage for Trump was, as with his television advertising, concentrated in 2019 and early 2020, not closer to the election. Trump’s digital ads were also more likely to contain fund-raising appeals than Biden’s were, suggesting that Trump used digital media less to persuade people to vote for him and more to generate cash and, eventually, address his cash shortfalls.10
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Figure 7.1.

Trends in the Volume of Broadcast Television Advertising. The Biden and Trump totals include all ads by the candidates as well as party committees and allied outside groups. Source: Kantar/CMAG data analyzed by authors.


Ultimately, Trump’s Death Star was not the battle station he had planned, and Biden’s campaign amassed more firepower than many thought possible. But it was uncertain how much electoral campaigning would end up mattering. The effects of campaign activity in presidential general elections are almost always small, particularly in the modern era of strong party loyalty. Moreover, the pandemic complicated the situation, affecting not only how the candidates campaigned but also when and how citizens voted. Throughout the fall, a record number of citizens took advantage of relaxed rules governing absentee and mail voting to vote well in advance of Election Day itself. In battleground states, this meant that a significant amount of the electioneering would occur after many people had already voted—making the millions spent in the closing weeks of the campaign potentially less consequential.



BACKBONE

In the years leading up to the 2020 election, Joe Biden framed his opposition to Trump’s presidency as a “battle for the soul of America.” When Biden first said this in 2017, he was reacting to Trump’s unwillingness to condemn unequivocally the white nationalists who rallied in Charlottesville, Virginia. But it was not clear how the idea could animate his entire presidential campaign. Even his own team was unsure. At one point, after Biden’s early primary struggles in Iowa and New Hampshire, his pollster, John Anzalone, said, “No one knows what this ‘soul of America’ bullshit means.”11 Nor was it clear how this idea could help Biden beat an incumbent president who, as of early 2020, had presided over consistent economic growth and was planning to campaign for months on that record.

Then the pandemic, the economic downturn, and the protests after George Floyd’s murder changed how both Biden and Trump thought about their campaign’s central message. The pandemic and recession provided Biden a new justification for his candidacy and a new issue agenda—one centered on job losses, COVID deaths, and Trump’s struggle to handle these crises. Trump was now in the position Biden had been before: trying to construct an argument for election under unfavorable conditions. This would have been challenging for any incumbent and it was no different for Trump, who simultaneously tried to defend his record, even at the risk of reminding voters of the country’s travails, and to change the subject by launching a series of attacks on Biden, including on Social Security, taxes, and crime and policing.

In deciding on a message, Biden and Trump were confronting choices that all presidential candidates have to make.12 The first choice is how to engage with the state of the economy and the country. When the economy is healthy, it is usually the central theme for the campaign of the incumbent president or, if that person is not running, the candidate from the incumbent’s party. If the economy is poor, then the challenger will usually emphasize the issue and criticize the incumbent or the incumbent’s party. In either case, the task is to remind voters of the conditions in the country and urge them to reward or punish the incumbent accordingly.

If the economy does not benefit a candidate’s campaign, then they face a bigger challenge. They need to find an issue with two characteristics: their position is more popular than their opponent’s, and their opponent is tied to that less popular position and cannot easily change it. For example, in 1960 John F. Kennedy argued that the United States lagged behind the Soviet Union, especially in the nuclear arms race. Kennedy talked not only about this “missile gap” but also about gaps in education, the arts, and science—all of which, according to Kennedy, meant that the Soviets were winning the race to the “new frontier.” Kennedy linked Nixon to America’s allegedly lackluster performance because, as Eisenhower’s vice president, he was part of the administration that presided over the decline. This was something Nixon could not easily counter, especially because accurate information about nuclear arms, which would have shown Kennedy’s claims to be exaggerated, was classified.

Of course, not every presidential candidate follows this template. Both candidates may choose to talk about the economy, presenting different viewpoints. In 2012, for example, Obama, the incumbent, sought to remind voters of the economic growth since the Great Recession and the financial crisis of 2008. Romney argued that any economic recovery had left too many people behind—one ad featured testimonials from “middle-class workers” describing their precarious circumstances—and thus that Obama had failed.13

The strategy of the Biden campaign and its allies followed this template. Biden focused on the country’s dire circumstances and criticized Trump for his response to the pandemic. To see this strategy play out, consider the issues mentioned in the televised campaign advertising supporting Biden (figure 7.2). The most prevalent issues were the COVID-19 pandemic and health care. In one ad, called “Dignity,” Biden focused on senior citizens and said that “their health and safety will be my responsibility” and promised “the best medical experts and scientists to advise on our response” to the pandemic. In another ad, “Personal,” Biden described his tragic family story—the death of his first wife and infant daughter in a car crash, the death of his son from cancer—and criticized Trump for attempting to dismantle the Affordable Care Act. The people depicted in these ads were often wearing masks, reminding viewers of the pandemic even if the ads did not use the words “COVID” or “coronavirus.”14


[image: This device does not support SVG]
Figure 7.2.

Trends in the Issues Mentioned in Campaign Television Advertising. The data is daily counts of ad airings in thousands, aggregated to the week and plotted by the middle day of the week. The data includes ads aired by the two candidates as well as ads aired on their behalf by the parties and independent groups. Source: Kantar/CMAG.


Ads supporting Biden frequently talked about the economy and jobs as well. In these ads, Biden’s message was exactly what you would expect from a challenger running in a weak economy: point out the economic challenges, blame the incumbent, and promise to do better. For example, the Biden ad “Backbone” opened with images of Scranton, Pennsylvania, where Biden was born, and contrasted Biden’s working-class roots and life of public service with Trump, who “ran for president for himself and for his friends on Wall Street.” The “backbone” in the ad’s title referred to the types of people who are the “backbone of the country” and thus the ones whom Biden would fight for.15

The tone of ads supporting Biden was remarkably positive, at least by the standard of some recent presidential elections. Biden and his allies ran very few purely attack ads; in most weeks of the fall campaign, attack ads made up about 10 percent of the total volume of his ad airings. Most of the ads emphasized the contrast between Trump and Biden, like the “Backbone” ad, or only promoted Biden and did not mention Trump at all, like the “Dignity” ad. In the closing week of the campaign, more than half of ads supporting Biden were purely positive.16

Biden’s focus on the pandemic certainly put him on the right side of public opinion overall. By the fall of 2020, about two-thirds of Americans were somewhat or very concerned about the coronavirus (see chapter 5). More Americans trusted Biden than Trump to handle the pandemic: in an October 2020 poll, 52 percent of Americans chose Biden but only 40 percent chose Trump.17

Biden’s emphasis on the economy also made sense in some ways. In the first part of 2020 there was a large drop in gross domestic product (GDP) and a sharp spike in unemployment, both of which were extraordinary when compared with the historical trend (figure 7.3). Although both indicators bounced back somewhat in the summer and fall of 2020, both GDP and unemployment were still worse than before the pandemic and the economy remained in a recession. In Nationscape surveys, the percentage of Americans who said the economy was worse than a year ago increased from 20 percent in January 2020 to 75 percent in June, before declining slightly to about 65 percent by the end of October. In this respect, the concerns that Biden was articulating in his ads were shared by most Americans.

[image: This device does not support SVG]
Figure 7.3.

Trends in Economic Indicators. Sources: St. Louis Federal Reserve FRED Database; University of Michigan.


From another vantage point, however, the economic story was more complex. Because of the stimulus package passed in March 2020, people’s incomes actually increased (figure 7.3). The increase was immediate and large by historical standards. Moreover, when people’s views of the economy were measured with the larger set of questions in the Index of Consumer Sentiment (which we introduced in chapter 2), those views were not as dismal as the Nationscape question might suggest. The index had clearly shifted downward but it was nowhere near the lows it had reached in several previous recessions. Indeed, as of October 2020, consumer sentiment was about at the same level as October 2012, right before the incumbent president—Obama, in this case—was reelected. Consumer sentiment may not have dropped further in 2020 because it is based on survey questions about both current and future economic conditions, and some Americans may have had a more optimistic view of future conditions given the positive trends in the economy in the fall. Another challenge facing Biden was that Americans were more evenly divided on whom they trusted to handle the economy than they were on the pandemic. Neither Biden nor Trump had a clear advantage on this issue.18

Trump’s messaging strategy was very different than Biden’s. For one, the ads supporting Trump were much more negative. From mid-September through the end of the campaign, the percentage of ad airings that were purely attacks on Biden increased from 20 percent to nearly 60 percent. Most of the rest were ads contrasting Biden and Trump and very few were purely positive ads promoting Trump. Trump’s tweets and other statements where no different. He shifted from just calling Biden “Sleepy Joe” to portraying him as mentally incompetent, with digital ads by Trump saying that “geriatric health is no laughing matter.” As early as May 2020, Trump’s scorched-earth tactics “rattled even some supportive Republicans” who worried that it would hurt not only Trump but other Republican candidates down the ballot. An internal Republican National Committee poll in May found that attacking Biden’s mental competence was ineffective, but Trump persisted in it anyway.19

Trump also engaged with subjects like the economy and the pandemic (see figure 7.2), which an incumbent running in such conditions might not be expected to do. He and his allies aired ads about the pandemic and especially the economy tens of thousands of times. Trump’s approach to the pandemic was to portray it as largely over, saying at a September rally that the United States had “rounded the final turn.”20

He talked about the economy even more—indeed, “jobs” was the issue mentioned most often in the Trump campaign committee’s ads—and in a similar way. One Trump ad, “Great American Comeback,” flashed the statistics “1.37 million jobs created in August” and said “the greatest economy the world has ever seen is coming back to life.” The ad then pivoted to attacking Biden, saying he wanted to “kill countless American businesses, jobs, and our economic future.” This was Trump’s strategy on the economy in a nutshell: set aside the economic shocks of the pandemic, which were the worst in April 2020, and focus instead on trends since that point, even though those trends had not returned the economy to its pre-pandemic health. Then accuse Biden of wanting to wreck the economy entirely. Trump was betting that voters would ignore the recession and focus instead on who could best lead the recovery.21

Trump attacked Biden on other grounds as well. Trump said that Biden favored “higher taxes and regulation” and wanted to cut Social Security and Medicare. At times, Trump paired accusations on issues like the economy and Social Security with references to immigration. For example, Trump claimed that Biden wanted to cut Social Security in order to “give your benefits to illegal immigrants.” In another ad, Trump said that Biden’s support for a path to citizenship for undocumented immigrants meant “11 million illegal immigrants competing for American jobs” and “eligible for free healthcare, Social Security, and Medicare.” This was, of course, Trump’s typical brand of identity politics—suggesting that undeserving people of color were taking things from “Americans.”22

Trump’s identity politics were even more visible on another issue: public safety. This topic represented Trump’s most concerted attempt to do what Kennedy had done in 1960: focus the public’s attention on something other than the economy and the pandemic. Trump’s initial advertising on this issue came in July (figure 7.2). One ad, “Abolish,” imagined a world in which someone calls 911 but hears a message saying, “Due to defunding of the police department, we’re sorry but no one is here to take your call.” The ad had footage of a burning building, looters, and protestors with “Defund the Police” signs. The ad said, “Joe Biden’s supporters are fighting to defund police departments. Violent crime has exploded. You won’t be safe in Joe Biden’s America.” Other Trump ads on this theme stated that “violent crime has exploded.” The McCloskeys’ appearance at the GOP convention amplified this message, as did Trump in his own tweets and public comments. At one point in July, Trump warned Americans in the suburbs that Biden “will destroy your neighborhood and your American dream” by allowing low-income housing that would lower home prices and raising crime. The racial connotations of this attack were obvious.23

By focusing on public safety and social order, Trump had several things working in his favor. The first was the fact that the murder rate in many cities around the country had been increasing in 2020. Although the rate of some other types of violent crime and property crime was actually decreasing, the salience of the murder rate meant that an increasing majority of Americans believed that there was more crime in the United States than a year ago: in an October 2020 Gallup poll, 78 percent believed there was more crime, up from 64 percent in October 2019.24 Second, as we have documented, the sympathetic response to Floyd, including increasingly negative views of the police and positive views of the BLM movement, had ebbed by the fall of 2020. Third, a variety of polls made clear that “defunding the police” was unpopular. Trump’s opposition to this idea put him on the same side as most Americans and, as we noted in chapter 6, the issue divided Democrats in particular. All of these facts could have made this strategy attractive to Trump. Trump’s gambit was that he was on the popular side of an issue on which Biden was constrained because he could not disavow the racial justice protests and the fight for equality without alienating many Democrats.

But just because Trump had won in 2016 after using race as a wedge issue did not mean it would work in 2020. Just as Biden confronted a complex landscape when discussing the economy, Trump faced several complicating factors in his attempt to derive political benefits from a message about public safety. First, even if more Americans thought that crime was increasing in the country, they did not appear to feel personally threatened. In the same October 2020 Gallup poll, the percentage who said there was more crime in their local area was lower than a year before (38% vs. 43%). And fewer Americans said there was an area near them where they would be afraid to walk alone at night (29% vs. 37% the year before).

Second, Trump’s position on “defunding the police” was no different than Biden’s. Biden made this clear soon after Floyd’s murder. In a June 10 op-ed in USA Today, Biden wrote, “I do not support defunding the police.” Instead, he advocated the opposite: $300 million in new federal funding for community policing. Biden did call for various policing reforms: making federal funding contingent on police departments’ record on civil rights; more widespread use of body cameras; and investments in mental health and drug treatment services so that people other than police officers could respond to some situations. Those measures were popular as long as the idea of investing in mental health and other services was not framed as a reduction in the police force. Biden also produced an ad in early September 2 in which he decried the violence that had occurred at a small number of the Floyd protests, saying, “Rioting is not protesting. Looting is not protesting. It’s lawlessness, plain and simple.” The ad then pivoted to calling Trump “weak” and “divisive” for fomenting violence and trying to “instill fear in America.” The ad concluded with the biblical quotation “Be not afraid.” Biden was not as constrained on this issue as Trump needed him to be.25

Of course, Biden did talk plainly about systemic racism and expressed sympathy for Black Americans who had experienced police violence and brutality. One news report described Biden as “walking a cautious line as he opposes defunding the police.” And that was undoubtedly true. Nevertheless, “defund the police” was not clearly an issue where Trump’s position was more popular and where Biden was wedded to the unpopular position. Trump and his allies were left either to try to tar Biden by association by linking him to “defunding” advocates, as Trump did in the “Abolish” ad, or to resort to the false claim that Biden wanted to defund the police.26

A third factor that created a challenge for Trump was this: a larger fraction of Americans trusted Biden, not Trump, to handle the issues of public safety, crime, and law and order. In a June 2020 Pew Research Center poll, 46 percent were confident that Biden can “effectively handle law enforcement and criminal justice issues,” compared to 43 percent who were confident in Trump. In an August 2020 Morning Consult poll, 47 percent trusted Biden to handle public safety, compared to 39 percent who trusted Trump. In the October New York Times/Siena College poll, 50 percent trusted Biden to “maintain law and order,” compared to 44 percent who trusted Trump.27 Of course, most people’s answers to these survey questions were predictably partisan: Democrats trusted Biden, and Republicans trusted Trump. But these questions also showed that public safety and crime were not distinctively strong issues for Trump, especially compared to the economy, where he was tied with or even ahead of Biden in terms of the public’s trust and confidence.

Finally, it was entirely possible that Trump’s law and order campaign could actually work to his detriment. If voters saw the unrest as just another indication of how poorly the country was doing, then it would be the incumbent, not the challenger, who faced greater political risk. In this scenario, the unrest, like the pandemic and the recession, was just another bad thing happening on Trump’s watch. Of course, Democrats made exactly this argument. The Democratic National Committee produced an ad with multiple scenes of violence—cars on fire, police chasing protestors, tear gas, the far-right protestors in Charlottesville—and called it “Donald Trump’s America.”28

Trump may have realized some of these weaknesses in using safety as a strategic focus. Despite a blitz of public safety ads in July and another in early September, they were mostly gone from the airwaves by October. News reports suggested that GOP strategists saw a key limitation to the strategy, which was also the limitation of Trump’s style of politics generally: it appealed to the conservative party base but not so much to moderates or others.29 This may explain why over the last month Trump focused more on jobs, health care, and taxes than on public safety. Thus, the Trump campaign never fully settled on a closing argument. Biden’s campaign, by contrast, kept the focus on the pandemic and the economy to the end.



SUPER SPREADER

If Trump’s goal was to convince Americans that the pandemic was nearly over and change the subject to something else, he had to confront another challenge: his own battle with COVID-19 in October 2020. His illness thrust the issue back to the forefront of news coverage and reshaped the information environment for the rest of the campaign.

The story of Trump’s illness began with the death of Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg on September 18 and Trump’s announcement on September 26 that he would nominate Amy Coney Barrett to succeed her. To make the announcement, Trump held a Rose Garden ceremony as well as indoor receptions that were later linked to COVID-19 infections among attendees and White House staff. Trump officially tested positive on October 1 and was hospitalized on October 2, when his illness took a serious turn.

In late 2021, Trump’s chief of staff, Mark Meadows, would reveal that Trump had actually tested positive on September 26 immediately after the Barrett reception, when he was about to get on Air Force One to go to a rally in Pennsylvania.30 Trump then tested negative using a second rapid COVID test but never took a more reliable PCR test and instead continued with his schedule. This included the Pennsylvania rally, a White House reception for military families, and the September 29 debate with Biden. At the debate, Trump and his entourage arrived too late to be tested and several members of his party, including his wife, Melania, did not wear masks while sitting in the audience. From the debate, Trump went to a fund raiser and rally in Minnesota. Immediately afterward his close aide Hope Hicks tested positive and Trump himself did not feel well. Nevertheless, the next day he went to an indoor fund raiser of about 200 people at his New Jersey golf club. That night, he announced a positive test on Twitter.

The next day, October 2, Trump’s blood oxygen levels plummeted, leading doctors to give him two experimental COVID treatments and then hospitalize him in case his condition deteriorated further. On October 3, he experienced another drop in blood oxygen and was given a powerful steroid. That day, the White House gave conflicting reports of Trump’s health. His personal physician said he was “doing very well,” but Meadows told reporters that the president’s condition was “very concerning” and “we’re still not on a clear path to recovery.” Trump was reportedly angry with Meadows for being honest about his condition.31

On October 4, Trump felt better and insisted on being driven around the hospital grounds so that he could wave at supporters. On the evening of October 5, he returned to the White House even though he was still being treated with steroids and antiviral medication. He walked across the grounds and up to the White House balcony, where he removed his mask and, still breathing heavily, stood for a photo shoot. He then returned to stage the balcony appearance a second time with a camera crew in tow.

Within an hour, Trump tried to recast his ongoing struggle with COVID-19 as evidence of his heroism. He released a video that showed his White House return while dramatic music played. In a separate video message, he praised himself and downplayed COVID-19: “I stood out front. I led. Nobody that’s a leader would not do what I did. And I know there’s a risk, there’s a danger, but that’s OK. And now I’m better and maybe I’m immune, I don’t know. But don’t let it dominate your lives.” Meanwhile, the Trump campaign superimposed Trump’s head on a football player’s body and tweeted a meme where he scores over a player whose head was the coronavirus molecule. The Trump campaign tried to use Trump’s diagnosis as a talking point, saying, “He has experience now fighting the coronavirus as an individual. Joe Biden doesn’t have that.”32

Trump’s COVID diagnosis led to a huge spike in news attention to the pandemic. This is visible in mentions of the word “coronavirus” or “COVID” on cable news outlets (figure 7.4). There was an initial spike in the volume of coverage as viral infections spread throughout the United States in March 2020. The murder of George Floyd drove COVID out of the news for a brief period, but by July it returned to its previous level. Then, as the summer surge in cases began to abate, the volume of pandemic news coverage decreased as well. But when Trump was diagnosed, the number of stories increased by about 350 percent. Stories about Trump’s COVID infection dwarfed other issues, including George Floyd’s murder and policing. Even on Fox News there were more stories about COVID-19 in the week after Trump’s diagnosis than stories about topics like BLM or Antifa, both of which had been central to the conservative news media’s framing of the Floyd protests. Although the volume of COVID news dropped after Trump’s recovery, it remained higher than it had been in August and September. In part, this was because the pandemic figured prominently in the final candidate debate, where Biden pushed his same line of attack, saying it would be a “dark winter” and that Trump “had no clear plan.” Trump continued to strike the same optimistic note and emphasized how the country was “opening up.”33
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Figure 7.4.

Trends in the Volume of News Coverage of COVID-19, January 1–October 31, 2020. The figure presents the number of fifteen-second segments that included the words “COVID” or “coronavirus” in transcripts from CNN, Fox News, and MSNBC. Source: Internet Archive Television News Archive.


Despite Trump’s optimism, the tenor of October’s pandemic coverage was often unfavorable to Trump. New stories focused on the lax safety protocols leading up to the September outbreak and Trump’s diagnosis. Just as he did in public, Trump had dismissed the need for masks in the White House, so few officials wore them and those who did were mocked. Other news stories noted that Trump’s behavior during the White House outbreak could have endangered others, including Joe Biden at the first debate, attendees at fund raisers after the debate, the Secret Service agents who drove him to wave at supporters during his hospital stay, and White House staff once he left the hospital. The lack of information and conflicting information about Trump’s condition and the extent of the White House outbreak only added to the uncertainty.34

At least some Trump administration officials hoped that his bout with COVID-19 would make him take the pandemic more seriously. Robert Redfield, Trump’s director of the Centers for Disease Control, later said that he prayed that Trump would “show some humility” and “remind people that anyone could be susceptible to the coronavirus.” But Trump’s dismissiveness—“don’t be afraid of it,” “don’t let it dominate your lives”—signaled that he would not change.35

Nevertheless, the pandemic continued to dominate the public’s thinking. A polling project by CNN, the University of Michigan, and Georgetown University regularly asked Americans what they had heard, read, or seen about Trump or Biden in the past few days. The pandemic had almost always been the most frequent topic mentioned about Trump, and after Trump’s COVID-19 diagnosis, it was even more frequently cited. The pandemic was also among the public’s most important priorities for the country. In a Huffington Post/YouGov poll conducted two weeks before Election Day, respondents could select up to three issues that were most important to them. Among all voters, the three biggest were the economy (cited by 47%), health care (46%), and the coronavirus outbreak (31%). Only 22 percent cited immigration and only 9 percent cited crime. Trump’s focus on identity politics did not elevate those issues above the economy and the pandemic.36

Trump wanted to portray a country on the upswing, but his own bout with the virus told a different story: the pandemic was far from over.



THE HORSE RACE

With so many dramatic events in the election year, it seemed logical that the horse race between Biden and Trump would be full of twists and turns. But what stood out more in the polling was the stability that is characteristic of calcified politics. As we argued in chapter 1, calcification means less willingness to defect from your party to the other party. New information about the candidates is more likely to strengthen people’s partisan inclinations than change their minds.

Throughout 2020, this calcification posed the bigger challenge for Trump. He was viewed less favorably than Biden and always trailed him in trial heat polls that asked how people intended to vote. Moreover, what small shifts did occur tended to help Biden—and any such shifts can prove consequential given the relative parity between the two parties and the competitiveness of presidential elections.

Figure 7.5 tracks how favorably people viewed Trump and Biden throughout 2020 and how people intended to vote in a Trump-Biden election. Trump’s challenge was clear: his net favorability was always negative, meaning that more Americans disliked him than liked him. Biden’s net favorability was almost always positive. This was quite different than in 2016, when Trump’s historic unpopularity was nearly matched by Hillary Clinton’s.

Biden’s advantage in terms of overall favorability was mirrored in other assessments. As of the summer of 2020, Biden led Trump in whether he was honest, cared about the needs of ordinary people, was a good role model, and was even tempered. The candidates were tied in who was courageous. Trump led only in who was energetic.37 As the campaign went on, at least some assessments of Biden became even more positive. In Nationscape surveys, the percentage who said that Biden “told the truth more than most other people in public life” increased by 10 points between June and Election Day. By the end of the campaign, only 31 percent said he told the truth less than others. By contrast, 52 percent said Trump was less truthful than others, and this fraction did not change during the campaign.
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Figure 7.5.

Trends in Candidate Favorability and Trial Heat Polls. The trial heat trend is a smoothed average of public polls of likely or registered voters. Source: The favorability data is from weekly Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape surveys.


Unsurprisingly, then, Biden always led Trump in an average of preelection polls. Of course, Democrats had seen Hillary Clinton lead Trump throughout the 2016 campaign and then go on to lose. In that race, she finished the campaign with a 4-point lead in the national polling averages but ended up winning the national popular vote by only 2 points and losing the Electoral College.38 If the polls were also overestimating Biden’s lead, then the size of that lead would matter even more.

Despite the overall stability in the race, both Biden and Trump did see small shifts in their standing. Biden’s favorability rating and his lead in head-to-head matchups against Trump dropped as he struggled in the early primary contests but rebounded after the South Carolina primary. Biden’s favorability then dropped somewhat between March and July, mainly because Republicans came to see him less favorably. Biden’s net favorability rating among Republicans dropped from the −40s in March to almost −60 by the end of July. This was the natural consequence of Biden’s becoming the de facto nominee. Because few Republicans intended to vote for Biden in the first place, this drop in Biden’s favorability did not decrease his lead over Trump. Biden’s favorability increased between July and Election Day because of the opposite pattern: growing support among Democrats. During these months, Biden’s net favorability increased from +60 to +75 points among Democrats. Partisan rallies are one of the most predictable consequences of a presidential campaign, and 2020 was no different.39

For Trump, the most consequential period occurred in roughly the ten weeks between mid-April and early June. During this period, Trump began pushing to reopen the country and, once again, minimized the seriousness of the pandemic. We showed in chapter 5 that this shift coincided with a drop in his approval rating overall and his approval rating for the pandemic. Figure 7.3 shows that Trump’s net favorability also dropped 10 points throughout this period.40 Notably, the drop continued in the immediate aftermath of Floyd’s murder as well. Crucially, Trump also lost ground to Biden in trial heat polls. Between early May and early June, Biden’s lead over Trump increased from about 5 points to 8 points at the end of June.

There is no conclusive evidence for what caused these drops in Trump support. But they did coincide with Trump’s dismissal of the pandemic and his attacks on the racial justice protests. In both cases, Trump chose to play to his base, or even its most hard-line contingent, and in both cases Trump’s move proved unpopular with Americans generally.

The race remained mostly static for the rest of the campaign. Trump’s favorability rating did improve, mainly due to a partisan rally among Republicans, whose net favorability toward Trump increased from +54 to +67 between July and Election Day. But this increase in his favorability only brought Trump back to where he was at the beginning of March, and his favorability rating still lagged Biden’s. Vote intentions, by contrast, did not shift much after June. The polling average on November 1—a 7-point lead for Biden—was nearly identical to the average on June 1.



CONCLUSION

In April 2016, New York Times columnist Maureen Dowd asked Donald Trump why he campaigned the way he did—with belligerence, nastiness, and so many insults. Trump replied, “I guess because of the fact that I immediately went to No. 1 and I said, ‘Why don’t I just keep the same thing going?’ ”

Four years later, Trump was still keeping the same thing going. Just as he had done in 2016, he appeared to endorse violence against his opponents. At a campaign rally on November 1, Donald Trump talked about hitting Joe Biden: “Those legs. Those legs have gotten very thin. Not a lot of base. You wouldn’t have to close—you wouldn’t have to close the fist.” When a caravan of Trump supporters, some armed, surrounded a Biden campaign bus on a Texas highway and attempted to drive it off the road, Trump applauded them, saying, “These patriots did nothing wrong.”41

And just as in 2016, he was ready to delegitimize the election outcome. He did this after he won in 2016, blaming his loss in the national popular vote on millions of votes from ineligible voters like undocumented immigrants. During the 2020 campaign, he raged against mail balloting, which states had increasingly employed as an alternative to in-person voting because of the risks of COVID-19. He leveled unsubstantiated allegations that Democrats were “rigging” the election or somehow stealing it from him. He floated the idea of postponing the election outright.42

Then, two days before the election, he said that he would simply declare victory on Election Night if he were leading, regardless of how many ballots remained to be counted. It was clear that many Republican leaders found his statements deeply troubling. A Senate GOP aide told two reporters that Trump’s behavior was “despicable and un-American.” But this person would not identify him- or herself. And other Republicans would not comment at all: senators Ben Sasse, Josh Hawley, and Lindsey Graham ignored inquiries.43

In short, Trump had not changed, and neither had the party’s willingness to tolerate him, even his attacks on the electoral process itself. It was a harbinger of how far the GOP would go to win, no matter the cost.






8

Change (and More of the Same)


IT WAS NOVEMBER 7, a Saturday morning, when Joe Biden won the 2020 presidential election. After the ballots had finally been counted in Pennsylvania, Biden’s home state, he had a 306–232 advantage in the Electoral College, almost identical to Donald Trump’s 304–227 margin in 2016.1 After two unsuccessful presidential campaigns, in 1988 and 2008, and a difficult decision not to run in 2016, Biden would finally occupy the office he had sought on and off for over thirty years. In a speech that day, Biden said he was “honored and humbled.” Elated Biden supporters celebrated in the streets of Philadelphia, New York, San Francisco, Washington, DC, and other cities.2

In many ways, Biden’s was an unusual victory. Across the history of presidential elections, incumbent presidents have won two-thirds of their races.3 It is especially rare for incumbents to lose after their party has held the White House for only one term. Indeed, since the Twenty-Second Amendment has limited the number of terms a president can serve, Jimmy Carter and Trump are the only two incumbents to lose in this circumstance.

But to many in the Democratic Party, it did not feel like a victory. They had hoped that strong voter turnout would produce a complete repudiation of Trump and the GOP up and down the ballot. Preelection polls seemed to suggest a blowout was coming: Biden led by over 8 points in national polling averages and Democrats seemed poised to expand their House majority and reclaim the Senate majority.4

Instead, the election delivered much less. Biden’s victory was excruciatingly narrow. Despite his 4.4-point margin in the national popular vote, Biden won by very small margins in the key battleground states (49.2%–48.9% in Arizona, 49.5%–48.8% in Wisconsin, and 49.9%–48.7% in Pennsylvania). Indeed, the Democratic Party’s disadvantage in the Electoral College—how much it underperformed in key swing states compared to the national popular vote—was actually larger in 2020 than in 2016.5

Moreover, the Democrats barely eked out a Senate majority, needing victories in two runoff elections in Georgia to get to fifty seats and having to count on Vice President Kamala Harris to break ties. In the House, Democrats ended up controlling thirteen fewer seats than they had after the 2018 midterm election, leaving them with a slim, nine-seat majority. Biden would take office with unified Democratic control of Congress, but with very few votes to spare as he pursued an ambitious agenda. The morning after Election Day, Politico’s influential “Playbook” newsletter called the election “an abject disaster for Democrats in Washington.”6

Explaining the election’s outcome requires an account of two things: why Biden won, but also why the election was so close. Of course, there are myriad reasons why the election turned out as it did. What we seek to do is place 2020 within the framework of factors that shape a typical presidential election, and to address some prominent claims about “what mattered.”

Any explanation of Biden’s victory must start with Trump’s chronically low approval rating. Indeed, Trump’s 4-point loss was consistent with the historical relationship between presidential approval and presidential election outcomes. This fact throws into sharp relief the consequence of decisions by Trump that appeared to cost him even a few points of approval. Had Trump been able to maintain the short-lived bump in approval he received because of the pandemic, he likely could have won the election.

The closeness of the election stemmed from the ideological and affective polarization between the two parties that has helped create an increasing calcification of people’s political choices. That calcification would characterize the 2020 outcome was arguably unexpected. After all, the surge in turnout gave Biden over 15 million more votes than Clinton received, while Trump won about 11 million more than he had in 2016. And yet, between 2016 and 2020 there were only small shifts in outcomes in both states and counties as well as among individual voters. Indeed, within U.S. counties, the shifts between 2016 and 2020 were the smallest in the past seventy years of presidential elections.

Polarization was visible in how the public perceived the candidates: Trump was perceived as more conservative than in 2016, and Biden was perceived as more liberal than Hillary Clinton. Unsurprisingly, voting behavior was also more polarized: Trump gained votes among conservatives and Biden gained votes among liberals. This helped explain surprising aspects of the election, such as Trump’s stronger performance among Latino voters: Trump’s gains among moderate and conservative Latinos exceeded his losses among liberal Latinos. Polarization also meant that the changes in the candidates’ coalitions largely offset each other, making it difficult for Biden to build a dominant coalition and thus a landslide victory.

A final consequence of calcification is that the election year’s important events did not appear to affect the outcome very much. Local voting patterns did not depend much on Biden’s advantage in televised campaign advertising. There was also little local impact of the rate of COVID infections or deaths in communities across the country. Even the racial justice protests and ensuing debate about criminal justice had an ambiguous impact at best, despite the prevailing concern after the election that they hurt Biden.

On its face, it might seem obvious that the 2020 election was characterized by partisanship and polarization. But that was hardly a certainty as the campaign was coming to a close. For some, it looked not like a year of electoral calcification, but the exact opposite. In October 2020, one political writer, George Packer of The Atlantic, saw the potential for a different kind of moment, one in which “an ossified social order suddenly turns pliable” and “prolonged stasis gives way to motion.” Quoting the philosopher Gershom Scholem, Packer said the moment was a “plastic hour.”7

But when all the votes were counted, the “plastic hour” had not come. True, a new president had won. But American politics seemed as set in stone as ever.


THE ECONOMY AND TRUMP’S APPROVAL RATING

To understand the 2020 election, a useful beginning is the basic factors that have long structured presidential election outcomes. Chief among them are the state of the economy and the incumbent president’s public standing. In chapter 3, we showed that as of early 2020, those factors forecast a close election, with Trump losing narrowly because his unpopularity outweighed the economic growth during his first three years. Although the economy then went into a recession, we showed in chapter 7 that this pandemic economy had an unusual ambiguity: although the country’s economic output shrank and Americans lost jobs, their incomes actually increased because of the federal government’s stimulus package. As a result, Americans’ evaluations of the economy were not nearly as negative as during previous recessions. But once again, Trump’s approval rating moved little in response to these events, declining a few percentage points in the spring of 2021 and then rebounding in the fall—but only to his previous level of unpopularity (chapter 5).

How well, then, did the 2020 election fit the historical patterns between the fundamentals and previous presidential election outcomes? Figure 8.1 compares the incumbent party’s major-party vote share to presidential approval and to three economic indicators that captured the ambiguity: changes in the size of the economy (measured with the gross domestic product, or GDP), changes in people’s incomes, and evaluations of the economy. Major-party vote share refers to the incumbent party’s share of the vote that goes to the Democratic and Republican candidates, excluding third-party or independent candidates. In 2020, Trump won 47.7 percent and Biden 52.3 percent. In each panel in figure 8.1, the diagonal line captures the relationships between election outcomes and these factors prior to 2020, thus showing how the 2020 outcome compares to these historical patterns.
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Figure 8.1.

How Economic Indicators and Presidential Approval Relate to Presidential Election Outcomes. All economic growth rates are nonannualized. Presidential approval is an average of all polls conducted in June of the election year. The diagonal fit lines are estimated excluding the 2020 election year. Sources: US Election Atlas; St. Louis Federal Reserve FRED Database; University of Michigan.


Three findings stand out. First, the 2020 election outcome was more consistent with a shrinking economy than with the growth in incomes. Trump’s share of the vote was somewhat higher than the change in GDP would have predicted, but far lower than what income growth would have predicted. In other words, the election was closer than both of these economic measures predicted. Second, the outcome was mostly in line with people’s subjective economic evaluations, which did forecast a narrow defeat for Trump.

Third, the outcome in 2020 was very much in line with what Trump’s approval rating predicted. Figure 8.1 depicts approval ratings as of June of the election year, simply to see how well election outcomes can be forecast from the political environment several months before Election Day. As of June, the historical pattern suggested that Trump’s average approval rating (40%) would translate into a major-party vote share of 49 percent. This was only about 1 point more than Trump actually received.

One implication of these relationships between these fundamental factors and presidential election outcomes is that the 2020 outcome was not that hard to forecast. Of course, there is no way to know the exact “right” combination of factors to forecast a presidential election. But one summary of ten models found that the average prediction was a Trump two-party vote share of 47.3 percent, or almost exactly what he eventually won.8 Even if the polls suggested Biden could run away with it, forecasts that built in other factors—or ignored polls entirely—showed that, although Trump was in trouble, the election would not be a Democratic landslide.

A second implication is that even a small increase in Trump’s popularity could have swung the election in his favor. Before 2020, the historical relationship between presidential approval in June of the election year and major-party vote share suggested that each 1-point increase in approval leads to a 0.33-point increase in vote share. Assume, for example, that Trump’s approval had stayed at 46 percent, where it was at the end of March 2020, when he began to take the coronavirus outbreak more seriously and then received a small bump in his approval rating. That would have left his approval rating 6 points higher than it actually was as of June 2020, after Trump’s push to reopen the economy and his angry reaction to the George Floyd protests. That 6-point difference could have translated into 2 additional points of vote share, other things being equal. That means Trump would have received 49.7 percent of the major-party vote instead of 47.7 percent, turning the national popular vote into a toss-up. Given the Electoral College bias in the GOP’s favor, a national popular vote margin of only 1 point in favor of the Democrats implies a Trump victory.

Of course, such a scenario is a conjecture at best. But it is a plausible one. Had Trump taken the pandemic more seriously—as did the many other governors and world leaders who experienced durable increases in their approval rating—he could have won. The 2020 election illustrated just how much small shifts can matter when the parties are so narrowly divided.



THE POWER OF PARTISANSHIP

There was another fundamental factor at work in 2020: partisanship. Well before Trump took office, growing differences between Democrats and Republicans helped make Americans’ party loyalties a stronger force in their political thinking and voting behavior (chapter 1). During Trump’s presidency, strong partisanship helped stabilize Trump’s approval ratings, driven both by the resolute antipathy of Democrats and the continued support of Republicans (chapter 3). All of this contributed to a more calcified politics before the election year began. And then the dramatic events of that year—the pandemic, massive protests for racial justice—failed to fundamentally rearrange the political alignments that years of polarization and calcification had created. The 2020 election would only cement those alignments further.

The power of partisanship is visible in the stability of people’s choices in 2020 compared to 2016. There are three places where that stability was evident: states, counties, and individual voters. The state-level results are depicted in figure 8.2 by comparing the presidential vote in pairs of adjacent elections: 2008 and 2012, 2012 and 2016, and 2016 and 2020. In all three cases, there is a strong relationship between how a state votes in one election and how it votes in another. But there is variation in the extent of the stability and the pattern of any changes.
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Figure 8.2.

Changes in Presidential Vote in the States, 2008–20. Source: US Election Atlas, https://uselectionatlas.org/.


Between 2008 and 2012, the main change was a shift to a smaller margin for Barack Obama than he had in 2008. This pattern, whereby most states shifted in a uniform direction, resulted from changes in the political environment. In 2008, Obama was running against the incumbent party in the midst of a punishing recession. In 2012, he was the incumbent running amid a modest economic recovery, conditions that were favorable to his reelection but not as favorable as the conditions that led to his initial victory. Any exceptions to this pattern were due to idiosyncratic factors. For example, Alaska was an outlier because its governor, Sarah Palin, was on the Republican ticket in 2008 but not in 2012.

Between 2012 and 2016, by contrast, the state-level shifts were larger in absolute magnitude and not in a uniform direction. In absolute value, the average shift from 2012 to 2016 was 3.3 points, compared to 2.5 points from 2008 to 2012. Some shifts were in the pro-Democratic direction: Hillary Clinton did better than Obama in Arizona, California, Texas, and Virginia. She did worse in other states, especially Michigan, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin. These countervailing shifts stemmed from how the 2016 campaign helped to create a changing alignment sometimes called the “diploma divide”: states with a larger fraction of white voters with college degrees shifted to Clinton and states with a larger fraction of white voters without college degrees shifted to Trump. In turn, this diploma divide can be traced to issues related to race and immigration: education is strongly related to people’s views on those issues, and the 2016 campaign made those issues much more salient than had the 2012 campaign. This was the “identity shock” described in chapter 1.9

The shifts between 2016 and 2020 told a different story, however. First of all, those shifts were much smaller than between 2012 and 2016 or between 2008 and 2012, averaging only 2 points in absolute value. Second, unlike between 2012 and 2016, those shifts were much more uniform. Biden did better in almost every state than Clinton did in 2020. Thus, the altered alignment that 2016 created largely remained intact in 2020. What made the difference for Biden was that these shifts were just large enough to give him the lead in key swing states, which in turn gave him the victory in the Electoral College that eluded Clinton. This shows, once again, how much small shifts matter in an era of partisan parity.

The small size of the shifts between 2016 and 2020 was also apparent at the county level (figure 8.3). As we noted in chapter 1, the shift or “swing” between one election year and the next has been declining for some time. But the shifts between 2016 and 2020 stand out as particularly small. On average, counties shifted about 1.9 points in absolute value, compared to 6.6 points between 2012 and 2016. Despite all of the twists and turns of the Trump presidency, the pandemic, George Floyd’s murder and the ensuing protests, and the substitution of Joe Biden for Hillary Clinton, one could predict county outcomes in the 2020 election very well simply by knowing the outcomes in 2016.
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Figure 8.3.

Trends in the Magnitude of Election-to-Election Swings in Presidential Voting at the County Level. The figure depicts the average absolute value of county-level shifts in the Democratic candidate’s percent of the major-party vote.


Finally, there was also a very high level of stability at the individual level among people who voted in 2012, 2016, and 2020 (see table A8.1). This is visible in the Views of the Electorate Research (VOTER) Survey, which interviewed the same respondents in 2012, 2016, and 2020. Among respondents who voted in both 2012 and 2016, most voted for the same party: 81 percent of Obama voters reported voting for Clinton and 84 percent of Romney voters reported voting for Trump. But that stability was even greater from 2016 to 2020, when about 95 percent of both Clinton and Trump voters reported voting for their party’s candidate. Switching between parties—most famously exemplified by the “Obama-Trump” voters of 2016—was far less common.

One reason why the stability between 2016 and 2020 was greater than between 2012 and 2016 was that people who switched parties between 2012 and 2016 remained loyal to the party they supported in 2016. In the VOTER Survey, the vast majority of the Obama-Trump voters (87%) reported voting for Trump in 2020. Similarly, most of the Romney-Clinton voters (83%) supported Biden. That both groups stuck with the party they supported in 2016 helps explain why the 2016–20 county-level shifts were smaller than the shifts between 2012 and 2016. In short, most of 2016’s swing voters looked like reliable partisans by 2020.

Another illustration of partisanship’s power was visible in the Democratic Party specifically. A competitive presidential primary always raises the question of whether the party will unite around the nominee. That was no different after Biden emerged as the presumptive nominee. For example, an April 8, 2020, New York Times story noted Biden’s “stunning political comeback” but warned “the challenge of uniting the party around him is just beginning.” The headline of the story was “Now Comes the Hard Part for Joe Biden.”10

However, we showed in chapter 4 that Biden actually emerged from the primary with relatively favorable feelings among the supporters of his chief opponent, Bernie Sanders. That translated into more support in the general election as well. To be sure, most Sanders supporters reported voting for Hillary Clinton in 2016—about 79 percent, according to VOTER Survey interviews conducted after the primaries and after the general election in 2016.11 But in 2020, that fraction was even larger. In VOTER Survey interviews, 87 percent of Sanders supporters reported voting for Biden.12 Of course, Biden also went to considerable lengths to woo Sanders supporters, including establishing teams that included more progressive or Sanders-aligned Democrats and were tasked with formulating proposals in various policy areas. There is no way to know exactly how much Biden’s efforts mattered, but the upshot is clear: the partisanship visible in the general election results stemmed in part from the willingness of Democratic primary voters to get behind Biden.



PERPETUAL POLARIZATION

Even if differences in overall outcomes between 2016 and 2020 were small, the differences that did exist were consequential. In particular, the overall stability across counties and individuals concealed changes in the candidates’ coalitions, including Biden’s stronger performance among white voters with college degrees as well as Trump’s stronger performance among Black and Latino voters. By one estimate, Trump did 3 percentage points better among Black voters and 8 percentage points better among Latino voters than he did in 2016. The fact that Trump could do better with these voters after four years of hard-line policies on immigration and civil rights surprised many observers. The difference among Latino voters was particularly striking and seemed to hurt Democratic candidates in many places, from south Florida to the Rio Grande Valley. To be sure, voters of color still favored Democrats by a substantial margin and they were integral to Biden’s coalition and thus his victory. But few expected Biden to do worse than Clinton. One New York Times headline summed it up: “Liberals Envisioned a Multiracial Coalition. Voters of Color Had Other Ideas.”13

What helps explain these changes in the candidates’ coalitions is the same polarization that has been ongoing in American politics for decades but intensified between 2016 and 2020. Americans perceived even more ideological polarization between the two parties and became more polarized themselves. Their own political ideology and issue positions became even more strongly related to their vote in 2020 than in 2016. This was true across a range of racial and ethnic groups. In fact, as we will show, this ideological polarization helps account for Trump’s surprisingly stronger performance among Latino voters, many of whom are conservative.

Changing perceptions of the political parties are visible first in how Americans’ perceptions of Donald Trump’s politics changed. Throughout his presidency, many more Americans came to see him as conservative. This is the logical consequence of how he governed. As we discussed in chapter 2, Trump’s ideologically ambiguous campaign, where he flirted with ideas like taxing the wealthy, gave way to a conservative agenda as president.
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Figure 8.4.

Trends in Perceptions of Donald Trump’s Ideology. Source: YouGov/Economist polls.


In YouGov/Economist polls conducted throughout Trump’s presidency, the percentage of Americans who said Trump was “conservative” increased from about 27 percent to 32 percent between January 2017 and Election Day 2020 (figure 8.4).14 The percentage who said he was “very conservative” increased from 17 percent to 25 percent. Meanwhile, the percent who said they were not sure or said he was “moderate” declined. In other words, more Americans came to have an opinion about Trump’s ideology and most of them believed, arguably correctly, that he was conservative. This was true among different demographic groups as well. For example, the percentage of Latino voters who said Trump was conservative or very conservative increased from 34 percent to 49 percent.

Americans not only believed that Trump had moved to the right, but also tended to believe that Biden was to the left of Clinton. This was evident in the American National Election Study, which interviewed the same people in the fall of 2016 and the fall of 2020 and asked them how they perceived the ideology of the presidential candidates as well as their positions on various issues.15
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Figure 8.5.

Perceptions of the Issue Positions of the 2016 and 2020 Presidential Candidates. The graph shows average placements of Trump and Clinton (2016) and Trump and Biden (2020) on 7-point scales recoded to range from liberal (0) to conservative (100). Source: 2016–20 panel interviews from the American National Election Study (N = 2,509).


Here again, there was a notable shift in perceptions of Trump’s ideology, from 64 to 74 on a 100-point scale (figure 8.5). Moreover, on almost all of the issues on which people placed the candidates—the role of government in various domains, spending on national defense, environmental regulation—their perceptions of the candidates were more polarized in 2020 than in 2016. In 2020, Americans tended to place Trump further to the right or Biden further to the left (or both), compared to where they placed Trump and Clinton in 2016.16

The fact that they perceived Biden as more liberal than Clinton is interesting, given that Biden sometimes tried to distance himself from the more liberal wing of the party—for example, on issues like policing. The perception may reflect the longer-term liberal shift within the Democratic Party and the fact that, although Biden and Clinton may be relative moderates within the party, they are themselves moving to the left along with the party. Certainly, Biden took positions on health care and the environment that were more liberal than Clinton’s. For example, compared to Clinton, Biden proposed to allow even more Americans to buy into a government insurance plan and proposed a more ambitious, and expensive, plan to reduce carbon emissions.17

If the two parties are further apart ideologically and if Americans perceive those differences, then one consequence should be a stronger association between people’s own ideological predispositions and their voting behavior. That is exactly what transpired in 2020 compared to 2016. On balance, Trump gained support among conservative-leaning voters and Biden gained support among liberal-leaning voters. These gains came from some combination of voters who voted in both 2016 and 2020 as well as voters who did not vote in 2016 but did vote in 2020 as part of the surge in turnout. The result was more ideological polarization in voting behavior.

One survey project, the Cooperative Election Study (CES), demonstrates this polarization. In 2016 and 2020, the survey interviewed separate samples of over 60,000 Americans. Because the CES includes data from administrative turnout records in each state, we also know whether voters actually voted in 2016 and 2020. In both years, the CES asked respondents the same questions about their ideological identification on the liberal-conservative spectrum, their attitudes about gun control and abortion, and their perception of the extent of racism in the United States. For illustration, we divided Americans into three groups (conservatives, moderates, and liberals) on each issue and calculated how Biden and Trump performed among that group, relative to Clinton and Trump in 2016. For ideological identification, these three groups reflect the terms that people used to describe themselves. For the other issues, the three groups are derived from building scales based on responses to several questions about the issue. We then divided the sample roughly into thirds based on issue positions, meaning that labels like “conservative” or “liberal” reflect relative differences on these scales, not discrete groups.18
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Figure 8.6.

Ideological Polarization in 2020 Voting Behavior (Percentage Point Gains or Losses for Biden and Trump vs. 2016). Source: 2016 and 2020 Cooperative Election Surveys.


Figure 8.6 presents the differences in voting behavior between the two elections. For example, among all 2020 voters who identified as conservative or very conservative, Trump did 9.4 percentage points better than he did among conservatives who voted in 2016. Meanwhile, Biden performed 5.5 points better with voters who identified as liberal or very liberal, compared to how Clinton did among 2016 voters. This increased polarization, as Trump’s performance among conservatives and Biden’s performance among liberals made Americans’ ideological identification a stronger predictor of how they voted in 2020 than in 2016.
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Figure 8.7.

Ideological Polarization in 2020 Voting Behavior among Racial and Ethnic Groups (Percentage Point Gains or Losses for Biden and Trump vs. 2016). Ideology is defined as respondents’ self-identification as conservative, moderate, or liberal. Source: 2016 and 2020 Cooperative Election Surveys.


That was true of other issues as well. In 2020, Trump did better among people with conservative views on abortion and on gun control. He did better among people with conservative views on race—in this case, people who tended to see racism as a less important problem. Biden did better among liberals on these issues. The magnitude of these gains or losses varied with the issue, but the broad pattern was clear: not only did voters perceive larger ideological differences between the candidates in 2020, but their own ideological beliefs were more strongly related to their choice between Biden and Trump than they were to their choice between Clinton and Trump.

This pattern occurred among all major racial and ethnic groups (figure 8.7). Trump improved his performance among self-identified conservatives who identified as white, Black, Latino, or Asian American. For example, in 2016 Trump won Latino conservatives by a margin of 59 percent to 33 percent; in 2020 he won them by a margin of 74 percent to 24 percent. Biden improved his performance among self-identified liberals in every racial group. Ideological polarization was a widespread phenomenon, not something confined to certain racial groups.

This polarization helped explain Trump’s surprising performance among a group like Latinos. Although Biden gained vote share among the 34 percent of Latino voters who identified as liberal in 2020, this was more than offset by the vote share he lost among the 38 percent who identified as moderate and the 28 percent who identified as conservative. Biden’s weaker performance among these latter two groups ended up costing him among Latinos overall.



THE SOURCES OF POLARIZATION

This growing ideological polarization in voting behavior could come from different sources. One is turnout: new voters in 2020 may have voted in a polarized fashion. Another is shifts in candidate choice among the consistent voters who voted in both elections. If Trump gained votes among conservative Clinton voters, or Biden gained votes among liberal Trump voters, then this would have created more ideological polarization. Certainly there was evidence for this in 2016, when Trump won over some white Obama voters who had conservative attitudes on racial issues and immigration.19

But in 2020 there were many fewer voters who switched to the other party’s candidate. This means that the ideological polarization in voting behavior was more likely to come from a third source: voters changed their issue positions in ways that aligned with their partisanship. For example, if Clinton voters moved left between 2016 and 2020, while Trump voters moved right, then voting in 2020 would look more ideologically polarized even if every Clinton voter voted for Biden and every Trump voter stuck with Trump. There was some precedent for this in 2016 as well: Democrats and Republicans appeared to shift their views on issues like race and immigration during the 2016 campaign itself, with Democrats moving left and Republicans moving right.20
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Figure 8.8.

Ideological Polarization among Consistent Democratic and Republican Voters. The figure presents trends in averages on different issue scales where higher values indicate more liberal positions and lower values more conservative positions. Source: Views of the Electorate Research Survey.


Between 2016 and 2020, partisans did continue to polarize in their views on a range of issues. One way to see this is to isolate consistent Democratic and Republican voters—those who reported voting for Clinton in 2016 and Biden in 2020, and those who reported voting for Trump in both elections. The VOTER Survey, which interviewed the same people several times between 2011 and 2020, allows that (figure 8.8). Consistent Democratic voters shifted to the left in how they identified themselves ideologically.21 For example, in late 2011, 49 percent of consistent Democrats called themselves liberal or very liberal. By late 2020, that had increased to 56 percent. The percentage of consistent Trump voters who called themselves conservative or very conservative increased from 67 percent to 73 percent. Consistent Democrats moved even more rapidly toward a liberal view of racial inequality (as we showed in chapter 6) and especially immigration (as we showed in chapter 1). If anything, loyal Trump voters became more likely to have a conservative view of racial inequality. Loyal Trump voters also moved right on abortion, while loyal Democratic voters moved to the left on economic policies.

The same pattern of polarization emerged in other surveys, too. The American National Election Studies also interviewed the same respondents in both 2016 and 2020, and consistent Democratic and Republican voters were further apart in their views of the same issues on which they also perceived the candidates as more polarized.

Undoubtedly, ideological polarization does not explain all of the differences in voting behavior between 2016 and 2020. But polarization does provide a simple and general explanation, in the style of Occam’s razor, as opposed to a series of boutique explanations for the behavior of specific groups. For example, after the election, prominent news stories said that Biden lost votes among Cuban and Venezuelan Americans in Florida because they disliked the socialist regimes in Cuba and Venezuela and were concerned that the Democratic Party had become too left-wing or “socialist,” and he lost votes among Mexican Americans in the Rio Grande Valley because they feared losing oil-industry jobs under a Democratic president who wanted to wean the country from fossil fuels.22 Perhaps those explanations were true for some voters. But since Biden lost votes among all kinds of Latino voters in all parts of the country, it is important to seek an explanation that can account for this broader pattern among Latinos and that can help understand differences in voting behavior among other groups as well. Ideological polarization helps to accomplish that.



THE LOCAL EFFECTS OF COVID-19 AND CAMPAIGN ADVERTISING

Focusing on ideological polarization to explain the differences between 2016 and 2020 might seem to ignore the distinctive events of the election year itself—and especially the pandemic and the historically expensive presidential campaign. In particular, it seems plausible that local election outcomes could depend on how hard different places were hit by the pandemic or by which candidate won the “air war” in televised campaign advertisements in different local media markets. Both factors seemed as if they could benefit Biden in particular. Trump was the incumbent in office as the country suffered thousands of COVID-19 deaths. And Biden vastly outspent Trump on the airwaves, as we described in chapter 7.

But there was little evidence that either of these things affected voting behavior at the local level. Biden did not win a larger share of the vote in counties with more COVID-19 deaths or where he had an advantage in ads. This was yet another reason the election was relatively close, despite conditions that seemed to favor Biden.

To be sure, there was clearly the potential for the pandemic to affect local election outcomes. The study of military casualties in war and presidential elections has shown that not only do overall casualties appear to hurt incumbent presidents or their parties at the national level, but casualties may also cost incumbents vote share in the communities where soldiers were from. One reason may be that military deaths get attention in local media, heightening any blame that local residents place on the incumbent party. A similar dynamic could have characterized deaths from COVID-19. Indeed, early research linking weekly Nationscape surveys to data on COVID deaths in survey respondents’ county or state between March and August 2020 found that the number of COVID deaths at the state and county level was associated with a lower likelihood of intending to vote for Trump as well as Republican candidates in down-ballot races.23

But this pattern did not emerge in the election outcome itself. After accounting for other factors, there was not a statistically significant relationship between the cumulative number of COVID infections per capita and Biden’s share of the vote, compared to Clinton’s (see table A8.2). That is, counties that experienced more COVID infections did not appear to shift toward Biden to a statistically discernible extent. Paradoxically, Biden actually did worse in counties that experienced more cumulative deaths from COVID-19 compared to counties that experienced fewer deaths. We suspect that this is not because COVID-19 deaths somehow created support for Trump or opposition to Biden; rather, there was likely another factor at play. Given that many conservatives took the pandemic less seriously (see chapter 5), it is possible that very conservative areas had more COVID deaths and particularly high support for Trump. Regardless, the results indicate that the electoral impact of deaths from COVID-19 was not like that of military casualties in the past. The current pandemic better resembled one of the last major pandemics, the Spanish flu pandemic of 1918, which also had little local impact on voting for either governors in 1918 or the president in 1920.24 Thus, to the extent that the pandemic hurt Trump and helped Biden, it was at the national level more than the local level.

Previous research has also shown that televised campaign advertising affects local presidential election outcomes in the places where those advertisements are aired. The most comprehensive assessment, which examined how broadcast advertising data in the 2000 through 2016 presidential elections affected outcomes in U.S. counties, found that the side that aired more ads over the last two months of the campaign—combining candidate, party, and outside group ads in the presidential race—did win more vote share. The size of this relationship was modest, to be sure: for every 100 more ads a candidate aired relative to their opponent, they received 0.02 more points of vote share (that is, two-hundredths of a percentage point). Given that the average advantage in local broadcast advertising in counties was 400 airings, that would translate into 0.08 points.25

But as we demonstrated in chapter 7, Joe Biden’s advantage in television advertising was much larger than usual for a presidential campaign. Combining local broadcast ads aired over the last two months, Biden’s average advantage across U.S. counties was 1,100 ads. But his advantage was even larger because he also aired ads on national broadcast and cable television, which would have aired in every media market in every state. This means that over the last two months of the 2020 campaign, Biden’s average advantage over Trump was closer to a whopping 13,000 ads.

However, it is not clear that this advantage ended up helping him. Among survey respondents interviewed weekly as part of the Nationscape project, there was no consistently meaningful relationship between the balance of advertising in their county and whom they intended to vote for. For example, respondents who were interviewed right after a period in which Biden’s advertising greatly outpaced Trump’s were not more likely to say they would vote for Biden, compared to respondents interviewed after a period in which Biden’s advertising advantage was smaller (see table A8.4).
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Figure 8.9.

The Relationship between Biden’s Advertising Advantage and County Shifts in Vote Share from 2016 to 2020. Each dot represents a county, with certain outlying counties labeled with their state. Source of advertising data: Kantar Media.


A similar finding emerged in the actual election results. Biden’s advertising advantage in the last two months of the campaign was not associated with a higher vote share in U.S. counties, relative to Hillary Clinton’s 2016 vote share (figure 8.9). The relationship was mostly flat. If anything, there could be a small negative relationship, which is what the statistical models also show (see table A8.2). That a historically large gap in advertising did not translate into additional votes may again reflect the stability between the 2016 and 2020 elections and the difficulty of moving many voters.



THE RACIAL JUSTICE PROTESTS AND “DEFUNDING THE POLICE”

To many observers, the most electorally consequential events of 2020 were the murder of George Floyd, the racial justice protests, and the debates about criminal justice policy. After the “abject disaster” of the election, many prominent Democrats blamed the party’s unexpectedly poor performance on the unpopular idea of “defunding the police,” which figured not only in Trump’s advertising but in Republican advertising in congressional races as well. Two days after the election, there was a contentious conference call among Democratic members of Congress in which Rep. Abigail Spanberger, a moderate Democrat from Virginia, summed up the view of many, saying, “Don’t say defund the police when that’s not what we mean” and declaring, “If we are classifying Tuesday [the election] as a success … we will get fucking torn apart in 2022.”26

Although racial justice and policing were frequently cited in explanations of the election’s outcome, solid evidence was hard to come by. Part of the challenge is that many potentially important things happened in quick succession: Floyd’s murder, the racial justice protests, Trump’s criticisms of those protests, Trump’s attacks on Biden on crime and criminal justice, the debate about “defunding the police” specifically, Biden’s own statements and explicit opposition to defunding, and so on. It is difficult to disentangle them. Another part of the challenge is just the usual struggle to separate correlation from causation, especially when so much of voters’ reaction to these events was driven by their own partisanship, as we showed in chapter 6. For this reason, people’s views of the police or Black Lives Matter (BLM) may have been mostly a consequence of how they tend to vote, rather than a direct cause of how they voted in 2020.

Ultimately, we find that various dimensions of the racial justice protests and criminal justice debates did not hurt Biden and could possibly have helped him. Four different pieces of evidence speak to this.


National Trends

One initial piece of evidence comes from the national polling, which we described in chapter 7 but is worth noting again. Polling showed that in June and July—the period when there was the most news coverage of Floyd’s murder and the racial justice protests—Biden actually gained support. He led Trump by about 5.5 points the week before Floyd’s murder. This increased to nearly 9 points by mid-June before declining slightly to roughly 7 to 8 points, where it would stay for the rest of the campaign. If the protests or the issues they raised were politically damaging to him, it did not show up at precisely the moment when it should have.

Moreover, it was not clear that Biden suffered among groups within the electorate who were supposedly turned off by the protests or the idea of defunding the police. For example, some postelection reporting argued that Biden lost support among Latinos for this reason.27 But weekly Nationscape surveys showed that Biden’s margin among Latinos was declining well before Floyd’s murder, and there was no clear punctuated drop afterward. Indeed, if anything, the rate of decline slowed down somewhat after Floyd’s murder, instead of accelerating as it should have if the debate over policing and racial justice caused a sudden surge of Latino support for Trump.



Local Impact of Racial Justice Protests

Another piece of evidence comes from examining the local impact of the racial justice protests that took place in the spring and summer of 2020. Here, there was reason to think that these protests could influence the actual outcome of the election—just not any consensus on whether they would help Biden or Trump.

One scholarly account, the political scientist Daniel Gillion’s book The Loud Minority, argues that protests aligned with liberal causes have tended to help Democrats. For example, liberal protest activity in congressional districts between 1960 and 1990 was associated with a higher vote share for Democratic candidates and a lower share for Republican candidates. Moreover, Gillion found that African American turnout in congressional districts that experienced BLM protests in 2016 increased relative to 2012, even as African American turnout dropped overall.28

But one question is whether all types of protest activity help Democrats and, in particular, whether protests that are accompanied by violence can actually elicit a backlash and help Republicans. One study of Black-led protests in the United States between 1960 and 1972 concluded exactly that. The study, by political scientist Omar Wasow, found that counties in which nonviolent protests occurred saw a 1–2 percentage point increase in Democratic vote share in the 1964, 1968, and 1972 elections. Counties in which violence occurred shifted in the opposite direction, with Republican candidates gaining about 2 percentage points. Wasow also found that the violent protests that occurred after the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. in April 1968 may have had an even larger effect: counties where those protests occurred shifted approximately 5 points toward the Republican candidate, Richard Nixon. This was a large enough shift that the Democrat, Hubert Humphrey, would likely have won the election if those protests had not occurred.29

Wasow’s research figured in a bigger debate in 2020 about whether the election year would become a replay of 1968. Some commentators feared that violence at racial justice protests after George Floyd’s murder would help reelect Trump. Others noted key differences between 1968 and 2020. For one, nonviolence was by far the norm after Floyd’s murder, and at times any violence was perpetrated by police against the protestors, rather than by the protesters themselves.30 For another, Trump was the incumbent in 2020, while Nixon was the challenger in 1968. Any unrest or violence in the country might reflect poorly on the incumbent, much like an economic recession does. Complicating this debate was that the academic research does not consistently find that violence at racial justice protests has hurt the Democratic Party. One study of the riots after the 1992 Rodney King verdict in Los Angeles—when the police officers who beat King were acquitted—found that in areas proximate to the riots, more new voters (both white and Black) subsequently registered with the Democratic Party than with the Republican Party.31

To examine the potential impact of the racial justice protests in 2020, we again draw on data from the Crowd Counting Consortium, which recorded the incidence of these protests as well as various characteristics, including whether there were arrests, injuries to protestors, injuries to the police, or property damage. We then divided counties into three groups: the 57 percent that had no protests between May 25, when George Floyd was murdered, and Election Day; the 35 percent that had protests but did not have any arrests, injuries, or property damage; and the remaining 8 percent that had protests in which one or more of those things occurred. To be clear, in cases where there were arrests or injuries to protestors, it may not have been because protesters were violent. The arrests could have been for other reasons, such as staying out past a curfew. Moreover, in some cases injuries to protesters resulted from violent police actions. But this simple three-part categorization provides initial purchase on whether voters in counties where racial justice protests occurred voted differently than voters in counties without these protests.

One way to examine this question is to leverage the weekly Nationscape surveys conducted during the protests. This speaks to the question of whether people changed how they intended to vote based on whether a protest took place in their county. We found little evidence of any impact: people in counties with racial justice protests in the weeks immediately before their interview did not change their vote intention, compared to people in counties without protests (see table A8.3.)

Another way is to look at the county-level vote returns. Here, there were differences based on whether a county had experienced a racial justice protest—but the differences were not in the direction that many observers suspected. If anything, Biden did better, relative to Clinton in 2016, in counties where these protests occurred (figure 8.10). In counties with no protests, Biden’s share of the major-party vote was nearly identical to Clinton’s (an average shift of only −0.2 percentage points). In counties that had protests with no arrests, injuries, or property damage, Biden outperformed Clinton by 1.4 points. In counties with protests that had some combination of arrests, injuries, and property damage, Biden outperformed Clinton by 1.7 points.
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Figure 8.10.

County Shifts in Vote Share, 2016–20, Based on Presence and Circumstances of Racial Justice Protests. Source for protest data: Crowd Counting Consortium.


Figure 8.10 also makes clear that these average differences conceal substantial variation. For example, among counties that saw arrests, injuries, or damage, there were certainly places where Biden lost vote share. One was Kenosha County, Wisconsin, where there were protests and violence after the police shooting of Jacob Blake on August 25, 2020. The protests attracted counterprotesters, one of whom, Kyle Rittenhouse, shot and killed two men. In Kenosha County, Biden’s share of the vote was 1.4 points lower than Clinton’s.32 But in other cities with substantial protests and violence—including Minneapolis itself (Hennepin County, MN) and Portland (Multnomah County, OR)—Biden’s share of the vote was higher than Clinton’s.

Of course, the places in which protests occurred were not a random set of counties. But even when we account for other county attributes—their racial composition, educational composition, median income, and population size—Biden still did approximately 1 point better than Clinton in counties with protests, regardless of whether those protests were accompanied by arrests, injuries, or property damage (see table A8.2).

There is, however, no way to determine from this evidence that the protests actually caused Biden to win more votes in the places where those protests occurred. But certainly the evidence does not suggest that Biden was hurt in those places. If that is true, then 2020 was different from 1968 after all.



Effect of Trump Ads on Crime and Public Safety

A third window into the electoral effects of Floyd’s murder and its aftermath centers on the counternarrative of Donald Trump. After the election, there was much speculation that Trump’s argument about crime, violence, and policing had hurt Biden and other Democrats, especially given how few Americans appeared to support defunding the police. One way to test this is to examine the impact of Trump’s advertising on this topic. We showed in chapter 7 that issues related to “public safety” were a prominent theme in Trump’s advertising, but there was variation over time in how frequently it was discussed. And of course, there was variation in where those ads aired as well.

The question is whether Trump gained support when and where those public safety ads were aired. By marrying the advertising data to the Nationscape surveys, we can speak to this. The answer is that there was no significant association between Trump’s advertising on this issue and how people intended to vote. Specifically, the number of Trump ads about public safety in either the week or the month before people were interviewed did not appear to affect whether they intended to vote for Trump or Biden. In short, exposure to hundreds or even thousands of these ads in a short period of time did not change people’s attitudes (see table A8.4).

This is perhaps unsurprising, given that television advertising overall did not appear significantly correlated with election outcomes in counties. Moreover, it is possible that Trump’s public safety message failed to resonate because so many Americans disapproved of how he reacted to Floyd’s murder, because more Americans appeared to trust Biden on issues related to public safety, and because Biden himself was clear in opposing “defund the police” (see chapters 6 and 7). In short, Trump may have thought he had a winning message, but that was ambiguous from the outset. Studying the effect of this message through the lens of his advertising cannot supply conclusive evidence, of course, but it does suggest again that Biden was not obviously damaged.



Feelings about the Police and Black Lives Matter

A final question is whether people’s views about the police or the BLM movement actually influenced their vote. For example, perhaps Biden lost more votes among those who favored the police or opposed defunding than he gained from people who felt less favorably about the police and supported reforms like a ban on chokeholds. Unsurprisingly, it is easy to show correlations between people’s views about the police, policing procedure, or BLM and how they feel about Biden or Trump. In chapter 6 we showed how there were significant and, in some cases, growing partisan divisions on this topic.

But people’s views of the police or BLM may have been more a consequence of people’s voting behavior than a cause. We have already seen evidence of growing division in political attitudes, even among people who did not change the party they voted for in 2016 and 2020 (figure 8.8). The same thing is true in how they viewed the police. For example, among Clinton/Biden voters, the overall rating of the police dropped from 67 to 58 on a 0–100 scale. Among voters who supported Trump in both elections, their ratings stayed about the same (87–88).

A more formal statistical analysis leverages these 2016 and 2020 interviews among the same respondents to examine whether people’s views of the police and BLM affected their choice of candidates or whether people’s choice of candidates affected their view of the police. That analysis shows much more evidence that people’s view of the police or BLM changed, not their voting behavior (see table A8.5). This echoes the findings in chapter 6 and in other research: Americans are changing their attitudes on racially charged issues in ways that reinforce their partisanship.33

Again, this is not conclusive evidence. We lack the ability to do similar tests with views of criminal justice policy, separate from views of the police overall. But this evidence still raises an important cautionary note. In the Trump era, when an already polarized public often confronted even more polarizing messages from political leaders, people tended to take their cue from their party’s leaders, changed their attitudes in ways that reinforce their partisanship, and rarely considered voting for the other party’s leader. In 2020, this may have kept policing from being the wedge issue that Trump hoped it would be and that Democrats feared.




CONCLUSION

Biden’s victory capped an election year that was both historic and horrifying. There were historic protests about racial justice. There was a historic surge in turnout. There were the horrifying deaths of George Floyd and many who fell ill during the pandemic.

In explaining Biden’s victory, however, what stands out is something more mundane: an unpopular president lost his bid for reelection. Unpopularity did not doom Trump in 2016, when he was not the incumbent and faced a relatively unpopular opponent in Hillary Clinton. Four years later, however, Trump had different and arguably bigger challenges. He was the incumbent during major national crises, and the majority of Americans judged his performance unfavorably. At the same time, Americans viewed Biden more favorably than they had Clinton. Trump was in a weaker position and had to face a stronger opponent.

At the same time, the narrowness of Biden’s victory testified to other familiar patterns in our politics. The polarization endemic in American politics for decades only continued. Democrats and Republicans were even further apart than they had been four years before. People’s partisan predispositions were even more ossified, with few shifts since 2016. The remarkable events of 2020 did not necessarily sway many voters and, indeed, intensified these long-term trends toward greater polarization and calcification.

On November 7, Biden gave his victory speech in Wilmington, Delaware. Amid the many thank-yous—to his wife and family, to Kamala Harris, to his campaign team, to the voters who supported him—Biden tried to sound a very different note than what Americans typically heard from Donald Trump. Biden said, “I pledge to be a president who seeks not to divide but to unify, who doesn’t see red states and blue states, only sees the United States.” He said, “It’s time to put away harsh rhetoric, lower the temperature, see each other again. Listen to each other again. And to make progress, we have to stop treating our opponents as enemies.” He said, “This is the time to heal in America.”34

But Biden was about to learn just how far Trump and his Republican allies would go to prevent Biden from having the chance. They would pose a challenge not only to Biden’s presidency, but to American democracy itself.
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Subversion


SPALDING COUNTY, GEORGIA, sits about forty miles south of Atlanta along Interstate 75. About 65,000 people live there. It has been safely Republican for many years, and Trump won about 60 percent of the vote there in 2020. It is not really a swing county.

But Georgia is a swing state. And after Biden’s narrow victory in Georgia, combined with the election of two Democratic senators in runoff elections in early 2021, the Republican-led state legislature and the Republican governor, Brian Kemp, decided to make some changes. They passed a bill that allowed the state elections board, also controlled by Republicans, to assume control of any county election board after conducting a “performance review.”

Spalding County was one of six counties whose election board was restructured. Under the old system in Spalding County, each party chose two members of the board and the fifth was chosen by a coin flip. Now the fifth member would be appointed by local judges, who tend to be conservative.

And that is how Vera McIntosh, a Black Democrat, was ousted from the election board and replaced by James Newland, who happened to be the vice chair of the Spalding County Republican Party. “They wanted control,” McIntosh said afterward. “They got control.”1

What happened in Spalding County was emblematic of the norm-shattering partisan politics that Joe Biden said he wanted to heal. But Biden soon discovered how difficult that would be. A new party in the White House changes many things—not least the direction of policy—but all presidents soon experience how much their fortunes are constrained by longer-term trends.

From the start of Biden’s term, the tectonic shifts of partisan polarization affected his public stature. Even before he could establish a record as president, his approval rating was more polarized along party lines than any president in the history of modern polling. Nothing Biden did in his first months changed this.

Partisan polarization also affected Biden’s ability to deal with the country’s crises. Polarization on pandemic lockdowns and mask mandates carried over to COVID-19 vaccines, as large numbers of Republicans refused to be vaccinated. Partisan polarization on the racial justice protests and Black Lives Matter movement carried over to the trial of Minnesota police officer Derek Chauvin, as large numbers of Republicans disagreed with the guilty verdict. The identity shock that Trump helped to catalyze continued to reverberate.

As Biden took office, a different kind of crisis was also looming: a crisis for American democracy. Trump did not succeed in keeping Biden out of the Oval Office, but his attempted election subversion attracted the support of Republican lawmakers across the country: the majority of Republicans in the House, eighteen Republican state attorneys general, and countless state and local officials. Most Republican voters believed Trump’s false claims too, and continued to doubt the election outcome and the legitimacy of Biden’s presidency. The violence of the January 6 insurrection produced little accountability within the Republican Party for Trump or anyone else who had helped to incite it.

The crisis did not stop when Trump left the White House. If anything, it grew worse. What happened in Spalding County was playing out across the country: state and local Republican leaders loyal to Donald Trump were trying to gain control of how elections were run. They sought to change the rules and gain control of the political offices that had the power to certify elections. The Republican officeholders who refused to go along with Trump’s attempt at subversion found themselves being challenged for reelection by Trump loyalists and, in the worst cases, subject to repeated death threats.

In an era of polarization, calcification, and close competition for control of the White House and Congress, there is a growing incentive for partisans to subvert elections if it helps them win. A faction of the Republican Party was clearly ready to do so in 2020. The challenge to American democracy is whether it will succeed in the future.


A POLARIZED PRESIDENCY

The idea of unity was central to Joe Biden’s campaign. Unlike some of his Democratic rivals, Biden eschewed a politics of anger and campaigned as a “sober and conventional presence,” as one news account put it. One Biden campaign ad said he intended to “lead,” “unite,” and “heal” America. When Trump left office, he famously said “We were not a regular administration.” Biden appeared to promise a very regular administration.2

But the long-term tectonics of partisan polarization meant that Biden’s message, however well meaning, was unlikely to resonate with his opponents. Democrats and Republicans increasingly differ in their views of presidents. Although it seemed as if Biden could reduce those differences, especially compared to a divisive figure like Trump, if anything the opposite occurred.

In fact, when Biden took office, Democrats and Republicans were more polarized in their views of him than of any president in seventy years, essentially since the beginning of modern polling. A Gallup poll conducted from January 21 to February 2, 2021, found that 98 percent of Democrats and 11 percent of Republicans approved of him—a gap of 87 points. This exceeded the partisan gap in approval when Trump took office, when there was a 76-point gap between Democrats and Republicans (14% vs. 90% approval, respectively). When Obama took office, the gap was 45 points (88% vs. 43%).3 This meant that Biden took office with a relatively low approval rating of about 57 percent.

In his first weeks and months as president, Biden did seek to increase his popularity by promoting popular policies. This was a contrast with Trump, who, as we argued in chapter 2, focused his initial efforts on executive actions that were popular with Republicans but not Americans as a whole. But several of Biden’s executive actions polled well overall and with significant numbers of Republicans: prohibiting workplace discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity (64% of Republicans favored this); requiring masks on federal property (54% of Republicans favored); continuing to suspend federal student loan repayments (46% of Republicans favored); and continuing a ban on evictions (49% of Republicans favored). Biden’s signature legislative initiatives—a $1.9 trillion COVID relief package as well as an infrastructure plan—were also far more popular than Trump’s, such as the 2017 tax cuts.4

Of course, Biden also did things that were popular with Americans overall but opposed by most Republicans. He restarted the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals program (opposed by 66% of Republicans). He rejoined the Paris climate agreement (opposed by 63%). He ended new wall construction at the U.S.-Mexico border (opposed by 80%). Thus, Biden’s agenda was a mixture of broadly popular ideas and ideas that were mostly popular within his own party. But unlike Trump’s, Biden’s agenda was not as much dominated by purely partisan priorities.

Nevertheless, over Biden’s first months in office, his approval rating dropped by about 10 points as he dealt with a series of crises and challenges: rising inflation, a chaotic withdrawal of U.S. troops from Afghanistan, and another surge in COVID-19 cases. But the partisan polarization in his approval rating persisted: in a November 2021 Gallup poll, 90 percent of Democrats and 6 percent of Republicans approved of the job he was doing—a gap of 84 points. Given how low his approval rating was at the start, the drop in Biden’s approval took it to a level similar to Trump’s at the same point in his presidency, despite Biden’s attempts at a different style of leadership and efforts to enact some popular legislation.

After the election, some prominent Democrats argued that the best way for the party to move forward was to focus on policy proposals that polled well, an idea they called “popularism.”5 This would mean pushing ideas like COVID relief and abandoning ideas like “defund the police.” That was probably reasonable advice, but it is not clear how much popularism affects a president’s popularity in our current political environment. Just as Trump did not always become more unpopular when he did unpopular things, Biden did not become more popular when he did popular things. This is the logical consequence of both polarization and calcification for presidential approval ratings. It is not easy to change many people’s view of the president.



THE VACCINE OR “YOUR FREEDOMS”

The new surge in COVID-19 cases that began in August 2021 showed that the pandemic would pose a challenge to Biden much as it had to Trump. But unlike Trump, Biden had a major new tool in the fight against the pandemic: the COVID-19 vaccines.

The vaccines arrived in December 2020 and were the culmination of Operation Warp Speed, the extraordinary effort to develop and produce COVID vaccines that the Trump administration had set in motion. It seemed, therefore, that vaccines offered a way out of the partisan polarization that characterized the pandemic. They were a way to fight COVID that Trump could take credit for and that avoided the restrictions on businesses and gatherings or the mask mandates that Trump and many Republicans opposed (see chapter 5).

But instead, the COVID vaccines became yet one more issue bound up with partisanship. This began, characteristically, with Trump himself. Initially, Trump did little to promote the vaccine. He was angry that it did not become available until after the election and he falsely accused the companies who made the vaccine and the Food and Drug Administration of purposely delaying it. And while Joe Biden and Kamala Harris received their vaccine shots on camera in December, Trump and his wife, Melania, did not disclose the fact that they were vaccinated before Trump left office. Only in March 2021 did this news become public, when a Trump adviser told CNN.6

Trump’s public statements about the vaccine were equivocal, similar to his earlier statements about masks. At times, he spoke positively about the vaccine. In February 2021, he told attendees at the Conservative Political Action Conference “how unpainful that vaccine shot is, so everybody get your shot.” In March, he said in a Fox News interview, “It’s a great vaccine. It’s a safe vaccine and it is something that works.” In April, he told Fox’s Sean Hannity, “I encourage people to take it, I do.” In December, he said at a public event that he got a vaccine booster shot and said that the development of the vaccine was “historic.”7

But in other public remarks, Trump sowed distrust in the vaccine or suggested that people had no obligation to get vaccinated. In a July 2021 statement, Trump criticized Biden’s vaccine distribution and wrote that “people are refusing to take the Vaccine because they don’t trust his Administration, they don’t trust the Election results, and they certainly don’t trust the Fake News, which is refusing to tell the truth.” At an August 2021 rally in Alabama, Trump initially said, “I recommend take the vaccines. I did it. It’s good. Take the vaccines.” After some people booed, Trump then pivoted and said, “No, that’s OK. That’s all right. You got your freedoms. But I happened to take the vaccine. If it doesn’t work, you’ll be the first to know. OK? I’ll call up Alabama, I’ll say, hey you know what? But it is working. But you do have your freedoms you have to keep. You have to maintain that.” Trump said the same thing in December, at almost the same time that he praised the vaccine in Dallas (where he was booed as well). In a separate interview, he said “Forget about the mandates, people have to have their freedoms.”8

Trump’s reticence about the vaccine encouraged his media allies to be skeptical. On Fox News, Laura Ingraham called Biden’s plan to go door to door to promote the vaccine “creepy stuff.” Tucker Carlson said that Biden wanted to “force people to take medicine they don’t want or need.” On a later episode, Carlson spoke out against university mandates that students get vaccinated: “They shouldn’t get the shot. It’s not good for them. There’s a risk involved, much higher than that of COVID, but colleges are forcing them anyway.”9

These messages from Trump and others mattered for public opinion. As we showed in chapter 5, citizens’ views about the pandemic showed a “follow the leader” dynamic, whereby Democratic and Republican voters responded to what their party’s leaders said about the risks of the virus and the measures needed to fight it.

Now, with Democratic leaders solidly supporting the vaccine but many Republican leaders equivocating or even spreading misinformation, there was a large partisan divide in whether people chose to get vaccinated. Almost a year after the vaccines became available, a December 12–14, 2021, YouGov/Economist poll found that 90 percent of Democrats said that they had gotten at least one shot of a COVID-19 vaccine but only 62 percent of Republicans said this. As of this writing, the majority of the unvaccinated population is Republican.10

Republican voters often echoed the claims about the vaccine that were promoted by conservative media figures and other skeptics. For example, a July 2021 YouGov poll asked which was the “greater risk,” “possibly contracting COVID-19, or possibly having a bad reaction to the COVID-19 vaccine?” The vast majority of Democrats (74%) said contracting COVID. The majority of Republicans (54%) said that it was a reaction to the vaccine. When asked whether it was true that “the U.S. government is using the COVID-19 vaccine to microchip the population,” 65 percent of Democrats but only 32 percent of Republicans said that this was “definitely false.” Other polls found that far more Republicans than Democrats believed that pregnant women should not get the vaccines or that the vaccines would cause infertility.11

It was no surprise, then, that Republicans pushed back when Biden announced a policy that would require private businesses with at least 100 employees to vaccinate their employees or have employees take a weekly COVID test. In a September 2021 Morning Consult poll, only 33 percent of Republicans supported this move, compared to 80 percent of Democrats.12 Ten Republican attorneys general filed suit to challenge the policy, and in January 2022 a majority of Supreme Court justices blocked this requirement.

Meanwhile, the need for a successful vaccination campaign became even more acute. New variants of the coronavirus continued to emerge, leading to successive waves of cases and deaths. And more and more, those deaths were occurring in Republican strongholds. The unwillingness of Trump, Fox News hosts, and some other party leaders to endorse vaccination wholeheartedly was not necessarily affecting these elites—after all, even Trump was vaccinated, as were 90 percent of Fox News employees. But ordinary Republicans who heard the equivocation and misinformation and then refused vaccination were paying the price, even with their lives.13

There was another ominous consequence to the Republican skepticism of COVID-19: their skepticism toward vaccines generally. In several states, Republican lawmakers sought to strike down vaccine mandates of any kind, including for routine polio and measles vaccines. Surveys showed growing gaps between Democrats and Republicans in their willingness to get a flu vaccine. And belief in perhaps the most pernicious vaccine myth of all—that they cause autism—was itself becoming more aligned with partisanship. Eight years earlier, when a July 2013 YouGov poll asked, “Do you think vaccines cause autism?” there was virtually no partisan difference: 11 percent of Democrats and 9 percent of Republicans said yes. But in July 2021, when a YouGov poll asked whether it was true or false that “vaccines have been shown to cause autism,” the same small fraction of Democrats (11%) said it was “definitely” or “probably” true. But among Republicans, that fraction was significantly higher (27%).14

One insidious feature of partisan polarization in the United States is that it tends to metastasize. Issues that did not seem partisan at all suddenly become so, and specifically because party leaders promote diverging reactions among their voters. The Republican push against the COVID-19 vaccine risked making even routine public health guidance like the polio vaccine a battle between red and blue.



CRITICAL RACE

If there was another issue that needed Biden’s pledge to unite and heal, it was race. This was the issue on which Trump’s hard-line positions created extraordinary controversies. Consequently, this was the issue on which there was the most, and the most rapid, change among Democrats, who shifted sharply to embrace more progressive positions on immigration and racial justice. Biden’s own positions reflected the party’s leftward shift, but at the same time he was more moderate than some in his party. This was visible in his rejection of certain progressive positions such as “defunding the police.”

But even if Biden wanted greater unity, the growing differences between the parties on racial issues were not easily reversed. This was visible three months after Biden’s inauguration at the trial of Derek Chauvin. On April 20, 2021, a unanimous jury convicted Chauvin of second-degree unintentional murder, third-degree murder, and second-degree manslaughter in the killing of George Floyd. But the broader reaction was anything but unanimous. In a CNN poll conducted after the verdict, almost all Democrats (97%) were satisfied with the verdict. Biden himself called it “a step forward.” But only 53 percent of Republicans approved of the verdict. A number of Republican and conservative leaders sought to reprise the counternarrative in which the racial justice protesters were the threat. Florida governor Ron DeSantis said that “the jury is scared of what a mob may do.” Tucker Carlson said the verdict was just the jury’s way of saying, “Please don’t hurt us.”15

This response to the Chauvin verdict showed how issues related to race and criminal justice are increasingly divided along partisan lines, just like racial issues generally. It was not always this way. In 1992, after four Los Angeles police officers were acquitted in the beating of Rodney King, a May 1992 CBS/New York Times poll found that 71 percent of Republicans and 81 percent of Democrats disagreed with the verdict. But Republicans in particular have become much less sympathetic to claims of racial bias. For example, when George Zimmerman was acquitted of murder after killing an unarmed Black teenager, Trayvon Martin, in 2012, only 22 percent of Republicans were dissatisfied with the verdict, compared to 68 percent of Democrats.16

Other racial issues created political heat in the first months of Biden’s presidency. One was how to teach about race and racism in schools. Conservatives targeted the 1619 Project, a 2019 New York Times series that emphasized the importance of slavery in the American founding (1619 was when the first enslaved Africans were brought to the thirteen colonies). The project attracted rebuttals from some historians, who argued that the series exaggerated the importance of slavery to those fighting for independence from Britain. Trump then created a 1776 Commission to support “patriotic education,” whose January 2021 report attracted even broader criticism of its historical inaccuracies and political agenda. Conservatives also targeted the idea of critical race theory, a multifaceted body of academic work that grew out of legal studies in the 1970s and, generally speaking, argues that racism results not just from individual prejudice but also because it is embedded in U.S. institutions, laws, and culture. In 2021, states began to forbid the use of 1619 Project materials in public schools as well as the teaching of ideas linked to critical race theory.

Of course, it was hardly clear that any public school was teaching actual critical race theory. It was also unclear that many Americans were following these controversies closely. In a July 2021 Ipsos poll, only 16 percent of Americans said they were “very familiar” with critical race theory and 8 percent said they were very familiar with the 1619 Project (indeed, 58% said they had never heard of it.)

But Republicans and Democrats certainly differed on whether and how to teach about race. In this same poll, 85 percent of Democrats supported “teaching high school students about racism and its impact in the United States,” compared to 58 percent of Republicans. The divide was even larger in terms of how many “strongly” supported this (66% of Democrats vs. 27% of Republicans). There was more support, and especially intense support, among Democrats.17

What underpins these debates about race—and what makes it so difficult to bridge partisan divides—is that Republicans and Democrats differ fundamentally in their beliefs about who experiences discrimination and thus how government should respond. This is evident in an April 2021 UCLA poll that asked people how much discrimination there was against a variety of racial, ethnic, religious, and gender groups in the United States (figure 9.1).

Democrats tended to perceive the most discrimination against Black Americans, Asian Americans, Muslim Americans, Latinos, women, and Jewish people. They believed that Christians, men, and white Americans experience relatively little discrimination. Republicans perceived things much differently. Compared to Democrats, they perceived much less discrimination against minority racial and ethnic groups and women. Indeed, if anything, Republicans perceived a bit more discrimination against white Americans than other racial groups, against Christians than Muslims or Jews, and against men than women.
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Figure 9.1.

Democratic and Republican Perceptions of Discrimination Experienced by Social Groups.

The dots represent the average on a five-point scale for Democrats and Republicans.

Source: UCLA COVID-19 Health and Politics Project, March 25–April 13, 2021.



It is no surprise, then, that Democrats and Republicans disagree on specific issues involving racial bias and racism, whether in policing, in public school curricula, or elsewhere. Democrats tend to see a racial order in which historically marginalized groups, like Black Americans, continue to be marginalized. Republicans see a racial order in which historically privileged groups, like white Americans, are now the real victims.

When Biden gave his public remarks on the day of the Chauvin verdict, he talked about the work needed to mitigate racial disparities and specifically “the work we do every day to change hearts and minds as well as laws and policies.” But this work is difficult precisely because Americans’ hearts and minds reflect fundamentally different conceptions of these disparities. To many Republicans, the problem Biden sought to address—racial discrimination against Black Americans—is not really a problem at all.



DENYING THE ELECTION, REWRITING THE INSURRECTION

After Biden’s victory, it became all too clear that the country would continue to face many of the same national crises, especially the pandemic. But the 2020 election created a different kind of crisis as well: a crisis of democracy. The crisis involved a direct challenge to two bedrock principles of a functioning democracy: the willingness of the losers to respect the outcome of a fair election and to consent to a peaceful transfer of power.

Before Biden’s victory, Trump said explicitly that he would challenge the election if he lost. He even refused to commit to a peaceful transfer of power, saying in September, “We’re going to have to see what happens” because the mail-in ballots “are a disaster.” Biden himself saw potential danger in Trump’s comments, saying in August 2020 that he was worried about Trump screwing around with the election outcome. “When the hell have you heard a President say, ‘I’m not sure I’ll accept the outcome,” Biden asked.18

Trump kept his promise. At 2:30 a.m. the morning after the election, Trump said, “This is a fraud on the American public.” After Biden was declared the winner, Trump and his allies made a series of unsubstantiated claims alleging irregularities and voter fraud. They promoted baroque conspiracy theories such as “Italygate,” in which Trump supporters alleged that a defense contractor in Rome had used satellites to switch votes from Trump to Biden. They filed dozens of lawsuits challenging voting procedures in multiple states. Virtually all of these were dismissed, often by Republican-appointed judges. One such judge, Matthew Brann, who presided over a case in U.S. District Court in Pennsylvania, described Trump’s lawsuit as “strained legal arguments without merit and speculative accusations … unsupported by evidence.”19 A lawsuit brought by Texas attorney general Ken Paxson and seventeen other Republican attorneys general sought to overturn the electoral votes in four states and allow Trump to win. The Supreme Court refused to even hear it.

Trump and other administration officials also pressured the Department of Justice to investigate voter fraud. At one point, Trump chief of staff Mark Meadows unsuccessfully pushed the acting attorney general, Jeffrey Rosen, to investigate Italygate. Rosen was incredulous. Soon afterward, Trump threatened to replace him with a loyalist who would carry out his demands. Trump stood down after a dramatic Oval Office meeting in which DOJ and White House lawyers told Trump they would resign en masse if he did that.20

Trump pressured state lawmakers, too. He brought Michigan Republican officials to the White House. He called Brian Kemp, the governor of Georgia, and asked him to call a special session of the state legislature and override the results. He called Pennsylvania’s speaker of the house. He called the Georgia secretary of state, Brad Raffensperger, and said, “I just want to find 11,780 votes,” the number that would flip the state in Trump’s favor. Trump allies held a conference call with Republican state legislators from Arizona, Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin to argue that there was massive fraud and they should vote to decertify the results of the election in their states.21

Trump’s inner circle also promoted the idea that that state legislatures had the constitutional authority to throw out slates of electors in states that Biden won and replace them with a pro-Trump slate. In this way, state legislatures would simply countermand the will of their state’s electorate, again under the false idea that the outcome was tainted by fraud.22

Trump’s pressure campaign continued all the way up until January 6, as his allies strategized about whether Mike Pence could change the result of the election, given his role in overseeing the certification of the election results in the Capitol that day. Trump told Pence, “You can either go down in history as a patriot, or you can go down in history as a pussy.” Pence asked confidants, including former vice president Dan Quayle, who was also from Indiana, if there was a way he could avoid certifying the results of the election. Quayle told him no. Pence ultimately did not accede to Trump’s demands, unlike the many Republicans who voted not to certify the results. Pence also became the target of violent rhetoric at the insurrection, with some rioters chanting, “Hang Mike Pence!”23
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Figure 9.2.

Percent Confident That Their Vote Was Counted Accurately. Source: Pew polls compiled by Bowman and Goldstein, “Voices on the Vote.”


The campaign to overturn the election created a persistent climate of distrust among Trump supporters. The week before the election, 62 percent of Trump voters were confident that the election would be conducted fairly and accurately, according to Nationscape surveys. That number fell to 29 percent the week after the election. This level of distrust was far greater than is typical for voters of the losing party. A survey conducted by the Pew Research Center found that only 35 percent of Trump voters were confident that their vote was counted—the lowest among voters of the losing party since 2004 (figure 9.2). Even a year later, a November 2021 Public Religion Research Institute poll found that 68 percent of Republicans agreed that the election had been stolen from Trump.24

Republicans’ distrust of the election system was mirrored in their refusal to accept Biden as the legitimate president. In a December 2020 Suffolk University poll, 78 percent of Republicans said Biden was not the legitimate president. By contrast, immediately after the 2016 election, about 23 to 33 percent of Clinton voters said that Trump was not the legitimate president, depending on the poll. Even in 2004, when only a bare majority of Democrats said they were confident their vote had been counted accurately, 60 percent said he had “won fair and square,” according to a Gallup poll.25 In short, it is typical for voters in the losing party to have less confidence in the outcome and less support for the legitimacy of the winning candidate than do voters in that candidate’s party. But the aftermath of 2020 was not typical.

Republican doubts about the election persisted well into Biden’s first year in office. Even in November 2021, a Suffolk University poll found that 71 percent of Republicans still denied Biden’s legitimacy. In a December 2021 University of Massachusetts poll, 74 percent of Republicans said that Biden’s victory was “probably” or “definitely not legitimate.” Among respondents who denied Biden’s legitimacy, large majorities cited discredited claims about the election. For example, 83 percent said that fraudulent ballots had been counted and 81 percent said that absentee ballots from dead people had been counted.26 All of this was the logical consequence of Trump’s ongoing denials of and false claims about the election. By one count, lies about the election were the most prominent theme in Trump’s public statements in the first half of 2021. Moreover, Trump-allied legislators in states such as Arizona and Wisconsin continued to “investigate” the 2020 election in search of fraud that they could not find.27

These investigations baffled even some local Republican leaders. In Wisconsin, one Republican legislator, Kathy Bernier, called the investigation, which was led by former Wisconsin Supreme Court justice Michael Gableman, “a charade.” She also spoke ominously about the anger and potential violence that the investigation incited: “Mr. Gableman is coming to my county, and I will attend that meeting along with my concealed carry permit, to be perfectly honest. Because it keeps jazzing up the people who think they know what they’re talking about—and they don’t.”28

The unwillingness of Trump and his allies to commit to a peaceful transfer of power was visible on January 6, both in their incitement of the crowd at the rally that preceded the insurrection and in Trump’s reticence to call off the rioters that afternoon. Immediately afterward, it seemed like there might be a reckoning about the violence and the role of Trump and others in encouraging it. Trump’s approval rating dropped sharply, by about 5 points, in the week following the riot. His support among Republicans weakened, too: in YouGov polls the percent of Republicans who “strongly” approved of him dropped from 64 percent to 47 percent. In a Civiqs poll, 90 percent of Republicans supported arresting the people who had breached the Capitol.29

But instead of a reckoning, there was appeasement and revisionism. Few Republican leaders supported any attempt to hold Trump accountable. When members of Congress moved quickly to a second impeachment proceeding against Trump—making him the first U.S. president to be impeached twice—many Republican elites stuck by Trump’s side. Only ten House Republicans voted to impeach Trump and only seven Republican senators voted to convict him. This was a remarkable level of bipartisanship for an impeachment proceeding given historical precedents, but still, the vast majority of Republicans opposed it.

Soon afterward, Republicans deemed insufficiently loyal to Trump experienced consequences within the party. Both Mike Pence and Mitch McConnell—who had spoken out against Trump’s attempt to subvert the election on the Senate floor right before the rioters broke in—saw their support among Republican voters plummet, even as Trump’s did not.30 House Republicans stripped Rep. Liz Cheney of Wyoming of her leadership position within the party because she was so critical of Trump’s actions on January 6. She and other Republican critics also faced censure votes from the Republican Party organization in their states. The Wyoming Republican Party eventually voted not to recognize Cheney as a Republican at all.

There was also little GOP support for establishing a House committee to investigate the events of January 6. Only two Republicans—Cheney and Rep. Adam Kinzinger of Illinois—voted to create the committee. Almost no Republicans were interested in an investigation that might reveal even more damning details about their party’s former president, or even their congressional colleagues.

Other Republican leaders sought to recast the events of that day entirely, arguing that the actions of the rioters were not serious. Republican representative Andrew Clyde of Georgia described the insurrection as “a normal tourist visit.” On Fox News, Tucker Carlson echoed this sentiment, saying in September 2021 that the rioters “don’t look like terrorists. They look like tourists.” Carlson and others spread the false claim that the insurrection was the result of a government conspiracy to entrap Trump supporters. Other GOP leaders argued that the rioters should not face criminal sanction. Rep. Madison Cawthorn of North Carolina said that those who had been arrested were “political hostages.” Donald Trump said that the rioters were “being persecuted so unfairly.” In an October 2021 statement, Trump was even more direct: “The insurrection took place on November 3, Election Day. January 6 was the Protest!”31

The effects of these arguments were visible in public opinion. In a September 2021 Pew Research Center poll, the majority of Republicans (57%) said that too much attention had been paid to the January 6 riot (compared to 8% of Democrats). A July 2021 Civiqs poll found that the percentage of Republicans who supported arresting the rioters, which had been 90 percent in January, was now 55 percent. Unsurprisingly, there was a connection between denying Biden’s victory and downplaying the insurrection. The Pew Research Center poll found that compared to Republicans who believed Biden won, Republicans who believed Trump had won the election were more likely to say that the rioters had been punished too severely.32

In one respect, it did not matter that fewer Republicans wanted to punish the rioters. For the rioters who were identified and arrested, their court proceedings continued, and many earned stiff sentences. The more serious possibility was that this attempt to rehabilitate the rioters and rewrite the history of the insurrection would only serve to justify attempts to overturn future elections, even violently. Indeed, between October 2015 and December 2021, the percentage of Republicans who said that violent action against the government could be justified increased from 22 percent to 40 percent, even as there was no change among Democrats. And between 2017 and 2021, the percentage of Republicans who said that a military coup could be justified if there was a lot of corruption increased from 32 percent to 54 percent—a record level for either party. Of course, these survey questions are hypotheticals and do not tell us whether voters will support any real-life act of political violence. But what they do indicate is a substantial reservoir of potential support, especially among Republicans.33



THE CRISIS CONTINUES

When a political party loses a presidential election, there is typically hand-wringing and soul-searching. After the GOP loss in 2012, for example, the Republican National Committee commissioned a report called the “Growth and Opportunity Project” to diagnose the party’s shortcomings.34 In 2020, however, there was little soul-searching within the GOP. If anything, it was Democrats who were more concerned after a Biden landslide never materialized. The more prevalent response among Republican lawmakers was to pass new laws to address the things that Trump blamed for his defeat. In other words, Republicans were more interested in changing the rules than in changing how they played the game.

One part of this effort was passing new laws in many states that would restrict voting, and especially the mail-in balloting that Trump blamed for his loss. By one count, in the first six months of 2021 eighteen states passed thirty new laws that changed their voting regulations. Many laws imposed new limits on mail voting and early voting as well as new requirements for voter identification. Even more bills were introduced and pending. Perhaps the broadest and most restrictive bills were passed in the GOP-controlled battleground states of Arizona, Florida, and Georgia.35

There is no question that issues like voting by mail and voter identification at polling places were highly important not only for lawmakers but also for voters. From January 21 to February 3, 2021, we ran a separate “revealed importance” experiment to assess how Democrats and Republicans felt about these voting provisions alongside other issues, some of which were part of previous experiments (see, for example, chapters 3 and 6) and some of which were new to this survey.

The results showed that at this point in time, these voting provisions were important to people. Among Democrats, 80 percent supported voting by mail, and it was essentially tied for second in revealed importance along with several other issues. The only issue more important to Democrats at that point was impeaching Trump. Requiring proof of identification in order to vote, which 69 percent of Democrats also supported, ranked as significantly less important. Among Republicans, voting by mail and voter identification were both among the top issues, and most Republicans opposed voting by mail and favored voter identification. The importance of voting by mail to both parties shows once again that both parties tend to care a lot about the issues on which they disagree. (See the full results in figures A9.1 and A9.2.)

However, it was unclear how much changing these particular rules of the game would actually help Republican candidates win in the future. Studies of voter identification laws have not found consistent evidence that these laws keep people (of either party) from voting. A study of the expansion of mail balloting in 2020 did not find that it helped either party. In short, it is not obvious that changing election laws to make it easier to vote helps Democrats or hurts Republicans.36

More concerning to the preservation of democracy was the second part of the GOP effort to change the rules, which involved the sort of tactics visible in Spalding County. In a number of states, Republican lawmakers proposed or passed laws that sought to insert state legislatures into election administration at the expense of the executive branch or traditionally professional and nonpartisan administrators. For example, another part of Georgia’s law removed the secretary of state from the state election board, a provision that targeted Brad Raffensperger for his refusal to back Trump’s effort to “find” more votes. In three pivotal states—Arizona, Georgia, and Nevada—lawmakers introduced bills that would give the state legislature the final say over certifying election results. This again was targeted at incumbent Republican governors, such as Brian Kemp and Arizona’s Doug Ducey, who, like Raffensperger, would not go along with Trump’s campaign to overturn the results in their state. There were 148 bills along these lines introduced in thirty-six states, according to an April 2021 report by the group Protect Democracy.37

Supporters of Trump’s election fraud claims also began running for political office. One initial count identified 163 Republicans running in 2022 who embraced Trump’s claims, including candidates for governor, the U.S. Senate, and the U.S. House of Representatives, as well as offices like attorney general and secretary of state, which would give them significant authority over the state’s election procedures if they won. The candidates for secretary of state included Rep. Jody Hice in Georgia, who voted not to certify Biden’s election, and state representative Mark Finchem in Arizona, who attended a “Stop the Steal” rally before the insurrection. In fact, ten of the fifteen Republican candidates for secretary of state in Arizona, Georgia, Michigan, Nevada, and Wisconsin had said that the 2020 election was stolen or called for more investigation of their state’s results, according to a systematic review by Reuters. Simultaneously, Trump supporters began to encourage like-minded people to be local election workers. Finchem said, “The only way you’re going to see that this doesn’t happen again is if you get involved. Become a precinct committeeman.”38

State and local election administrators faced another threat after the 2020 election: violence. In April 2021, four months after Trump pushed Brad Raffensperger to find votes, Raffensperger’s wife, Tricia, received text messages saying, “We plan for the death of you and your family every day” and “You and your family will be killed very slowly.” These were just two examples of the threats they received. Brian Kemp received threats as well, as did Georgia elections director Chris Harvey, Georgia state legislators, and a number of local election officials and poll workers. For example, two Fulton County poll workers, Wandrea “Shaye” Moss and Ruby Freeman, who were targeted explicitly by Trump and his allies, reported multiple threats. One was awoken in December 2021 by loud banging at her door and had to call 911. The other changed her appearance and avoided going out in public. Trump supporters even threatened her teenage son. There were many stories like this across the country. Indeed, one survey of local election officials found that 17 percent had been threatened and 33 percent felt unsafe.39

Of course, it is not certain that these restrictive voting bills will pass, or that candidates who deny the legitimacy of the 2020 election will win, or that death threats will drive devoted public servants from their jobs. But these factors create the growing risk that a fraudulent effort like Trump’s will succeed and actually steal a future election. In a close election, it would only take legislative majorities in a few states to overturn the outcome.



CONCLUSION

One of the U.S. Capitol Police officers on duty on January 6 was a man named Anton. Like many of the officers, he was traumatized by what he had experienced but remained on the job for several months after he and other officers had been violently attacked. He described driving to the Capitol with a sense of dread and trying to muster the strength to get out of his car and go to work. He would repeat a phrase his mother, a devout Christian, had taught him: “May we pass every test.”40

The aftermath of the 2020 election was its own test—a test for American democracy. It is an open question whether the country passed. On the one hand, Trump’s attempts to subvert the outcome failed. Members of the institutions designed to counter the unlawful use of executive power—including Congress, the courts, and state governments—pushed back. On the other hand, Trump’s attempted subversion produced a durable belief in the illegitimacy of the election and, more importantly, a concerted effort to make subversion easier the next time by leveraging the same institutions, such as state governments, that served as a bulwark in 2020.41

There is a broader test for American democracy as well, and it will outlast Trump’s own political career. The factors important to the story of 2020—the tectonic polarization of the parties, the identity shock that oriented partisan conflict around issues like immigration and civil rights, and the importance of those issues to both Democrats and Republicans—only make democratic subversion more tempting. Polarization creates an incentive for partisans to countenance undemocratic behavior by the party they favor. The farther apart the parties are on issues that voters care about, the harder it becomes to envision life under the opposition. Moreover, divides on issues related to identity are particularly difficult to bridge as they touch on the very question of who deserves full membership in the national community.42

The calcified politics that results from these divides is difficult to change. It withstood the extraordinary events of 2020, including a global pandemic, a massive racial justice movement, and a direct attack on the U.S. Capitol. It derives in part from clear differences between what the Democratic and Republican parties stand for and from voters’ increasing ability to perceive those differences and to know which side they prefer. It subsumes new issues—as it did with COVID-19—so that they fail to transcend partisanship and instead merely reinforce current divides.

What can change calcified patterns is losing elections. When one party suffers badly enough at the ballot box, it will often moderate on the issues that it blames for its losses. This can mitigate divides between the parties. In an era of partisan parity, however, neither party loses badly enough or for a long enough period of time to bring about this type of change. And if the next election offers the real promise of controlling Congress or the White House without changing course, there is little incentive for the losing side to do so. The Republican Party after the 2020 election is a case in point.43

But even so, election subversion is not inevitable. Political leaders can limit any zeal for overturning fair outcomes and for postelection violence. It was not that long ago that Mitt Romney and Hillary Clinton promptly conceded their defeats in presidential elections, after all. What candidates choose to do and say in defeat affects how voters react.44 After the 2020 election, Trump’s choice was clear, and plenty of people in his party were willing to follow along.

How well American democracy meets its current challenge depends on what leaders choose to do in the future. At this moment, the leaders who lose may be just as important as those who win.

May we pass this test.
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APPENDIX TO CHAPTER 1

The Nationscape survey project was led by Lynn Vavreck and Chris Tausanovitch of the Department of Political Science at UCLA, in collaboration with the Democracy Fund Voter Study Group. Approximately 6,250 respondents were interviewed each week from July 10, 2019, until January 18, 2021, producing a total sample size of 494,796 American adults. In addition, three “parallel” surveys of 10,000 respondents, each containing some novel instrumentation, were conducted April 2–11, 2020, July 15–25, 2020, and January 21–February 3, 2021.

Nationscape samples were provided by Lucid, a market research platform that runs an online exchange for survey respondents. The Nationscape samples drawn from this exchange matched an initial set of demographic quotas on age, gender, ethnicity, region, income, and education. Respondents were then sent from Lucid directly to survey software operated by the Nationscape team. All respondents took the survey online and completed an attention check before taking the survey. The survey was conducted in English.

The survey data was then weighted to be representative of the American population. The weights were generated using a simple raking technique, as there is little benefit to more complicated approaches.1 One set of weights was generated for each week’s survey. The targets to which Nationscape was weighted were derived from the adult population of the 2017 American Community Survey of the U.S. Census Bureau. The one exception was the 2016 presidential vote, which was derived from the official election results released by the Federal Election Commission. The survey was weighted on the following factors: gender, the four major Census regions, race, Hispanic ethnicity, household income, education, age, language spoken at home, nativity (U.S.- or foreign-born), 2016 presidential vote, and the urban-rural mix of the respondent’s ZIP code. The survey was also weighted on the following interactions: Hispanic ethnicity by language spoken at home, education by gender, gender by race, race by Hispanic origin, race by education, and Hispanic origin by education.

In an initial investigation of this methodology, we compared the results from a Nationscape pilot study to benchmarks from high-quality government surveys. In particular, we sought to determine whether Nationscape came as close to these benchmarks as online samples previously evaluated by the Pew Research Center, all of which also rely on nonprobability sampling combined with sample matching, quotas, and/or weighting to achieve representativeness. In addition, we compared Nationscape’s performance to results from the Pew Research Center’s American Trends Panel, which is recruited via probability sampling. The median absolute difference between Nationscape estimates and the set of government benchmarks was 3.5 percentage points, which was comparable to the performance of both the other nonprobability samples and the American Trends Panel.2


CONJOINT EXPERIMENT

Each survey contained an embedded experiment designed to measure the importance that respondents attach to various policies. Earlier in the survey, respondents were asked whether they agreed or disagreed with forty-four policies, such as “Cap carbon emissions to combat climate change.” They were also asked their opinion on eight other considerations, such as whether to impeach Donald Trump and the importance of electing a woman or a gay man as president.

Later, respondents reached a section with the following prompt:


You are almost done! For the last exercise we are going to show you two sets of outcomes—we call them A and B. We want you to choose the one that you prefer.

We realize that neither set may perfectly reflect your preferences. If this happens just pick the set that comes closest to your views even if it isn’t perfect. Assume the only difference between set A and B are the things listed on the page—everything else is the same.



This was followed by ten questions. In each question, respondents were presented with two sets and asked, “Given this choice, which one would you prefer?” The sets were composed of between two and four policies, randomly drawn from the policies asked previously. One set is chosen at random to contain the policy exactly as stated before, for example, “Cap carbon emissions to combat climate change.” And the other one always contains its negation: “Do not cap carbon emissions to combat climate change.” Because the policies are drawn at random from a list of that included the forty-four public policies and the eight other considerations, very few sets looked the same. Here is an example of a set with three policies:
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This experiment gives us purchase on how much people care about each of these policies. Imagine that a respondent agreed that carbon emissions should be capped and that display of the Ten Commandments should be allowed in schools and courthouses, but does not think that all undocumented immigrants should be deported. In this case, the respondent has a choice to make. Set A contains the respondent’s position on deportation; set B contains the respondent’s positions on carbon emissions and the Ten Commandments. The respondent’s choice thus provides a sense of how much he or she prioritizes these policies. Across the roughly 500,000 respondents, each answering ten of these questions, there are over five million choices in total.




TABLE A1.1. Revealed Importance of Issues in 2019



	
Issue


	
	
Revealed importance


	
	
Standard error







	
Impeach Donald Trump


	
	
0.326


	
	
0.005





	
Ban all guns


	
	
0.313


	
	
0.003





	
Ban assault rifles


	
	
0.302


	
	
0.003





	
Deport all undocumented immigrants


	
	
0.299


	
	
0.003





	
Build wall on southern US border


	
	
0.294


	
	
0.005





	
Never permit abortion


	
	
0.272


	
	
0.003





	
Create path to citizenship for undocumented immigrants brought here as children


	
	
0.270


	
	
0.003





	
Require background checks for all gun purchases


	
	
0.265


	
	
0.005





	
Separate children from their parents when parents can be prosecuted for illegal entry into the US


	
	
0.261


	
	
0.005





	
Create a path to citizenship for all undocumented immigrants


	
	
0.252


	
	
0.003





	
Ensure that all students can graduate from state colleges debt free


	
	
0.242


	
	
0.005





	
Permit abortion in cases other than rape, incest, or when the woman’s life is in danger


	
	
0.240


	
	
0.003





	
Provide government-run health insurance to all Americans


	
	
0.238


	
	
0.003





	
Limit gun magazines to 10 bullets


	
	
0.232


	
	
0.003





	
Raise minimum wage to $15/hour


	
	
0.232


	
	
0.005





	
Grant reparations payments to the descendants of slaves


	
	
0.231


	
	
0.005





	
Legalize marijuana


	
	
0.226


	
	
0.005





	
Subsidize health insurance for lower income people not receiving Medicare or Medicaid


	
	
0.222


	
	
0.003





	
Ban people from predominantly Muslim countries from entering the United States


	
	
0.220


	
	
0.005





	
Allow transgender people to serve in military


	
	
0.213


	
	
0.005





	
Enact Medicare for All


	
	
0.207


	
	
0.005





	
Allow display of Ten Commandments in public schools and courthouses


	
	
0.205


	
	
0.005





	
Guarantee jobs for all Americans


	
	
0.197


	
	
0.005





	
Cap carbon emissions to combat climate change


	
	
0.196


	
	
0.005





	
Reduce the size of the US military


	
	
0.196


	
	
0.005





	
Raise taxes on families making over $600,000


	
	
0.195


	
	
0.003





	
Require companies to provide 12 weeks of paid maternity leave for employees


	
	
0.194


	
	
0.005





	
Provide the option to purchase government-run health insurance to all Americans


	
	
0.184


	
	
0.003





	
Cut taxes for families making less than $100,000 per year


	
	
0.183


	
	
0.003





	
Create a public government registry of gun ownership


	
	
0.180


	
	
0.005





	
Withdraw military support for the state of Israel


	
	
0.178


	
	
0.005





	
Make a large-scale investment in technology to protect the environment


	
	
0.178


	
	
0.005





	
Permit late term abortion


	
	
0.172


	
	
0.004





	
Enact a Green New Deal


	
	
0.172


	
	
0.005





	
Require a waiting period and ultrasound before an abortion can be obtained


	
	
0.160


	
	
0.005





	
Allow employers to decline coverage of abortions in insurance plans


	
	
0.157


	
	
0.005





	
Raise taxes on families making over $250,000


	
	
0.154


	
	
0.005





	
Require proof of citizenship or legal residence to wire money to another country from the US


	
	
0.145


	
	
0.005





	
Provide tax-funded vouchers to be used for private or religious schools


	
	
0.123


	
	
0.005





	
Remove barriers to domestic oil and gas drilling


	
	
0.120


	
	
0.005





	
Limit trade with other countries


	
	
0.110


	
	
0.005





	
Eliminate the estate tax


	
	
0.110


	
	
0.003





	
Allow people to work in unionized workplaces without paying union dues


	
	
0.109


	
	
0.005





	
Shift from a more family-based to a more merit-based immigration system


	
	
0.072


	
	
0.006





	
Source: Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape surveys (July–December 2019).








We can use this data to estimate how important each policy is to all respondents combined as well as to supporters and opponents of the policy. The “revealed importance” of each policy captures how much the inclusion of that policy in a set of policies increases the chance that respondents chose that set. Higher values mean that respondents attach more importance to that policy.

Table A1.1 presents the revealed importance of all issues in the 2019 surveys, averaging across all respondents, including both supporters and opponents. (A subset of these results is graphed in figure 1.4). The exact question wording is provided in the first column, along with estimates of revealed importance and their associated standard errors.

APPENDIX TO CHAPTER 2

To measure the productivity of Trump and the Republican Congress, we relied on data collected by political scientist Sarah Binder.1 Binder measures productivity (versus gridlock) by first identifying issues on the public agenda. This is based on issues mentioned in unsigned New York Times editorials since 1947. These editorials are used to supply a consistent source for what issues are salient. In 2017–18, the size of the agenda (twenty-nine salient issues) was about the historical average, and many of the issues discussed in these editorials were what Trump was trying to address, such as immigration and infrastructure. Then the question is what percent of those issues saw successful legislative action (i.e., a bill passed and signed into law).

Based on this measure, 62 percent of these salient national issues saw no successful legislative action in 2017–18 (figure A2.1). A lack of success is not uncommon even under unified government, as earlier episodes make clear. But Trump and congressional Republicans struggled far more than average, and certainly more than did Obama and congressional Democrats in the first two years of Obama’s presidency. Ultimately, when Republicans controlled the White House and Congress in 2017–18 they made relatively little progress addressing issues on the national agenda.
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Figure A2.1.

Percent of Salient Public Agenda Issues without Successful Legislative Action in Periods of Unified Government. Source: Sarah Binder.



APPENDIX TO CHAPTER 3




FORECASTING MODELS OF THE PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION

The statistical models of presidential election outcomes are based on the eighteen elections between 1948 and 2016. For each election, we calculated the incumbent party’s percent of the major-party vote—that is, the votes received by the Democratic and Republican candidates, leaving aside any third-party or independent candidates. The key factors in these models are:


	The change in gross domestic product between the first and third quarters of the election year. This is calculated as: ln(GDPt) − ln(GDPt-2). The GDP data was obtained from the St. Louis Federal Reserve’s FRED database (the variable GDPC1).1

	The president’s approval rating as of June of the election year. This data was originally collected by George Edwards and Gary Jacobson. We updated the data to include all polling on Barack Obama’s approval rating, as compiled by the Huffington Post’s Pollster, and Donald Trump’s approval rating, as compiled by FiveThirtyEight. If there were multiple polls in June, we took the average.

	A dichotomous variable for whether the incumbent president was running for reelection (1948, 1956, 1964, 1972, 1976, 1980, 1984, 1992, 1996, 2004, and 2012). This variable is important mainly in interaction with the change in GDP and presidential approval.

	A dichotomous variable for whether the incumbent party had held the White House for one term or two or more terms (“incumbent tenure”).2



In calculating a forecast for 2020, we used the estimate of GDP growth (1.2 percentage points of nonannualized growth from the first to the third quarters of 2020) and Trump’s observed approval rating of 41 percent. We estimated each model using the Clarify statistical package, generating 1,000 simulated values of the coefficients, thereby taking into account their underlying uncertainty.3 We also generated an estimate of the model’s overall error, using the standard error of the regression multiplied by a random draw from a t-distribution with degrees of freedom equal to those in the model. Multiplying by this value from the t-distribution has the effect of adding uncertainty to the prediction because the t-distribution has greater dispersion than a standard normal distribution.

Using these values for the independent variables, coefficients, and errors, we generated 1,000 predicted outcomes and the associated 95 percent confidence interval. Table A3.1 shows the coefficients and standard errors from the models discussed in the text as well as the associated forecast.




TABLE A3.1. Aggregate Models of 1948–2016 Presidential Election Outcomes and Associated Forecasts



	
	
	
Model 1


	
	
Model 2


	
	
Model 3







	
Presidential approval rating (June)


	
	
0.27*


	
	
0.16


	
	
0.20*





	
	
	
[0.06]


	
	
[0.08]


	
	
[0.05]





	
Growth in GDP (Q1–Q3)


	
	
1.57*


	
	
1.08


	
	
1.74*





	
	
	
[0.55]


	
	
[1.09]


	
	
[0.44]





	
Approval × incumbent running


	
	
	
	
0.14


	
	



	
	
	
	
	
[0.11]


	
	



	
GDP × incumbent running


	
	
	
	
0.34


	
	



	
	
	
	
	
[1.24]


	
	



	
Incumbent running


	
	
	
	
−4.83


	
	



	
	
	
	
	
[5.11]


	
	



	
Incumbent tenure


	
	
	
	
	
	
−3.62*





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
[1.15]





	
Constant


	
	
36.64*


	
	
40.60*


	
	
45.30*





	
	
	
[2.62]


	
	
[3.95]


	
	
[3.45]





	
Adjusted R-squared


	
	
0.73


	
	
0.77


	
	
0.83





	
Forecasted share for incumbent party


	
	
49.7


	
	
50.1


	
	
51.9%





	
95% confidence interval for forecast


	
	
[44.6, 54.7]


	
	
[45.5, 54.8]


	
	
[47.7, 56.2]





	
Coefficients and standard errors are from least squares regression models. The dependent variable is the incumbent party’s percent of the major party vote (N = 18). * p < 0.05.








Model 1 shows the well-established impact of both GDP growth and presidential approval on election outcomes. The associated forecast shows a very narrow loss in the national popular vote for the incumbent party (the Republicans), who are expected to win 49.7 percent of the major-party vote.

Model 2 shows that the impact of presidential approval and GDP appears larger when the incumbent is running. To be sure, these effects are not estimated very precisely, given the small sample of elections here, and this lack of precision of course adds uncertainty to any forecast. But the magnitude of the coefficients—especially for presidential approval—suggests that these two factors matter more when the actual incumbent is on the ballot. Because those factors pushed in opposite directions as of early 2020—the economy helping Trump, but his low approval rating hurting him—the forecasted vote share is very similar to the first model (50.1%).

Finally, the third model shows that incumbent tenure is associated with a lower vote share, as previous work has also found. This benefits a president who has served only one term and creates a more optimistic forecast for Trump (a 51.9% vote share).

APPENDIX TO CHAPTER 4



THE CLYBURN ENDORSEMENT AND BIDEN SUPPORT IN SOUTH CAROLINA

To estimate the apparent impact of Rep. James Clyburn’s endorsement of Joe Biden, we leveraged a poll conducted by Data for Progress that was in the field for February 23–27, 2020. Clyburn’s endorsement was public on the morning of February 26, so we consider anyone interviewed on February 26–27 to be interviewed after the endorsement was made (N = 1,048 were interviewed before and N = 414 were interviewed after).

For both white and Black respondents who intended to vote in the Democratic primary, we regressed their support for Biden (coded 1 = Biden and 0 = another candidate) on whether they were interviewed after the endorsement, whether they identified as a Democrat (versus Republican, independent, or something else), their age, their gender, and whether they had a college degree.

The results (table A4.1) show that Black respondents interviewed after Clyburn’s endorsement were no more likely to support Biden. If anything, white respondents interviewed after the endorsement were a little less likely to support Biden. (As in other surveys and states, Biden does better among both white and Black respondents who are older or identify as a Democrat.) In a separate analysis (not shown), we also found no differences in Biden’s favorability rating among Black respondents based on when they were interviewed.




TABLE A4.1. Models of Support for Biden among Likely South Carolina Democratic Primary Voters



	
	
	
White voters


	
	
Black voters







	
Interviewed after Clyburn endorsement


	
	
−0.40


	
	
−0.003





	
	
	
(0.23)


	
	
(0.26)





	
Democrat


	
	
0.70


	
	
0.63





	
	
	
(0.20)


	
	
(0.25)





	
Age 30 to 39


	
	
4.49


	
	
0.83





	
	
	
(2.87)


	
	
(0.58)





	
Age 40 to 49


	
	
3.65


	
	
0.55





	
	
	
(2.90)


	
	
(0.55)





	
Age 50 to 59


	
	
5.05


	
	
1.40





	
	
	
(2.86)


	
	
(0.52)





	
Age 60 to 69


	
	
5.59


	
	
1.31





	
	
	
(2.85)


	
	
(0.51)





	
Age 70+


	
	
5.52


	
	
3.35





	
	
	
(2.85)


	
	
(0.61)





	
Female


	
	
0.21


	
	
0.11





	
	
	
(0.20)


	
	
(0.21)





	
College graduate


	
	
0.13


	
	
−0.30





	
	
	
(0.22)


	
	
(0.20)





	
Constant


	
	
−6.66


	
	
−1.75





	
	
	
(2.85)


	
	
(0.55)





	
N


	
	
1,023


	
	
218





	
Cell entries are logit coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. The dependent variables are coded 1 for those who intended to vote for Biden and 0 otherwise.





	
Source: Data for Progress poll conducted among likely Democratic primary voters in South Carolina, February 23–27, 2020.










STABILITY AND CHANGE IN DEMOCRATIC PRIMARY VOTING BEHAVIOR

Two different survey projects shed light on the candidates’ coalitions in the 2016 and 2020 primaries. Both surveys interviewed the same respondents in both elections, allowing us to track changes between 2016 and 2020 with greater precision than if two separate groups of respondents had been interviewed.

The Views of the Electoral Research (VOTER) Survey asked people their vote in the 2016 primary in July of that year and then reinterviewed people in both December 2019 and September 2020 and asked about the 2020 primary. The December 2019 interview captured vote intentions among likely Democratic primary voters prior to the start of the caucuses and primaries. The September 2020 interview captured vote choice among people who reported voting in a caucus or primary.

The second survey, the University of Pennsylvania’s Institute for the Study of Citizens and Politics (ISCAP) Survey, interviewed the same group of Democrats and independents who lean toward the Democratic Party in both January 2016 and January 2020. This survey shows how those who intended to vote for Sanders or Clinton in 2016 intended to vote at the start of the 2020 primaries.

Table A4.2 reports the relationship between 2016 primary vote choice and either pre-primary vote intentions or post-primary vote choice in the 2020 Democratic primary. These results show that the 2016 candidate coalitions were initially divided among the 2020 candidates as of pre-primary interviews in December 2019 or January 2020. After the primaries were over, the results show that most 2016 Clinton voters voted for Biden while 2016 Sanders voters were divided among the 2020 candidates.

One consequence of Biden’s gains and the winnowing of the field is that some voters who had intended to vote for a different candidate as of late 2019 had to choose between Biden and Sanders. Many of them ended up voting for Biden. For example, Warren voters broke nearly evenly between the two: 26 percent of early Warren supporters ended up voting for Biden (versus 22% for Sanders). Biden did better with Buttigieg supporters, winning about a third of early Buttigieg supporters and 16 percent of early Sanders supporters.

Table A4.3 reports the relationship between vote intentions and vote choice in the Democratic primary. This is based on interviews with self-reported Democratic primary voters from November 22 to December 23, 2019, and from August 28 to September 28, 2020, that were conducted as part of the VOTER Survey. Panel A reports the results for all respondents and Panel B reports the results for respondents in states that held a primary or caucus before Bernie Sanders dropped out and Biden became the de facto nominee.




TABLE A4.2. Voting Behavior in the 2016 and 2020 Presidential Primaries



	
A. Vote Intention







	
	
Dec. 2019 vote intention, VOTER Survey (Percent)


	
	
	
Jan. 2020 vote intention, ISCAP Survey (Percent)





	
Clinton 2016 voter


	
	
Sanders 2016 voter


	
	
Voted in 2016 GOP primary


	
	
Did not vote in 2016


	
	
Clinton Jan. 2016 supporter


	
	
Sanders Jan. 2016 supporter





	
Warren


	
	
14.5


	
	
32.0


	
	
1.1


	
	
5.6


	
	
23.4


	
	
14.0





	
Biden


	
	
36.5


	
	
7.3


	
	
1.7


	
	
12.5


	
	
39.9


	
	
14.8





	
Sanders


	
	
6.1


	
	
20.2


	
	
0.7


	
	
7.0


	
	
6.1


	
	
32.7





	
Buttigieg


	
	
9.7


	
	
11.7


	
	
1.1


	
	
4.1


	
	
6.6


	
	
9.8





	
Klobuchar


	
	
2.7


	
	
1.4


	
	
0.3


	
	
1.0


	
	
2.7


	
	
4.6





	
Bloomberg


	
	
3.2


	
	
2.4


	
	
0.7


	
	
0.9


	
	
9.0


	
	
11.3





	
Other candidate


	
	
14.0


	
	
8.1


	
	
4.2


	
	
6.0


	
	
11.7


	
	
12.3





	
Not sure


	
	
8.6


	
	
7.7


	
	
2.2


	
	
9.7


	
	
	
	



	
Will not vote in a primary


	
	
1.7


	
	
4.8


	
	
6.5


	
	
33.0


	
	
	
	



	
Will vote in GOP primary


	
	
3.1


	
	
4.5


	
	
81.6


	
	
20.3


	
	
	
	



	
Sample size


	
	
907


	
	
688


	
	
1,438


	
	
1,163


	
	
252


	
	
149












	
B. Vote Choice (September 2020 Interview, VOTER Survey)







	
	
	
Clinton 2016 voter


	
	
Sanders 2016 voter


	
	
Voted in GOP primary


	
	
Did not vote in a primary





	
Warren


	
	
9.7


	
	
18.0


	
	
0.2


	
	
3.1





	
Biden


	
	
61.8


	
	
22.0


	
	
3.2


	
	
13.1





	
Sanders


	
	
5.9


	
	
33.5


	
	
1.1


	
	
3.6





	
Buttigieg


	
	
8.5


	
	
5.0


	
	
0.6


	
	
1.6





	
Klobuchar


	
	
1.9


	
	
1.4


	
	
1.0


	
	
0.5





	
Bloomberg


	
	
2.3


	
	
1.1


	
	
0.9


	
	
0.8





	
Other candidate


	
	
1.6


	
	
2.3


	
	
0.5


	
	
0.5





	
Not sure


	
	
1.8


	
	
1.0


	
	
0.1


	
	
3.0





	
Did not vote in a primary


	
	
3.5


	
	
12.9


	
	
13.5


	
	
54.7





	
Voted in GOP primary


	
	
2.8


	
	
3.0


	
	
78.9


	
	
19.0





	
Sample size


	
	
812


	
	
619


	
	
1,276


	
	
991





	
Cell entries are column percentages (e.g., the percent of 2016 Clinton voters who voted for Biden). VOTER Survey questions were asked of all respondents. ISCAP survey questions were asked only of respondents who identified as Democrat or independent-leaning Democrat.











TABLE A4.3. Democratic Primary Voting Behavior, December 2019 versus September 2020



	
A. All Respondents







	
Dec. 2019 intention


	
	
2020 vote choice (Percent)





	
Warren


	
	
Biden


	
	
Sanders


	
	
Buttigieg


	
	
Klobuchar


	
	
Bloomberg


	
	
Other


	
	
Not sure


	
	
Did not vote





	
Warren


	
	
31.9


	
	
26.1


	
	
21.8


	
	
0.9


	
	
0.8


	
	
1.8


	
	
0.2


	
	
2.4


	
	
11.8





	
Biden


	
	
2.5


	
	
65.1


	
	
6.0


	
	
0.7


	
	
0.8


	
	
2.0


	
	
0.8


	
	
1.4


	
	
16.9





	
Sanders


	
	
6.2


	
	
15.7


	
	
54.8


	
	
0.1


	
	
0.4


	
	
0.6


	
	
0.0


	
	
2.8


	
	
18.7





	
Buttigieg


	
	
5.3


	
	
33.5


	
	
10.7


	
	
27.2


	
	
1.1


	
	
1.0


	
	
0.3


	
	
0.6


	
	
15.4





	
Klobuchar


	
	
8.0


	
	
32.0


	
	
7.5


	
	
1.7


	
	
23.0


	
	
2.1


	
	
1.9


	
	
0.9


	
	
10.4





	
Bloomberg


	
	
0.5


	
	
23.6


	
	
14.4


	
	
1.8


	
	
1.6


	
	
26.2


	
	
2.9


	
	
0.0


	
	
23.4





	
Other


	
	
6.5


	
	
28.8


	
	
9.1


	
	
2.8


	
	
3.4


	
	
4.2


	
	
5.8


	
	
2.1


	
	
26.1





	
Not sure


	
	
6.3


	
	
25.3


	
	
5.4


	
	
5.0


	
	
1.2


	
	
1.3


	
	
1.1


	
	
6.3


	
	
37.7





	
Wouldn’t vote


	
	
1.4


	
	
4.9


	
	
4.0


	
	
0.7


	
	
0.6


	
	
1.2


	
	
0.1


	
	
1.5


	
	
72.8












	
B. Respondents in States That Held a Primary or Caucus before Sanders Dropped Out (April 8)







	
Dec. 2019 intention


	
	
2020 vote choice (Percent)





	
Warren


	
	
Biden


	
	
Sanders


	
	
Buttigieg


	
	
Klobuchar


	
	
Bloomberg


	
	
Other


	
	
Not sure


	
	
Did not vote





	
Warren


	
	
35.4


	
	
19.6


	
	
23.2


	
	
1.5


	
	
0.9


	
	
2.8


	
	
0.3


	
	
3.5


	
	
9.2





	
Biden


	
	
0.8


	
	
62.3


	
	
7.5


	
	
1.0


	
	
0.6


	
	
2.7


	
	
0.2


	
	
1.8


	
	
18.5





	
Sanders


	
	
8.7


	
	
14.1


	
	
55.0


	
	
0.0


	
	
0.5


	
	
0.9


	
	
0.0


	
	
2.4


	
	
17.6





	
Buttigieg


	
	
4.9


	
	
28.7


	
	
6.0


	
	
35.0


	
	
1.1


	
	
1.1


	
	
0.4


	
	
0.5


	
	
15.2





	
Klobuchar


	
	
5.3


	
	
28.1


	
	
9.6


	
	
1.1


	
	
20.3


	
	
2.7


	
	
2.4


	
	
1.1


	
	
13.3





	
Bloomberg


	
	
0.8


	
	
11.4


	
	
14.5


	
	
2.8


	
	
1.1


	
	
32.0


	
	
0.0


	
	
0.0


	
	
35.3





	
Other


	
	
7.5


	
	
24.2


	
	
9.6


	
	
2.7


	
	
4.1


	
	
5.9


	
	
6.3


	
	
2.4


	
	
25.9





	
Not sure


	
	
6.7


	
	
19.6


	
	
3.7


	
	
4.3


	
	
1.9


	
	
1.8


	
	
0.6


	
	
7.6


	
	
44.0





	
Wouldn’t vote


	
	
1.3


	
	
4.3


	
	
3.8


	
	
0.0


	
	
1.0


	
	
0.5


	
	
0.0


	
	
1.0


	
	
71.4





	
Cell entries are row percentages.





	
Source: VOTER Survey.








These results show patterns of movement among the same set of respondents, and especially how Biden accrued support not only among those who initially intended to vote for him but also among supporters of many other candidates. For example, even when Sanders was still in the race, Biden won almost as many of Warren’s initial supporters (19.6% of whom reported voting for Biden) as did Sanders (23.2% reported voting for Sanders).



POLICY ATTITUDES AMONG DEMOCRATIC PRIMARY VOTERS AND REPUBLICANS

Table A4.4 presents a list of all of the policy questions regularly included in the Nationscape surveys as well as the percent who agree with that policy among supporters of Elizabeth Warren, Bernie Sanders, and Joe Biden. Policy views among Republican respondents are provided as a contrast. The percent who agree is calculated as a percentage of those who agreed, disagreed, or had no opinion. In general, these results show a high degree of consensus among supporters of these Democratic candidates, especially when compared to Republicans.



MODELS OF DEMOCRATIC PRIMARY VOTING BEHAVIOR

To conduct a direct test of the relationship between policy differences and voting in the primaries, we draw on the Nationscape and VOTER Survey projects, each of which has its own strengths and weaknesses. The Nationscape data has the extensive set of policy questions, including on topics like Medicare for All, that were directly relevant to the 2020 primary. We combined these questions into an overall index of “policy liberalism.”

However, Nationscape cannot address a perennial chicken-and-egg question: do voters’ policy views lead them to choose a like-minded candidate, or do voters choose a candidate for other reasons and then adjust their policy views to match the candidate’s? For example, a voter who had already decided to support Warren could then decide to support taxing the wealthy because they were persuaded by her plan for a wealth tax. Because Nationscape surveys were all conducted in 2019 and 2020, the estimates of the effects of policy views could be inflated if voters changed their policy views to match those of their preferred candidate.1




TABLE A4.4. Policy Attitudes among Warren, Sanders, and Biden Supporters and among Republicans



	
	
	
Percent who agree with the policy





	
Warren supporters


	
	
Sanders supporters


	
	
Biden supporters


	
	
Republicans







	
Abortion


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Never permit abortion


	
	
8


	
	
13


	
	
12


	
	
29





	
Permit abortion in cases other than rape, incest, or when the woman’s life is in danger


	
	
82


	
	
72


	
	
72


	
	
44





	
Require a waiting period and ultrasound before an abortion can be obtained


	
	
21


	
	
30


	
	
31


	
	
52





	
Allow employers to decline coverage of abortions in insurance plans


	
	
16


	
	
21


	
	
26


	
	
55





	
Permit late-term abortion


	
	
42


	
	
36


	
	
29


	
	
13





	
Permit abortion at any time


	
	
40


	
	
33


	
	
28


	
	
13





	
Immigration


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Deport all undocumented immigrants


	
	
13


	
	
17


	
	
19


	
	
57





	
Create a path to citizenship for undocumented immigrants brought here as children


	
	
90


	
	
85


	
	
84


	
	
59





	
Separate children from their parents when parents can be prosecuted for illegal entry into the United States


	
	
8


	
	
9


	
	
8


	
	
35





	
Build a wall on the southern border


	
	
9


	
	
11


	
	
13


	
	
72





	
Create a path to citizenship for all undocumented immigrants


	
	
77


	
	
74


	
	
68


	
	
36





	
Require proof of citizenship or legal residence to wire money to another country from the United States


	
	
33


	
	
37


	
	
44


	
	
68





	
Shift from a more family-based to a more merit-based immigration system


	
	
23


	
	
29


	
	
29


	
	
47





	
Ban people from predominantly Muslim countries from entering the United States


	
	
8


	
	
11


	
	
14


	
	
33





	
Charge immigrants who enter the United States illegally with a federal crime


	
	
18


	
	
21


	
	
24


	
	
64





	
Healthcare


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Subsidize health insurance for lower-income people not receiving Medicare or Medicaid


	
	
85


	
	
79


	
	
80


	
	
50





	
Provide government-run health insurance to all Americans


	
	
76


	
	
80


	
	
64


	
	
30





	
Provide the option to purchase government-run insurance to all Americans


	
	
81


	
	
73


	
	
75


	
	
48





	
Enact Medicare for All


	
	
73


	
	
80


	
	
59


	
	
29





	
Abolish private health insurance and replace with government-run health insurance


	
	
48


	
	
53


	
	
30


	
	
16





	
Guns


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Ban assault rifles


	
	
86


	
	
69


	
	
81


	
	
43





	
Require background checks for all gun purchases


	
	
95


	
	
92


	
	
94


	
	
86





	
Limit gun magazines to ten bullets


	
	
77


	
	
61


	
	
72


	
	
38





	
Ban all guns


	
	
31


	
	
29


	
	
30


	
	
10





	
Create a public government registry of gun ownership


	
	
77


	
	
72


	
	
75


	
	
42





	
Environment


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Cap carbon emissions to combat climate change


	
	
89


	
	
78


	
	
79


	
	
44





	
Make a large-scale investment in technology to protect the environment


	
	
86


	
	
77


	
	
77


	
	
48





	
Remove barriers to domestic oil and gas drilling


	
	
18


	
	
26


	
	
28


	
	
49





	
Enact a Green New Deal


	
	
69


	
	
59


	
	
50


	
	
20





	
Taxes


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Raise taxes on families making over $600,000


	
	
86


	
	
78


	
	
79


	
	
49





	
Cut taxes for families making less than $100,000


	
	
82


	
	
80


	
	
80


	
	
70





	
Raise taxes on families making over $250,000


	
	
64


	
	
61


	
	
59


	
	
33





	
Eliminate estate tax


	
	
37


	
	
40


	
	
47


	
	
62





	
Labor


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Raise the minimum wage to $15/hour


	
	
85


	
	
82


	
	
78


	
	
39





	
Require companies to provide twelve weeks of paid maternity leave for employees


	
	
85


	
	
85


	
	
78


	
	
56





	
Guarantee jobs for all Americans


	
	
67


	
	
77


	
	
70


	
	
48





	
Allow people to work in unionized workplaces without paying union dues


	
	
38


	
	
44


	
	
41


	
	
45





	
Civil Rights/Liberties


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Legalize marijuana


	
	
74


	
	
77


	
	
61


	
	
48





	
Allow transgender people to serve in the military


	
	
86


	
	
80


	
	
75


	
	
41





	
Allow the display of the Ten Commandments in public schools and courthouses


	
	
32


	
	
37


	
	
48


	
	
74





	
Grant reparations payments to the descendants of slaves


	
	
42


	
	
42


	
	
36


	
	
10





	
Education


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Ensure that all students can graduate from state colleges debt free


	
	
79


	
	
86


	
	
72


	
	
40





	
Provide tax-funded vouchers to be used for private or religious schools


	
	
21


	
	
30


	
	
32


	
	
38





	
Trump


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Impeach President Trump


	
	
83


	
	
79


	
	
79


	
	
11





	
Foreign Policy


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Withdraw military support for the state of Israel


	
	
35


	
	
35


	
	
27


	
	
18





	
Limit trade with other countries


	
	
15


	
	
19


	
	
18


	
	
32





	
Impose trade tariffs on Chinese goods


	
	
24


	
	
25


	
	
28


	
	
56





	
Reduce the size of the U.S. military


	
	
37


	
	
37


	
	
20


	
	
10





	
Cell entries are the percent who agree with the policy (versus opposing the policy or having no opinion). Warren, Sanders, and Biden supporters are likely Democratic primary voters who indicated a preference for the candidate. Republicans include independents who lean Republican.





	
Source: 2019 Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape surveys.








One way to avoid this issue is to rely on measures of policy views that predate the 2020 campaign and cannot be affected by the campaign itself. The VOTER and ISCAP surveys allow this because both interviewed the same respondents several times over multiple years and thus have relevant measures of policy views from earlier interviews, as well as questions about voting in the 2016 and 2020 Democratic primaries. This allows for comparisons between the two primaries as well as a test of policy-driven voting that helps determine whether prior policy views actually affected primary voting. This helps deal with the chicken-and-egg problem, although it entails the additional assumption that people did not change their views since they were measured in the earlier interview. Both surveys’ policy questions are more limited, however. In the VOTER Survey, we constructed an index of policy positions from 2011 on four issues: whether to expand Obamacare, raise taxes on the wealthy, provide government health insurance to all Americans, and have more or less government regulation of business (alpha = 0.89). In the ISCAP survey, we constructed an index of policy positions in October 2012 on two issues: a seven-point scale capturing whether respondents favored increasing or decreasing government services and spending, and a seven-point scale capturing whether respondents favored keeping or repealing the 2010 health care law (alpha = 0.70). These survey questions were certainly relevant to the Democratic primaries in 2016 and 2020 but did not speak to the details of every policy debate among the candidates.

First, we present results from the VOTER Survey (table A4.5). Each dependent variable is measured as a dichotomy (e.g., reported voting for Clinton versus Sanders). In the 2016 primary, the dependent variable is self-reported vote choice as of a July 2020 interview. In the 2020 primary, the dependent variables are (1) vote intentions among self-reported likely Democratic voters as of the November–December 2019 interview and (2) self-reported vote choice measured in the September 2020 interview.




TABLE A4.5. Models of 2019 Democratic Primary Vote Intention or 2020 Primary Vote Choice (VOTER Survey)



	
A. Models with Attitudinal Variables Measured in December 2011







	
	
Clinton vs. Sanders


	
	
Biden vs. Sanders


	
	
Biden vs. Warren


	
	
Sanders vs. Warren





	
2019


	
	
2020


	
2019


	
	
2020


	
2019


	
	
2020





	
Economic policy views


	
	
−0.05


	
	
−0.80


	
	
−0.02


	
	
−1.92


	
	
−1.60


	
	
−1.02


	
	
−1.26





	
	
	
(0.18)


	
	
(0.43)


	
	
(0.33)


	
	
(0.38)


	
	
(0.45)


	
	
(0.43)


	
	
(0.46)





	
Liberal identification


	
	
−0.77


	
	
−1.69


	
	
−0.78


	
	
−1.48


	
	
−1.00


	
	
0.22


	
	
−0.28





	
	
	
(0.12)


	
	
(0.30)


	
	
(0.24)


	
	
(0.24)


	
	
(0.24)


	
	
(0.26)


	
	
(0.28)





	
Democratic partisanship


	
	
1.40


	
	
1.30


	
	
1.30


	
	
0.73


	
	
0.75


	
	
−0.55


	
	
−0.45





	
	
	
(0.12)


	
	
(0.27)


	
	
(0.22)


	
	
(0.22)


	
	
(0.23)


	
	
(0.25)


	
	
(0.26)





	
Age


	
	
1.53


	
	
4.15


	
	
3.76


	
	
3.32


	
	
2.86


	
	
−0.57


	
	
−0.93





	
	
	
(0.22)


	
	
(0.56)


	
	
(0.46)


	
	
(0.45)


	
	
(0.48)


	
	
(0.51)


	
	
(0.56)





	
Male


	
	
−0.12


	
	
0.01


	
	
−0.27


	
	
0.21


	
	
0.23


	
	
0.34


	
	
0.59





	
	
	
(0.07)


	
	
(0.19)


	
	
(0.13)


	
	
(0.15)


	
	
(0.16)


	
	
(0.17)


	
	
(0.19)





	
African American


	
	
1.04


	
	
0.78


	
	
0.37


	
	
1.07


	
	
0.91


	
	
0.23


	
	
0.55





	
	
	
(0.13)


	
	
(0.27)


	
	
(0.23)


	
	
(0.21)


	
	
(0.27)


	
	
(0.29)


	
	
(0.32)





	
Hispanic American


	
	
0.73


	
	
0.04


	
	
0.09


	
	
0.4


	
	
0.16


	
	
0.28


	
	
0.01





	
	
	
(0.18)


	
	
(0.37)


	
	
(0.34)


	
	
(0.32)


	
	
(0.36)


	
	
(0.37)


	
	
(0.43)





	
Asian American


	
	
0.78


	
	
−0.92


	
	
−0.52


	
	
−0.23


	
	
−0.39


	
	
0.55


	
	
0.01





	
	
	
(0.30)


	
	
(0.53)


	
	
(0.52)


	
	
(0.50)


	
	
(0.53)


	
	
(0.44)


	
	
(0.54)





	
Another race


	
	
0.24


	
	
−0.43


	
	
−0.48


	
	
0.12


	
	
−0.07


	
	
0.47


	
	
0.29





	
	
	
(0.19)


	
	
(0.38)


	
	
(0.31)


	
	
(0.35)


	
	
(0.37)


	
	
(0.34)


	
	
(0.39)





	
Constant


	
	
−1.49


	
	
−1.23


	
	
−1.51


	
	
−0.49


	
	
0.55


	
	
0.46


	
	
1.73





	
	
	
(0.20)


	
	
(0.44)


	
	
(0.35)


	
	
(0.38)


	
	
(0.43)


	
	
(0.42)


	
	
(0.46)





	
N


	
	
2,889


	
	
786


	
	
1,143


	
	
998


	
	
1,096


	
	
652


	
	
543












	
B. Models with Attitudinal Variables Measured in November 2016







	
	
Clinton vs. Sanders


	
	
Biden vs. Sanders


	
	
Biden vs. Warren


	
	
Sanders vs. Warren





	
2019


	
2020


	
2019


	
	
2020


	
	
2019


	
	
2020





	
Economic policy views


	
	
0.23


	
	
−1.24


	
	
−0.21


	
	
−1.95


	
	
−2.43


	
	
−0.84


	
	
−1.51





	
	
	
(0.20)


	
	
(0.47)


	
	
(0.35)


	
	
(0.41)


	
	
(0.52)


	
	
(0.47)


	
	
(0.52)





	
Liberal identification


	
	
−1.16


	
	
−1.77


	
	
−1.19


	
	
−1.62


	
	
−1.37


	
	
0.36


	
	
0.03





	
	
	
(0.12)


	
	
(0.29)


	
	
(0.22)


	
	
(0.24)


	
	
(0.24)


	
	
(0.25)


	
	
(0.27)





	
Democratic partisanship


	
	
2.05


	
	
1.65


	
	
1.68


	
	
0.67


	
	
1.18


	
	
−1.22


	
	
−0.91





	
	
	
(0.14)


	
	
(0.27)


	
	
(0.23)


	
	
(0.24)


	
	
(0.26)


	
	
(0.25)


	
	
(0.26)





	
Age


	
	
1.33


	
	
4.01


	
	
3.61


	
	
3.09


	
	
2.81


	
	
−0.51


	
	
−1.05





	
	
	
(0.23)


	
	
(0.57)


	
	
(0.46)


	
	
(0.45)


	
	
(0.48)


	
	
(0.52)


	
	
(0.56)





	
Male


	
	
−0.13


	
	
−0.12


	
	
−0.28


	
	
0.13


	
	
0.16


	
	
0.31


	
	
0.53





	
	
	
(0.07)


	
	
(0.19)


	
	
(0.13)


	
	
(0.15)


	
	
(0.16)


	
	
(0.18)


	
	
(0.18)





	
African American


	
	
1.03


	
	
0.73


	
	
0.29


	
	
1.14


	
	
0.89


	
	
0.35


	
	
0.63





	
	
	
(0.13)


	
	
(0.27)


	
	
(0.23)


	
	
(0.21)


	
	
(0.27)


	
	
(0.30)


	
	
(0.32)





	
Hispanic American


	
	
0.70


	
	
−0.1


	
	
−0.01


	
	
0.35


	
	
0.02


	
	
0.29


	
	
0.2





	
	
	
(0.19)


	
	
(0.38)


	
	
(0.35)


	
	
(0.32)


	
	
(0.37)


	
	
(0.38)


	
	
(0.44)





	
Asian American


	
	
0.90


	
	
−1.17


	
	
−0.51


	
	
−0.22


	
	
−0.37


	
	
0.67


	
	
0.1





	
	
	
(0.31)


	
	
(0.54)


	
	
(0.53)


	
	
(0.52)


	
	
(0.55)


	
	
(0.45)


	
	
(0.55)





	
Another race


	
	
0.32


	
	
−0.36


	
	
−0.44


	
	
0.05


	
	
−0.11


	
	
0.36


	
	
0.25





	
	
	
(0.20)


	
	
(0.39)


	
	
(0.32)


	
	
(0.36)


	
	
(0.37)


	
	
(0.35)


	
	
(0.39)





	
Constant


	
	
−1.97


	
	
−0.89


	
	
−1.39


	
	
−0.15


	
	
1.18


	
	
0.72


	
	
2.27





	
	
	
(0.22)


	
	
(0.47)


	
	
(0.38)


	
	
(0.41)


	
	
(0.50)


	
	
(0.47)


	
	
(0.55)





	
N


	
	
2,889


	
	
786


	
	
1,143


	
	
998


	
	
1,096


	
	
652


	
	
543





	
Cell entries are logit coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. Dependent variables are coded so that the first candidate is coded 1 and the second 0 (e.g., for “Clinton vs. Sanders,” Clinton is 1 and Sanders is 0). In the 2019 models, the dependent variables are vote intentions among likely Democratic primary voters. In the 2020 models, the dependent variables are primary vote choices among those who reported voting in a Democratic primary.





	
Source: VOTER Survey.








The independent variables are coded in this fashion:


	Economic liberalism is a scale combining three questions: “Do you favor raising taxes on families with incomes over $200,000 per year?”; “Do you think it is the responsibility of the federal government to see to it that everyone has health care coverage?”; and “In general, do you think there is too much or too little regulation of business by the government?”

	Liberal identification is based on respondent’s self-reported identification on a five-category scale ranging from very liberal to very conservative. This is coded 1 = very liberal, 0.5 = liberal, and 0 = moderate, conservative, or no opinion.

	Democratic partisanship is based on respondent’s self-reported identification on a seven-category scale ranging from strong Democrat to strong Republican. It is coded 1 = strong Democrat, 0.67 = weak Democrat, 0.33 = independent-leaning Democrat, and 0 = independent, Republican, or something else.

	Age is based on respondents’ self-reported birth year, subtracted from 2016 or 2020, and rescaled to the 0–1 interval.

	Male is coded 1 = male and 0 = female (the survey did not include codes for other gender identities).

	A series of dichotomous variables captures racial identification, where those who identified as white non-Hispanic are the excluded category in the regression model.



Panel A reports results using covariates measured in December 2011. In 2016, the 2011 policy index had no relationship to voting for Clinton versus Sanders. The same was true in 2020: primary voters’ 2011 economic views had no relationship to voting for Biden versus Sanders. If anything, there was more evidence of a relationship between policy views and voting for Warren. Liberal primary voters were more likely to support Warren than Biden or Sanders.

Panel B reports results using covariates measured in December 2016. The results are similar in both sets of models, although generally the relationships between voting behavior and economic policy views, liberal identification, and Democratic partisanship are stronger using the 2016 covariates than the 2011 covariates. This makes sense given their closer proximity to the 2019 and 2020 survey interviews. Models using the ISCAP Survey panel produce similar results to models of the VOTER Survey data (table A4.6). In the ISCAP Survey models, the dependent variables are vote intention among self-reported Democrats in January 2016 and January 2020 interviews. Economic policy attitudes are not significantly associated with voting for Biden versus Sanders, but are for Biden versus Warren. The effect of these attitudes in the Sanders-versus-Warren model is also in the same direction—more liberal voters were more likely to vote for Warren than Sanders—but the effect is not estimated as precisely.

The third set of models presented are based on Nationscape surveys. These models were drawn on the surveys conducted from the pre-primary period (July 2019–January 2020) to capture vote intention and the post-primary period (July 2020–January 2021) to capture self-reported vote choice. The models are similar to those estimated in the VOTER Survey, except that the policy liberalism measure encompasses more than economic policy. This measure was constructed from fifty policy questions from the main policy module included on the Nationscape survey. Twenty of these policy questions were asked to every respondent and the rest were asked at random. The scale is constructed using a standard item response model that treats ideology as a latent trait. We use a quadratic utility model that is estimated with expectation maximization (EM) as implemented by the R software package gpuideal.2 Respondents were then sorted in order of their scale value and given a score equal to their observed quantile of their ideal point in this sorted distribution of ideal points. The resulting scale is constructed to run from 0 (the most conservative respondent) to 1 (the most liberal).



TABLE A4.6. Models of 2020 Democratic Primary Vote Intention (ISCAP Survey)



	
	
	
Clinton vs. Sanders


	
	
Biden vs. Sanders


	
	
Biden vs. Warren


	
	
Sanders vs. Warren







	
Economic policy views


	
	
−0.35


	
	
−0.82


	
	
−2.20


	
	
−1.17





	
	
	
(0.45)


	
	
(0.85)


	
	
(0.89)


	
	
(0.92)





	
Liberal identification


	
	
−0.39


	
	
−1.09


	
	
−0.60


	
	
−0.02





	
	
	
(0.28)


	
	
(0.54)


	
	
(0.52)


	
	
(0.59)





	
Democratic partisanship


	
	
1.50


	
	
0.79


	
	
0.94


	
	
0.23





	
	
	
(0.31)


	
	
(0.55)


	
	
(0.52)


	
	
(0.63)





	
Age


	
	
0.01


	
	
0.04


	
	
0.02


	
	
−0.02





	
	
	
(0.01)


	
	
(0.01)


	
	
(0.01)


	
	
(0.01)





	
Male


	
	
0.03


	
	
−0.09


	
	
−0.52


	
	
−0.71





	
	
	
(0.17)


	
	
(0.31)


	
	
(0.30)


	
	
(0.36)





	
African American


	
	
0.92


	
	
1.29


	
	
0.98


	
	
−0.39





	
	
	
(0.23)


	
	
(0.45)


	
	
(0.38)


	
	
(0.54)





	
Hispanic American


	
	
0.56


	
	
−0.17


	
	
0.08


	
	
0.22





	
	
	
(0.27)


	
	
(0.43)


	
	
(0.43)


	
	
(0.49)





	
Another race


	
	
0.39


	
	
−0.89


	
	
−0.52


	
	
0.28





	
	
	
(0.30)


	
	
(0.57)


	
	
(0.57)


	
	
(0.53)





	
Constant


	
	
−1.06


	
	
−0.80


	
	
0.84


	
	
1.75





	
	
	
(0.39)


	
	
(0.67)


	
	
(0.73)


	
	
(0.77)





	
N


	
	
657


	
	
252


	
	
252


	
	
160





	
Cell entries are logit coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. Dependent variables are coded so that the first candidate is coded 1 and the second 0 (e.g., for “Clinton vs. Sanders,” Clinton is 1 and Sanders is 0). The dependent variables are vote intentions among self-identified Democrats.





	
Source: ISCAP Survey.










TABLE A4.7. Models of 2020 Primary Vote Choice (Nationscape Surveys)



	
	
Biden vs. Sanders


	
	
Biden vs. Warren


	
	
Sanders vs. Warren





	
2019


	
	
2020


	
2019


	
	
2020


	
2019


	
	
2020







	
Policy liberalism


	
	
−1.23


	
	
−1.77


	
	
−1.77


	
	
−1.88


	
	
−0.50


	
	
0.04





	
	
	
(0.05)


	
	
(0.05)


	
	
(0.06)


	
	
(0.08)


	
	
(0.06)


	
	
(0.08)





	
Ideological identification


	
	
−0.99


	
	
−1.50


	
	
−1.75


	
	
−1.94


	
	
−0.53


	
	
−0.22





	
	
	
(0.05)


	
	
(0.05)


	
	
(0.06)


	
	
(0.07)


	
	
(0.06)


	
	
(0.08)





	
Democratic partisanship


	
	
0.75


	
	
1.40


	
	
0.24


	
	
0.87


	
	
−0.76


	
	
−0.70





	
	
	
(0.03)


	
	
(0.03)


	
	
(0.04)


	
	
(0.05)


	
	
(0.04)


	
	
(0.05)





	
Age


	
	
4.19


	
	
2.74


	
	
1.12


	
	
0.89


	
	
−3.25


	
	
−2.17





	
	
	
(0.06)


	
	
(0.06)


	
	
(0.06)


	
	
(0.08)


	
	
(0.07)


	
	
(0.09)





	
Male


	
	
−0.19


	
	
0.02


	
	
0.13


	
	
0.28


	
	
0.33


	
	
0.27





	
	
	
(0.02)


	
	
(0.02)


	
	
(0.02)


	
	
(0.03)


	
	
(0.02)


	
	
(0.04)





	
Black American


	
	
0.37


	
	
0.57


	
	
0.86


	
	
0.80


	
	
0.42


	
	
0.18





	
	
	
(0.03)


	
	
(0.03)


	
	
(0.03)


	
	
(0.05)


	
	
(0.04)


	
	
(0.06)





	
Hispanic American


	
	
−0.18


	
	
0.08


	
	
0.23


	
	
0.39


	
	
0.42


	
	
0.31





	
	
	
(0.03)


	
	
(0.03)


	
	
(0.04)


	
	
(0.05)


	
	
(0.03)


	
	
(0.05)





	
Asian American


	
	
0.09


	
	
−0.05


	
	
0.07


	
	
0.02


	
	
−0.03


	
	
0.1





	
	
	
(0.05)


	
	
(0.05)


	
	
(0.06)


	
	
(0.07)


	
	
(0.06)


	
	
(0.07)





	
Another race


	
	
−0.12


	
	
−0.15


	
	
0.26


	
	
0.14


	
	
0.42


	
	
0.34





	
	
	
(0.06)


	
	
(0.06)


	
	
(0.08)


	
	
(0.09)


	
	
(0.07)


	
	
(0.10)





	
Constant


	
	
−0.20


	
	
1.39


	
	
2.14


	
	
3.51


	
	
2.39


	
	
2.07





	
	
	
(0.05)


	
	
(0.05)


	
	
(0.06)


	
	
(0.08)


	
	
(0.06)


	
	
(0.08)





	
N


	
	
44,774


	
	
57,073


	
	
34,871


	
	
48,058


	
	
34,679


	
	
19,239





	
Cell entries are logit coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. Dependent variables are coded so that the first candidate is coded 1 and the second 0 (e.g., for “Biden vs. Sanders,” Biden is 1 and Sanders is 0). In the 2019 models, the dependent variables are vote intentions among likely Democratic primary voters. In the 2020 models, the dependent variables are primary vote choices among those who reported voting in a Democratic primary.





	
Source: Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape surveys.








This measure of policy liberalism was related to primary voting behavior in 2020, and in the predictable direction: more liberal policy attitudes were associated with a lower chance of voting for Biden (table A4.7). However, the magnitude of this relationship was modest. For example, a strong liberal, defined here as someone at the 95th percentile on the scale among Democratic primary voters, was only about 10 points less likely to vote for Biden (vs. Sanders) than someone at the 50th percentile (i.e., the median Democratic primary voter).



TABLE A4.8 Attributes of Likely Democratic Primary Voters, by Race or Ethnicity (Percent)



	
	
	
White


	
	
Black


	
	
Hispanic


	
	
Asian


	
	
Another race







	
Percent intending to vote for Biden


	
	
29


	
	
42


	
	
24


	
	
28


	
	
25





	
Average age


	
	
50.4


	
	
47.2


	
	
42.0


	
	
45.7


	
	
39.9





	
Party identification


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Strong Democrat


	
	
50


	
	
64


	
	
50


	
	
35


	
	
46





	
Weak Democrat


	
	
27


	
	
23


	
	
32


	
	
41


	
	
28





	
Leaning Democrat


	
	
13


	
	
8


	
	
10


	
	
15


	
	
17





	
Independent or GOP


	
	
10


	
	
5


	
	
8


	
	
9


	
	
10





	
Ideological identification


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Very liberal


	
	
19


	
	
14


	
	
18


	
	
11


	
	
20





	
Liberal


	
	
35


	
	
26


	
	
27


	
	
32


	
	
32





	
Moderate


	
	
35


	
	
40


	
	
38


	
	
43


	
	
36





	
Conservative


	
	
7


	
	
9


	
	
8


	
	
7


	
	
6





	
Very conservative


	
	
2


	
	
4


	
	
2


	
	
2


	
	
1





	
Unsure


	
	
3


	
	
8


	
	
7


	
	
4


	
	
5





	
Average policy view (0–1 scale where 1 = most liberal)


	
	
0.68


	
	
0.66


	
	
0.66


	
	
0.67


	
	
0.72





	
Sample size


	
	
38,445


	
	
13,077


	
	
12,080


	
	
3,088


	
	
1,260





	
Sample is limited to respondents who intended to vote in a Democratic presidential primary or caucus.





	
Source: 2019 Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape surveys.










RACIAL AND ETHNIC DIFFERENCES IN DEMOCRATIC PRIMARY VOTING BEHAVIOR

Table A4.8 presents the distribution of different demographic and political characteristics among Democratic primary voters of different races or ethnicities. These show that Black primary voters in particular tended to have the characteristics that were associated with voting for Biden.

Table A4.9 presents the models that underlie figure 4.9. These models are identical to the vote choice models in table A4.7, except that they are estimated separately for different racial or ethnic groups. Figure 4.9 presents the shift in the probability of a Biden vote associated with a shift between the 10th and 90th percentiles in the policy views scale and the minimum and maximum values of ideological identification.




TABLE A4.9. Models of 2020 Primary Vote Choice, by Racial or Ethnic Group



	
A. Models of Biden vs. Sanders Vote







	
	
	
White


	
	
Black


	
	
Hispanic


	
	
Asian American





	
Policy views scale


	
	
−1.76


	
	
−1.34


	
	
−2.04


	
	
−1.98





	
	
	
(0.07)


	
	
(0.12)


	
	
(0.10)


	
	
(0.20)





	
Ideological identification


	
	
−1.86


	
	
−0.74


	
	
−1.25


	
	
−1.55





	
	
	
(0.07)


	
	
(0.12)


	
	
(0.10)


	
	
(0.22)





	
Democratic partisanship


	
	
1.66


	
	
1.24


	
	
0.99


	
	
1.04





	
	
	
(0.04)


	
	
(0.08)


	
	
(0.07)


	
	
(0.14)





	
Age


	
	
2.81


	
	
2.75


	
	
2.59


	
	
2.78





	
	
	
(0.07)


	
	
(0.16)


	
	
(0.16)


	
	
(0.26)





	
Male


	
	
0.05


	
	
−0.16


	
	
0.13


	
	
−0.16





	
	
	
(0.03)


	
	
(0.06)


	
	
(0.05)


	
	
(0.09)





	
Constant


	
	
1.42


	
	
1.37


	
	
1.77


	
	
1.83





	
	
	
(0.06)


	
	
(0.11)


	
	
(0.10)


	
	
(0.20)





	
N


	
	
32,194


	
	
10,702


	
	
9,755


	
	
2,845












	
B. Models of Biden vs. Warren Vote







	
	
	
White


	
	
Black


	
	
Hispanic


	
	
Asian American





	
Policy views scale


	
	
−2.36


	
	
−1.10


	
	
−0.76


	
	
−1.77





	
	
	
(0.10)


	
	
(0.21)


	
	
(0.17)


	
	
(0.31)





	
Ideological identification


	
	
−2.19


	
	
−0.75


	
	
−1.57


	
	
−1.99





	
	
	
(0.10)


	
	
(0.19)


	
	
(0.18)


	
	
(0.33)





	
Democratic partisanship


	
	
0.86


	
	
1.07


	
	
1.11


	
	
0.52





	
	
	
(0.06)


	
	
(0.14)


	
	
(0.11)


	
	
(0.22)





	
Age


	
	
1.17


	
	
0.85


	
	
−0.25


	
	
−0.08





	
	
	
(0.10)


	
	
(0.24)


	
	
(0.24)


	
	
(0.34)





	
Male


	
	
0.37


	
	
0.11


	
	
−0.03


	
	
0.38





	
	
	
(0.04)


	
	
(0.10)


	
	
(0.08)


	
	
(0.14)





	
Constant


	
	
3.92


	
	
2.89


	
	
3.08


	
	
3.96





	
	
	
(0.10)


	
	
(0.19)


	
	
(0.17)


	
	
(0.32)





	
N


	
	
27,652


	
	
9,528


	
	
7,505


	
	
2,178





	
Cell entries are logit coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. Dependent variables are coded so that Biden vote choice is coded 1 and Sanders or Warren is coded 0.





	
Source: Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape surveys.










THE ROLE OF SEXISM IN DEMOCRATIC PRIMARY VOTING BEHAVIOR

Figure 4.11 presents the relationship between a measure of gender attitudes called “modern sexism” and vote choice in the 2016 and 2020 Democratic primaries. This is based on models using the VOTER Survey data. The independent variables in these models are all measured in the 2016 wave and are constructed in the way described earlier (for table A4.5). These models also include an index of modern sexism that is based on agreement or disagreement with five statements (alpha = 0.78):


	“When women demand equality these days, they are actually seeking special favors.”

	“Women often miss out on good jobs because of discrimination.”

	“Women who complain about harassment cause more problems than they solve.”

	“Sexual harassment against women in the workplace is no longer a problem in the United States.”

	“Increased opportunities for women have significantly improved the quality of life in the United States.”



Table A4.10 presents the results of the models. In Panel A, the measure of modern sexism is from the November 2016 wave, which allows us to compare its effect in both the 2016 and 2020 primaries. Panel B replicates these models for the 2020 primary, using a later measure of modern sexism in the November 2018 wave. Both sets of results suggest a larger correlation between sexism and voting for Biden or Sanders versus Warren, compared to Biden versus Sanders.




TABLE A4.10. Models of 2020 Primary Vote Choice, including a Sexism Measure



	
A. Models with Modern Sexism Measured in November 2016







	
	
	
Clinton vs. Sanders


	
	
Biden vs. Warren


	
	
Biden vs. Sanders


	
	
Sanders vs. Warren





	
Modern sexism (2016)


	
	
−0.48


	
	
−2.75


	
	
−0.93


	
	
−3.07





	
	
	
(0.26)


	
	
(0.62)


	
	
(0.43)


	
	
(0.67)





	
Policy liberalism


	
	
−0.12


	
	
0.96


	
	
−0.3


	
	
0.16





	
	
	
(0.20)


	
	
(0.46)


	
	
(0.36)


	
	
(0.52)





	
Ideological identification


	
	
−0.82


	
	
0.83


	
	
−0.84


	
	
0.18





	
	
	
(0.13)


	
	
(0.25)


	
	
(0.24)


	
	
(0.29)





	
Democratic partisanship


	
	
1.39


	
	
−0.73


	
	
1.35


	
	
0.48





	
	
	
(0.12)


	
	
(0.24)


	
	
(0.22)


	
	
(0.27)





	
Age


	
	
1.61


	
	
−3.04


	
	
3.86


	
	
1.09





	
	
	
(0.23)


	
	
(0.49)


	
	
(0.47)


	
	
(0.58)





	
Male


	
	
−0.24


	
	
−0.08


	
	
−0.26


	
	
−0.32





	
	
	
(0.08)


	
	
(0.17)


	
	
(0.16)


	
	
(0.20)





	
Black American


	
	
1.02


	
	
−0.88


	
	
0.45


	
	
−0.45





	
	
	
(0.13)


	
	
(0.27)


	
	
(0.23)


	
	
(0.33)





	
Hispanic American


	
	
0.69


	
	
−0.23


	
	
0.14


	
	
−0.16





	
	
	
(0.19)


	
	
(0.38)


	
	
(0.36)


	
	
(0.46)





	
Asian American


	
	
0.83


	
	
0.44


	
	
−0.50


	
	
−0.03





	
	
	
(0.30)


	
	
(0.54)


	
	
(0.53)


	
	
(0.56)





	
Another race


	
	
0.19


	
	
0.10


	
	
−0.44


	
	
−0.32





	
	
	
(0.19)


	
	
(0.38)


	
	
(0.31)


	
	
(0.40)





	
Constant


	
	
−1.31


	
	
0.46


	
	
−1.20


	
	
−0.55





	
	
	
(0.23)


	
	
(0.47)


	
	
(0.40)


	
	
(0.52)





	
N


	
	
2,837


	
	
1,072


	
	
1,119


	
	
535












	
B. Models with Modern Sexism Measured in November 2018







	
	
	
Biden vs. Warren


	
	
Biden vs. Sanders


	
	
Sanders vs. Warren





	
Modern sexism (2018)


	
	
−2.06


	
	
−1.07


	
	
−2.64





	
	
	
(0.63)


	
	
(0.44)


	
	
(0.66)





	
Policy liberalism


	
	
1.36


	
	
−0.26


	
	
0.60





	
	
	
(0.48)


	
	
(0.36)


	
	
(0.52)





	
Ideological identification


	
	
0.81


	
	
−0.85


	
	
0.15





	
	
	
(0.26)


	
	
(0.25)


	
	
(0.30)





	
Democratic partisanship


	
	
−0.79


	
	
1.29


	
	
0.39





	
	
	
(0.25)


	
	
(0.23)


	
	
(0.28)





	
Age


	
	
−2.92


	
	
3.65


	
	
0.85





	
	
	
(0.51)


	
	
(0.49)


	
	
(0.60)





	
Male


	
	
−0.14


	
	
−0.21


	
	
−0.36





	
	
	
(0.17)


	
	
(0.16)


	
	
(0.20)





	
Black American


	
	
−0.82


	
	
0.44


	
	
−0.45





	
	
	
(0.28)


	
	
(0.25)


	
	
(0.35)





	
Hispanic American


	
	
−0.11


	
	
0.19


	
	
0.09





	
	
	
(0.37)


	
	
(0.37)


	
	
(0.46)





	
Asian American


	
	
0.32


	
	
−0.34


	
	
0.13





	
	
	
(0.55)


	
	
(0.54)


	
	
(0.58)





	
Another race


	
	
0.02


	
	
−0.49


	
	
−0.42





	
	
	
(0.41)


	
	
(0.32)


	
	
(0.42)





	
Constant


	
	
0.02


	
	
−1.08


	
	
−0.79





	
	
	
(0.50)


	
	
(0.41)


	
	
(0.54)





	
N


	
	
997


	
	
1,039


	
	
498





	
Cell entries are logit coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. Dependent variables are coded so that the first candidate is coded 1 and the second 0 (e.g., for “Clinton vs. Sanders,” Clinton is 1 and Sanders is 0). The dependent variables are primary vote choices among those who reported voting in a Democratic primary.





	
Source: VOTER Survey.









APPENDIX TO CHAPTER 6




MODELS OF CHANGE IN RACIAL ATTITUDES, 2016–20

To examine the correlates of changing racial attitudes between 2016 and 2020, we draw on two data sets: the December 2016 and September 2020 waves of the Views of the Electoral Research (VOTER) Survey as well as the 2016 and 2020 waves of the American National Election Study (ANES) panel survey. In each survey, we calculated how much respondents who participated in both waves changed their attitudes on three dimensions: their views of racial inequality, their feelings toward Black Lives Matter, and their feelings toward police. Views of racial inequality were measured with the four questions noted in chapter 6. These were scaled into a single index range from 0 to 1, where higher values indicate a stronger belief that racial inequality is due to individual-level factors (like Black Americans not trying hard enough) as opposed to structural factors (like the legacy of slavery). Feelings toward Black Lives Matter and the police were measured with feeling thermometers that ranged from 0 to 100, where 0 equals very cool or unfavorable feelings and 100 equals very warm or favorable feelings. We rescaled those measures to range from 0 to 1 as well. Then we subtracted 2016 scores from 2020 to create measures of change that could range from −1 to +1.

We modeled those changes as a function of several characteristics measured in 2016: their favorability toward Donald Trump (a feeling thermometer in the ANES; a four-category favorability measure in the VOTER Survey), party identification, ideological identification, age, gender, and education level.

Table A6.1 presents these results, which show that the most consistent correlate of attitude change was feelings toward Trump. In particular, the less positively people felt toward Trump, the larger the shift toward a liberal position on racial inequality, a more favorable view of Black Lives Matter, and a less favorable view of police.



MODELS OF RACIAL ATTITUDES AND RACIAL JUSTICE PROTESTS

To examine the relationship between racial justice protests and racial attitudes, we merged the protest data from the Crowd Counting Consortium (see figure 6.4) with weekly Nationscape surveys. Specifically, we matched each respondent in the survey to the number of protests that took place in their county in each of the three weeks before and after their interview. Our analysis focuses on two questions in the Nationscape surveys: favorability to the police (measured with a four-category scale) and perceptions of discrimination against Black people (measured with a five-category scale ranging from “none” to “a great deal”).

The models include a set of individual-level controls for age, education, race or ethnicity, gender, Hispanic identification, party identification, and the interaction between race and education. The models also include fixed effects for respondents’ county of residence and for the week of the respondent’s interview (since each survey wave took place over a week). The first set of fixed effects account for characteristics of counties that may themselves be correlated with whether a racial justice protest took place at all. The second set of fixed effects accounts for the potential for attitudes to change over time, regardless of where respondents lived.



TABLE A6.1. Models of Changes in Racial Attitudes, 2016–20



	
	
Views of racial inequality


	
	
Feelings toward Black Lives Matter


	
	
Feelings toward police





	
ANES


	
	
VOTER


	
ANES


	
	
VOTER


	
ANES


	
	
VOTER







	
Feelings toward Trump


	
	
0.075


	
	
0.070


	
	
−0.117


	
	
−0.129


	
	
0.053


	
	
0.085





	
	
	
(0.019)


	
	
(0.011)


	
	
(0.025)


	
	
(0.017)


	
	
(0.020)


	
	
(0.013)





	
Party identification


	
	
−0.029


	
	
0.019


	
	
−0.02


	
	
−0.063


	
	
−0.008


	
	
−0.011





	
	
	
(0.021)


	
	
(0.015)


	
	
(0.028)


	
	
(0.022)


	
	
(0.022)


	
	
(0.017)





	
Ideological identification


	
	
0.006


	
	
−0.021


	
	
0.001


	
	
−0.008


	
	
0.054


	
	
0.070





	
	
	
(0.028)


	
	
(0.018)


	
	
(0.038)


	
	
(0.028)


	
	
(0.030)


	
	
(0.021)





	
Male


	
	
0.005


	
	
−0.018


	
	
−0.003


	
	
0.046


	
	
0.004


	
	
0.077





	
	
	
(0.010)


	
	
(0.019)


	
	
(0.013)


	
	
(0.030)


	
	
(0.010)


	
	
(0.023)





	
Age in years


	
	
0.007


	
	
0.007


	
	
−0.073


	
	
0.011


	
	
0.054


	
	
0.004





	
	
	
(0.020)


	
	
(0.006)


	
	
(0.027)


	
	
(0.010)


	
	
(0.021)


	
	
(0.008)





	
Education


	
	
−0.031


	
	
−0.027


	
	
0.009


	
	
−0.005


	
	
−0.012


	
	
−0.048





	
	
	
(0.017)


	
	
(0.012)


	
	
(0.023)


	
	
(0.019)


	
	
(0.018)


	
	
(0.015)





	
Constant


	
	
−0.064


	
	
−0.041


	
	
0.120


	
	
0.097


	
	
−0.106


	
	
−0.124





	
	
	
(0.017)


	
	
(0.016)


	
	
(0.022)


	
	
(0.024)


	
	
(0.017)


	
	
(0.019)





	
N


	
	
1,989


	
	
2,543


	
	
1,983


	
	
2,543


	
	
1,997


	
	
2,543





	
Cell entries are least squares regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. Dependent variables are the change in the dependent variable between the 2016 and 2020 waves of interviewing. Values of the dependent variables could range between −1 and +1. All independent variables are measured in the 2016 wave and range between 0 and 1.





	
Sources: 2016–20 American National Election Panel Survey and September 2020 VOTER Survey.








The results did not show clear evidence that respondents in counties that saw protest activity had different attitudes than those in counties that did not (table A6.2). In auxiliary models (not shown), we explored alternative ways of coding the protest variables, including using the number of protests in a county, rather than whether any protest took place, as well as coding protests by whether some combination of property damage or police injuries (or neither) took place. None of these alternative codings produced evidence of consistent correlations between protest activity and attitudes.



TABLE A6.2. Models of the Effects of Local Social Justice Protests



	
	
	
Favorability toward the police


	
	
Perceptions of discrimination against Black people







	
Protest 1–7 days before interview


	
	
3.246


	
	
0.004





	
	
	
(1.763)


	
	
(0.008)





	
Protest 8–14 days before interview


	
	
0.875


	
	
0.007





	
	
	
(1.786)


	
	
(0.008)





	
Protest 15–21 days before interview


	
	
−3.068


	
	
0.0004





	
	
	
(1.778)


	
	
(0.008)





	
Individual-level controls


	
	
Yes


	
	
Yes





	
County fixed effects


	
	
Yes


	
	
Yes





	
Survey wave fixed effects


	
	
Yes


	
	
Yes





	
N


	
	
458,764


	
	
459,569





	
Cell entries are least squares regression coefficients, with standard errors in parentheses. The dependent variables are coded so that higher values indicate more favorable views of the police and perceptions of greater discrimination against Black people.





	
Source: Crowd Counting Consortium and Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape surveys.








APPENDIX TO CHAPTER 8



INDIVIDUAL-LEVEL STABILITY AND CHANGE IN VOTE CHOICE, 2012–20

We use three surveys to compare how voting behavior in one election is correlated with voting behavior in the subsequent election. All three surveys interviewed the same respondents across two or more elections between 2012 and 2020. The central limitation is that these surveys rely on voters’ reports of whether they voted, and some people likely reported voting when they did not. The surveys are thus not well suited to assess voter turnout, including the surge in turnout between 2016 and 2020. But the surveys’ data does shed light on what fraction of the same voters report voting consistently for one party’s candidate as opposed to switching between candidates.




TABLE A8.1. Trends in Candidate Preferences



	
A. VOTER Survey (cell entries are row percentages)







	
	
2016 vote





	
Hillary Clinton


	
	
Donald Trump


	
	
Other candidate


	
	
Did not vote





	
2012 vote


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Barack Obama


	
	
81%


	
	
9%


	
	
4%


	
	
6%





	
Mitt Romney


	
	
5


	
	
84


	
	
6


	
	
5





	
Other candidate


	
	
25


	
	
38


	
	
34


	
	
3





	
Did not vote


	
	
20


	
	
21


	
	
4


	
	
56





	
	
2020 vote





	
Joe Biden


	
	
Donald Trump


	
	
Other candidate


	
	
Did not vote





	
2016 vote





	
Hillary Clinton


	
	
95%


	
	
2%


	
	
1%


	
	
1%





	
Donald Trump


	
	
2


	
	
94


	
	
1


	
	
3





	
Other candidate


	
	
37


	
	
41


	
	
19


	
	
2





	
Did not vote


	
	
36


	
	
23


	
	
< 1


	
	
41












	
B. ISCAP Survey (cell entries are row percentages)







	
	
2016 vote





	
Hillary Clinton


	
	
Donald Trump


	
	
Other candidate


	
	
Did not support anyone





	
2012 vote


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Barack Obama


	
	
78%


	
	
8%


	
	
8%


	
	
5%





	
Mitt Romney


	
	
7


	
	
76


	
	
12


	
	
5





	
Other candidate


	
	
28


	
	
20


	
	
36


	
	
16





	
Did not vote


	
	
25


	
	
29


	
	
9


	
	
37





	
	
2020 vote intention





	
Joe Biden


	
	
Donald Trump


	
	
Other candidate


	
	
Would not vote





	
2016 vote


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Hillary Clinton


	
	
93%


	
	
2%


	
	
3%


	
	
2%





	
Donald Trump


	
	
8


	
	
91


	
	
0


	
	
1





	
Other candidate


	
	
19


	
	
46


	
	
17


	
	
17





	
Did not support anyone


	
	
18


	
	
35


	
	
3


	
	
44












	
Panel C. ANES (cell entries are row percentages)







	
	
2020 vote





	
Joe Biden


	
	
Donald Trump


	
	
Other candidate


	
	
Did not vote





	
2016 vote


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Hillary Clinton


	
	
82%


	
	
3%


	
	
2%


	
	
13%





	
Donald Trump


	
	
6


	
	
78


	
	
2


	
	
14





	
Other candidate


	
	
45


	
	
27


	
	
9


	
	
18





	
Did not vote


	
	
24


	
	
17


	
	
2


	
	
58





	
Note: VOTER Surveys were conducted in November 2012, November 29–December 29, 2016, and November 16–December 7, 2020, elections (N = 8,005 in both 2012 and 2016; N = 3,343 in both 2016 and 2020). ISCAP surveys were conducted in November 2012, November 11–December 15, 2016, and October 7–22, 2020 (N = 1,043 in both 2012 and 2016; N = 794 in both 2016 and 2020). The post-2016 ISCAP survey asked who you supported in the presidential election but not whether you voted. The 2020 ISCAP survey took place preelection and asked who you would support if the election were held today. The 2016 and 2020 ANES were conducted November 9, 2016–January 8, 2017, and November 8, 2020–January 4, 2021, respectively (N = 2,670 in both 2016 and 2020).








One such survey is the Views of the Electoral Research (VOTER) Survey. We use interviews conducted in the month or so after the 2012, 2016, and 2020 elections. These are the results reported in the text and they are presented in panel A of table A8.1.

Panel B of table A8.1 shows the trends from 2012 to 2016 and from 2016 to 2020 among respondents in the University of Pennsylvania’s Institute for the Study of Citizens and Politics (ISCAP) survey (see the appendix to chapter 4). This survey differed from the VOTER Survey in two respects. First, it did not ask whether people voted but simply whom they supported, if anyone. Second, the 2020 interview occurred in October rather than after the election. Thus, we can only compare vote choice in 2016 to vote intentions in 2020. Despite those differences, the ISCAP data tells a similar story about stability: the number of respondents who stuck with the same party in two consecutive elections was much higher from 2016 to 2020 than from 2012 to 2016. However, the ISCAP survey does suggest that any switching benefited Biden more than Trump. About 8 percent of 2016 Trump voters reported voting for Biden, while only 2 percent of Clinton voters voted for Trump in 2020.1

Panel C of table A8.1 draws on the American National Election Study (ANES), which interviewed the same respondents after the 2016 and 2020 elections. The ANES employs a more elaborate question designed to elicit accurate reports of turnout, so it recorded higher percentages of nonvoters than the other two surveys. But as in the other two surveys, very few people reported switching between the Democratic and Republican candidates. And as in the ISCAP survey, a larger fraction of 2016 Trump voters in the ANES reported voting for Biden (6%) compared to Clinton voters who voted for Trump four years later (3%).



MODELS OF COUNTY ELECTION OUTCOMES

We estimate the effects of three factors on county-level presidential election outcomes:


	the cumulative number of per capita COVID deaths and infections a county experienced between the beginning of the pandemic and Election Day;

	the balance of television advertisements supporting Trump and Biden that were aired in that county in the two months before Election Day; and

	whether a racial justice protest took place in the county between May 25, 2020 (the date of George Floyd’s murder), and Election Day.



We estimate the relationship between those factors and Biden’s share of the major-party vote. These models also account for Clinton’s vote share in each county in 2016, demographic attributes of these counties, and changes in those demographics between the two elections. The results indicate whether these three factors, net of the others, were correlated with changes in Biden’s share of the vote compared to Clinton’s in 2016. The full results from these models are presented in table A8.2.




TABLE A8.2. Models of County Election Outcomes



	
	
	
Model 1


	
	
Model 2


	
	
Model 3


	
	
Model 4


	
	
Model 5


	
	
Model 6


	
	
Model 7







	
Racial justice protest


	
	
	
	
0.009*


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
[0.002]


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Racial justice protest


	
	
	
	
	
	
0.010*


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
$$(arrests, injuries, damage)


	
	
	
	
	
	
[0.002]


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Racial justice protest


	
	
	
	
	
	
0.009*


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
$$(no arrests, injuries, damage)


	
	
	
	
	
	
[0.002]


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Racial justice protest


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
0.011*


	
	
	
	
	
	



	
$$(police injury, damage)


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
[0.003]


	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Racial justice protest


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
0.009*


	
	
	
	
	
	



	
$$(no police injury, damage)


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
[0.002]


	
	
	
	
	
	



	
COVID infections per capita


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
0.039


	
	
	
	



	
$$(cumulative)


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
[0.065]


	
	
	
	



	
COVID deaths per capita


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
−2.262*


	
	



	
$$(cumulative)


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
[1.011]


	
	



	
Biden advertising advantage


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
−0.0004*





	
$$(last two months, in 1000s)


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
[0.0002]





	
Clinton vote share


	
	
0.950*


	
	
0.944*


	
	
0.944*


	
	
0.944*


	
	
0.950*


	
	
0.950*


	
	
0.950*





	
	
	
[0.010]


	
	
[0.011]


	
	
[0.011]


	
	
[0.011]


	
	
[0.010]


	
	
[0.010]


	
	
[0.010]





	
Percent Black


	
	
0.014


	
	
0.019


	
	
0.019


	
	
0.019


	
	
0.014


	
	
0.018


	
	
0.014





	
	
	
[0.013]


	
	
[0.014]


	
	
[0.014]


	
	
[0.014]


	
	
[0.012]


	
	
[0.014]


	
	
[0.013]





	
Percent Latino


	
	
−0.102*


	
	
−0.098*


	
	
−0.098*


	
	
−0.098*


	
	
−0.101*


	
	
−0.098*


	
	
−0.102*





	
	
	
[0.020]


	
	
[0.019]


	
	
[0.019]


	
	
[0.019]


	
	
[0.022]


	
	
[0.019]


	
	
[0.020]





	
Median income ($10,000s)


	
	
0.002


	
	
0.002*


	
	
0.002*


	
	
0.002*


	
	
0.002


	
	
0.001


	
	
0.002





	
	
	
[0.001]


	
	
[0.001]


	
	
[0.001]


	
	
[0.001]


	
	
[0.001]


	
	
[0.001]


	
	
[0.001]





	
Percent with a BA


	
	
0.143*


	
	
0.127*


	
	
0.124*


	
	
0.124*


	
	
0.152*


	
	
0.150*


	
	
0.141*





	
	
	
[0.042]


	
	
[0.040]


	
	
[0.040]


	
	
[0.040]


	
	
[0.043]


	
	
[0.041]


	
	
[0.042]





	
Percent with HS degree


	
	
−0.099*


	
	
−0.081*


	
	
−0.080*


	
	
−0.080*


	
	
−0.093*


	
	
−0.095*


	
	
−0.100*





	
	
	
[0.012]


	
	
[0.014]


	
	
[0.014]


	
	
[0.014]


	
	
[0.014]


	
	
[0.013]


	
	
[0.012]





	
Percent college-educated white


	
	
0.007


	
	
0.014


	
	
0.016


	
	
0.015


	
	
0.008


	
	
0.005


	
	
0.008





	
	
	
[0.037]


	
	
[0.036]


	
	
[0.036]


	
	
[0.037]


	
	
[0.035]


	
	
[0.035]


	
	
[0.037]





	
Change in % Black


	
	
0.201*


	
	
0.178*


	
	
0.177*


	
	
0.178*


	
	
0.201*


	
	
0.197*


	
	
0.202*





	
	
	
[0.051]


	
	
[0.049]


	
	
[0.050]


	
	
[0.050]


	
	
[0.049]


	
	
[0.050]


	
	
[0.050]





	
Change in % Latino


	
	
0.291*


	
	
0.273*


	
	
0.272*


	
	
0.272*


	
	
0.292*


	
	
0.291*


	
	
0.293*





	
	
	
[0.045]


	
	
[0.046]


	
	
[0.045]


	
	
[0.046]


	
	
[0.047]


	
	
[0.047]


	
	
[0.045]





	
Change in median income


	
	
−0.002


	
	
−0.003*


	
	
−0.003*


	
	
−0.003*


	
	
−0.003


	
	
−0.003


	
	
−0.002





	
	
	
[0.001]


	
	
[0.001]


	
	
[0.001]


	
	
[0.001]


	
	
[0.001]


	
	
[0.001]


	
	
[0.001]





	
Change in % BA


	
	
−0.011


	
	
−0.013


	
	
−0.012


	
	
−0.012


	
	
−0.014


	
	
−0.012


	
	
−0.01





	
	
	
[0.047]


	
	
[0.047]


	
	
[0.047]


	
	
[0.047]


	
	
[0.049]


	
	
[0.047]


	
	
[0.047]





	
Change in % HS degree


	
	
0.076*


	
	
0.063*


	
	
0.063*


	
	
0.063*


	
	
0.075*


	
	
0.076*


	
	
0.076*





	
	
	
[0.024]


	
	
[0.023]


	
	
[0.023]


	
	
[0.023]


	
	
[0.024]


	
	
[0.024]


	
	
[0.024]





	
Population (in millions)


	
	
−0.002


	
	
−0.003


	
	
−0.003


	
	
−0.003


	
	
−0.001


	
	
−0.001


	
	
−0.002





	
	
	
[0.003]


	
	
[0.003]


	
	
[0.003]


	
	
[0.003]


	
	
[0.003]


	
	
[0.003]


	
	
[0.003]





	
Constant


	
	
0.028*


	
	
0.021*


	
	
0.021*


	
	
0.021*


	
	
0.025*


	
	
0.028*


	
	
0.033*





	
	
	
[0.007]


	
	
[0.008]


	
	
[0.008]


	
	
[0.008]


	
	
[0.009]


	
	
[0.007]


	
	
[0.007]





	
R-squared


	
	
0.984


	
	
0.985


	
	
0.985


	
	
0.985


	
	
0.985


	
	
0.985


	
	
0.984





	
N


	
	
3,109


	
	
3,109


	
	
3,109


	
	
3,109


	
	
3,102


	
	
3,102


	
	
3,109





	
Cell entries are least squares regression coefficients with standard errors clustered at the state level in parentheses. The dependent variable is Biden’s share of the major-party vote. The models also include fixed effects for states. * p < 0.05.





	
Sources: Crowd Counting Consortium (protests); New York Times (COVID-19 infections and deaths); Kantar Media (advertising); American Community Survey (demographics); and CQ Voting and Elections Collection (election returns).









Model 1 includes only Clinton’s vote share and the demographic attributes. It shows the expected results—that is, that Clinton’s vote share was strongly correlated with Biden’s and that the percent of a county that was Latino was associated with a decline in Biden’s performance, relative to Clinton’s.

Model 2 adds an indicator for whether the county experienced a racial justice protest. The result suggests that Biden did almost 1 percentage point better than Clinton (b = 0.009) in counties that did experience a protest, compared to those that did not. Models 3 and 4 disaggregate protests into those where there were (1) arrests, injuries, or property damage or (2) specifically injuries to police or property damage. This provides two ways to differentiate protests where violence occurred from those where it did not. But again, Biden did about equally well in counties with either type of protest.

Models 5 and 6 include the cumulative number of COVID-19 infections or deaths per capita. There was no significant association between COVID infections and county-level election outcomes. There was a negative association with COVID deaths, however. This implies that in counties with more COVID-19 deaths, Biden did worse than Clinton did in 2016 and Trump did better than he did in 2016. Specifically, the coefficient implies that Biden did about 1.5 points worse (relative to Clinton in 2016) in the county with the most COVID deaths (0.0068 per capita) than counties with no deaths.

Finally, model 7 includes a measure of Biden’s advertising advantage. This is the number of ads supporting Biden (from his campaign or allied groups) minus the number of ads supporting Trump that were aired in each county in the last two months. We measure this by locating counties within media markets. We added to each county’s total the number of ads aired nationally over this period. This coefficient is negatively signed, which means that a 1,000-ad advantage was associated with a −0.04-point shift in Biden’s vote share relative to Clinton’s—that is, four-hundredths of a percentage point. This suggests that Biden did slightly worse than Clinton did in the areas where he advertised the most.



MODELS OF THE EFFECT OF RACIAL JUSTICE PROTESTS AND VOTE INTENTIONS

To analyze the effect of the racial protest data on vote intentions, we merge the protest data described above with the Nationscape survey data. For each respondent, we record whether there was a racial justice protest in their county in one or more of the three weeks before their interview. We analyze all Nationscape survey data from June 1, 2020, until Election Day.

The dependent variable is vote intention in the presidential election. From June 1 to June 18, 2020, vote choice was measured by asking, “If the general election for president of the United States was a contest between Joe Biden and Donald Trump, who would you support?” Respondents could answer Biden, Trump, or “don’t know.” After June 18, the vote intention question was, “If the election for president were going to be held now and the Democratic nominee was Joe Biden and the Republican nominee was Donald Trump, who would you vote for?” Respondents could answer Biden, Trump, someone else, or “don’t know,” or say that they would not vote. There was a period where both questions were asked (until September 18, 2020), allowing us to assess whether the change in question wordings and outcomes affected the results. No significant changes derived from the switch.

The models include the individual-level controls described in the appendix to chapter 6: age, education, race or ethnicity, gender, Hispanic identification, party identification, and the interaction between race and education. As in the chapter 6 models, these also include fixed effects for respondents’ county of residence and for the week of the respondent’s interview.

The results do not suggest any significant association between racial justice protests and vote intentions (see table A8.3).




TABLE A8.3. Models of the Effects of Local Racial Justice Protests on Vote Intentions



	
	
	Vote intentions





	
Protest 1–7 days before interview


	
	
−0.001







	
	
	
(0.003)





	
Protest 8–14 days before interview


	
	
−0.001





	
	
	
(0.003)





	
Protest 15–21 days before interview


	
	
−0.002





	
	
	
(0.003)





	
Individual-level controls


	
	
Yes





	
County fixed effects


	
	
Yes





	
Survey wave fixed effects


	
	
Yes





	
N


	
	
104,002





	
Cell entries are least squares regression coefficients, with standard errors in parentheses. The dependent variables are coded 1 = intend to vote for Biden and 0 = intend to vote for Trump.





	
Source: Crowd Counting Consortium and Democracy Fund + Nationscape Survey.










MODELS OF THE EFFECT OF TELEVISION ADVERTISING ON VOTE INTENTIONS

To examine the relationship between Trump’s and Biden’s televised advertising, we merged daily advertising data licensed to us by Kantar Media with weekly Nationscape surveys. Specifically, we matched each respondent in the survey to the number of advertisements aired by and for both candidates. To analyze public safety issues in particular, we categorized the advertisements by content as determined by Kantar Media (see chapter 7).

For each Nationscape respondent, we summed the total number of ads for each candidate in the respondent’s media market in two unique periods of time: the seven days prior to their interview and the seven days after their interview. We use the prior seven days to reflect previous research showing that the effects of advertising tend to decay quickly. We use the later seven days as a “placebo test.” The notion is that ads before the interview have the potential to affect a person’s vote choice, while ads aired after they are interviewed should not be able to affect respondents’ vote choice (although these two quantities are highly correlated).

The advertising models examine the relationship between vote intentions and advertising overall, as well as ads divided into those that mentioned issues related to public safety and those that did not mention public safety issues (i.e., all other ads).

In the analyses that follow, we analyze only respondents who reported being registered to vote and indicated an intention to vote for Biden or Trump (coded as described above). The models include a set of individual-level controls for age, education, race or ethnicity, gender, Hispanic identification, party identification, and the interaction between race and education. The models also include fixed effects for respondents’ state of residence, media market, and the week of the respondent’s interview (since each survey wave took place over a week). The first group of fixed effects accounts for characteristics of states or media markets that may themselves be correlated with votes for one of the candidates or with the candidates’ decisions about whether to advertise in that place. The last set of fixed effects accounts for the potential for attitudes to change over time, regardless of where respondents lived or what ads they could have seen.

The results show little evidence that the overall balance of advertising was associated with vote intentions (model 1 of table A8.4). The same is true if we separate the balance of advertising into measures of pro-Biden and pro-Trump ads (not shown).

The results also show little evidence that advertisements about public safety in the wake of George Floyd’s murder and the ensuing protests affected respondents’ vote intention (table A8.4). Biden’s public safety advertisements appeared to boost his vote share by a small amount: 1,000 additional public safety ads were associated with an increase in his vote share of 0.03, or three-hundredths of a percentage point. But Trump’s ads about public safety had no perceptible effect on people’s decisions to vote for him; this effect was no different from the near-zero effect of his other advertising during this period.

As a placebo test, we investigated whether ads aired after the respondent’s date of interview also affected their vote choice, something that should be impossible. Finding no effects for ads aired after the respondent was interviewed provides confidence that significant effects found for ads aired before the interview date are not being driven by candidates’ expectations about their vote share, which would lead them to advertise more in places where they were already ahead. Placebo tests produced no statistically significant relationship between vote intention and public safety (or other) advertising. This provides some confirmation that the small relationship between Biden’s public safety advertising and vote intentions is not spurious.




TABLE A8.4. Models of the Relationship between Campaign Advertising and Vote Intentions, June–November 2020



	
	
Model 1


	
	
Model 2


	
	
Model 3


	
	
Model 4





	
(all ads)


	
	
(all ads)


	
	
(public safety)


	
	
(public safety placebo)







	
Balance of ads in past week


	
	
0.003


	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
(0.003)


	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Biden ads in past week


	
	
	
	
0.002


	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
(0.003)


	
	
	
	



	
Trump ads in past week


	
	
	
	
0.002


	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
(0.006)


	
	
	
	



	
Biden public safety in past week


	
	
	
	
	
	
0.033


	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
(0.010)


	
	



	
Trump public safety ads in past week


	
	
	
	
	
	
0.004


	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
(0.007)


	
	



	
Biden all other ads in past week


	
	
	
	
	
	
−0.003


	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
(0.004)


	
	



	
Trump all other ads in past week


	
	
	
	
	
	
0.0004


	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
(0.008)


	
	



	
Biden public safety in next week


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
0.008





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
(0.011)





	
Trump public safety ads in next week


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
0.004





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
(0.007)





	
Biden all other ads in next week


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
−0.002





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
(0.004)





	
Trump all other ads in next week


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
0.0004





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
(0.008)





	
Individual-level controls


	
	
Yes


	
	
Yes


	
	
Yes


	
	
Yes





	
State fixed effects


	
	
Yes


	
	
Yes


	
	
Yes


	
	
Yes





	
Media market fixed effects


	
	
Yes


	
	
Yes


	
	
Yes


	
	
Yes





	
Survey wave fixed effects


	
	
Yes


	
	
Yes


	
	
Yes


	
	
Yes





	
N


	
	
92,130


	
	
92,130


	
	
92,130


	
	
90,183





	
Cell entries are least squares regression coefficients, with standard errors in parentheses. The dependent variables are coded so that 1 indicates an intention to vote for Biden and 0 an intention to vote for Trump. The advertising measures are denominated in 1,000 of ad airings.





	
Source: Kantar Media and The Democracy Fund + Nationscape Project.










RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN VOTE CHOICE AND VIEWS OF THE POLICE AND BLACK LIVES MATTER, 2016–20

To assess the relationship between views of the police and vote choice, we rely on VOTER Survey interviews conducted with the same respondents in November 2016 and September 2020. In both waves of interviewing, respondents were asked to rate the police and Black Lives Matter (BLM) on a 0–100 scale, where 100 equals the most favorable feeling. We rescaled this to the 0–1 interval. Respondents were also asked whom they voted for in the 2016 presidential election and whom they intended to vote for in the 2020 election. We coded those variables into a dichotomy (1 = Clinton/Biden, 0 = Trump).

We estimated regression models of both 2020 vote intention and 2020 attitudes toward the police or BLM. Each model includes a lagged value of the dependent variable as well as the 2016 value of the other variable. For example, the model of 2020 vote intention includes 2016 vote intention and 2016 attitudes toward the police or BLM. Table A8.5 presents the results.

The results show a very strong relationship between 2016 and 2020 voting behavior. There is, however, a small and statistically insignificant relationship between 2020 vote intention and 2016 police attitudes, suggesting that people’s prior view of the police did not affect any changes in voting behavior over this period. By contrast, 2020 views of the police were less strongly related to 2016 values (b = 0.653), largely because of the changes between the two interviews. These changes were related to 2016 vote choice: relative to Trump voters, Clinton voters’ views of the police were about 16 points lower on the 0–100 scale (b = −0.159).




TABLE A8.5. Models of the Relationships between Presidential Vote Choice and Views of the Police and Black Lives Matter, 2016 and 2020



	
	
	
2020 Vote intention


	
	
2020 Views of the police







	
2016 Vote choice


	
	
0.939


	
	
−0.149





	
$$(1 = Clinton, 0 = Trump)


	
	
(0.007)


	
	
(0.007)





	
2016 Views of the police


	
	
−0.013


	
	
0.610





	
	
	
(0.014)


	
	
(0.015)





	
N


	
	
	
2,998


	



	
	
	
2020 Vote intention


	
	
2020 Views of BLM





	
2016 Vote choice


	
	
0.896


	
	
0.359





	
$$(1 = Clinton, 0 = Trump)


	
	
(0.009)


	
	
(0.010)





	
2016 Views of the BLM


	
	
0.080


	
	
0.545





	
	
	
(0.013)


	
	
(0.014)





	
N


	
	
	
2,830


	



	
Cell entries are coefficients from least squares regression models, with standard errors in parentheses.





	
Source: VOTER Survey.








A similar pattern emerges for vote choice and views of BLM. There is a statistically significant relationship between 2020 vote choice and 2016 views of BLM (b = 0.08), but it is much smaller than the relationship between 2020 views of BLM and 2016 vote choice (b = 0.359).

People’s partisan predispositions appear to have affected their views of the police and BLM much more than their views of the police or BLM affected their vote choice in 2020.

APPENDIX TO CHAPTER 9

Figures A9.1 and A9.2 report the results of the revealed importance experiment carried out in a separate Nationscape survey conducted from January 21 to February 3, 2021. The results show that Democrats and Republicans disagreed about voting by mail but both prioritized it. Republicans also prioritized voter identification, which most favored. Democrats, fewer of whom favored voter identification, prioritized it less.


[image: This device does not support SVG]
Figure A9.1.

Revealed Importance of Political Issues among Democrats. Source: Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape Survey, January 21–February 3, 2021.



[image: This device does not support SVG]
Figure A9.2.

Revealed Importance of Political Issues among Republicans. Source: Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape Survey, January 21–February 3, 2021.
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