
 
 
 

 

 1 

 
 

 
The National Populist Illusion: Why Culture, Not 

Economics, Drives American Politics 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

George Hawley* and Richard Hanania+ 
 

Center for the Study of Partisanship and Ideology 
 

Report No. 1 
 

November 30, 2020 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
* Associate Professor, University of Alabama; Research Fellow, Center for the Study of Partisanship and Ideology. 
+ President, Center for the Study of Partisanship and Ideology. 



 
 
 

 

 2 

Summary 
 
During the Trump presidency, some of the most interesting and innovative thinking on the center 
right has come from writers and politicians sometimes called “national populists.” This group 
challenges Republican orthodoxy on questions of economics and suggests that a new policy 
agenda, focused more on working-class concerns, could realign the U.S. electorate. We consider 
the plausibility of their claims, examining the relevant scholarly literature and recent trends 
among voters. The data show that most voters who supported Trump were overwhelmingly 
driven by cultural rather than economic concerns. This implies that the national populist vision is 
unlikely to provide major electoral gains for the Republican Party. Trump’s popularity among his 
supporters suffered very little due to his governing mostly as a conventional Republican 
politician, and those of his party who have adopted more redistributive voting patterns in 
Congress in recent years have not realized resulting gains at the ballot box. In fact, the American 
public gave Trump higher marks on the economy than any other major issue, contradicting the 
claim that more free market economic policies create an electoral cost. We also note that 
continuity with previous trends, rather than electoral realignment, was the norm in recent 
election cycles, meaning that the idea that there has been a major shift towards Republicans 
becoming the “working class party” is mostly a myth. Republican success in the future will 
depend on the party speaking to the cultural, rather than economic, concerns of its voters, 
whether symbolically or in more tangible terms. This can mean championing issues that 
Republicans have ignored in recent years like opposition to affirmative action, in addition to 
facilitating the kind of backlash politics towards cultural liberalism among non-white voters that 
has worked so well among whites in recent decades.  Economic policies that seek to address 
working-class concerns but hinder overall growth can alienate both voters and donors for little 
gain. 
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Following President Trump’s victory 
in the 2016 presidential primaries, many 
voices on the American right began arguing 
that the Republican Party, and the 
conservative movement that provides its 
ideas, had lost their way. Trump handily 
defeated a large and seemingly formidable 
field in the primaries, and subsequently 
defied expectations by triumphing over 
Hillary Clinton, winning many states long 
thought to be solidly Democratic. Trump 
won these victories while rejecting key 
aspects of the conservative movement’s 
policy program, especially those related to 
economics. Trump’s impressive showing 
among non-Hispanic whites without college 
degrees provided some credibility to former 
Trump advisor Steve Bannon’s claim that 
the 2016 campaign “turned the Republican 
Party into a working-class party.”1 

This led to some soul-searching by 
conservative intellectuals, journalists, and 
political leaders. Most leading conservatives 
were quick to distance themselves from the 
most lowbrow elements of “Trumpism.” 
Some, however, also believed that the 
candidate was tapping into something 
important that previous Republicans had 
missed. Perhaps a GOP more invested in 
alleviating working-class anxieties really 
could enjoy a major electoral windfall. 

After Trump’s victory, as these 
conservatives sought to reverse engineer an 
intellectually coherent political philosophy 
that could provide support for the Trump 
administration, many focused on economic 
concerns, concluding that populism 
represented a viable path forward for the 
right. One of this report’s co-authors was 
among the voices claiming that Trump’s 
victory represented a repudiation of the 
conservative movement’s economic agenda, 
and explicitly argued in 2017 that Trump 

could only be successful if he pursued 
populist policies.2 

With Trump’s loss in 2020, some 
conservatives may be tempted to view the 
last four years as an aberration, and 
conclude that, given the president’s defeat at 
the ballot box, Trumpism is dead, and the 
center right can and should return to its 
previous talking points and policy agenda. 
Other conservatives, however, remain 
convinced that there are elements of 
Trump’s 2016 presidential campaign that 
remain viable and should be incorporated 
into a new, forward-thinking agenda for the 
center right. In particular, they want to 
revive those aspects of Trump’s successful 
presidential run that broke with conservative 
economic orthodoxy. From this perspective, 
Trump won the 2016 election precisely 
because of his populist economic agenda: 
trade protectionism, a promise of new 
infrastructure projects, and assurances that 
he would safeguard entitlement programs 
like Medicare and Social Security. This 
view also suggests Trump lost his reelection 
bid because he did not follow through on 
those promises, but other Republicans could 
pick up the populist banner and carry it to 
future victories.3 

This new ideology on the right, 
which some call “national populism,” has 
many seemingly attractive features. Most 
notably, it offers the possibility of 
maintaining the Trump electoral coalition, 
and perhaps even expanding it, while 
jettisoning the more controversial and 
polarizing elements of Trump’s presidency. 
Some intellectuals and journalists on the 
political right have always disliked what 
they see as President Trump’s nativism, 
bullying, lies, and eagerness to encourage 
the paranoid fixations and rude behavior of 
his followers. They did, however, think that 
the mainstream conservative movement had 
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long been on the wrong track when it came 
to policy, and believed that Trump’s 
movement could be a catalyst for readjusting 
the Republican Party’s domestic policy 
agenda.  

Several important thinkers have 
sought to create a governing philosophy and 
policy agenda designed to alleviate middle-
America’s many problems. Julius Krein 
founded the highbrow journal American 
Affairs, which has published some of the 
most interesting work of the Trump era. 
Krein has explicitly stated that he has little 
interest in culture war issues, and his vision 
for a populist agenda largely entails 
technocratic issues such as strengthening the 
industrial base of the U.S.4 Oren Cass, the 
founder of American Compass, has been 
similarly energetic during the Trump years, 
promoting an industrial policy that goes 
beyond the conservative movement’s 
supposed doctrinaire obsession with free 
markets. Cass is also a long-time political 
advisor who has worked with Republicans 
such as Senator Marco Rubio of Florida.5 

Other prominent voices have argued 
that the Democrats have suffered declining 
support because they abandoned bread-and-
butter, working-class economic concerns in 
favor of boutique identity issues that do not 
resonate with ordinary voters. Tucker 
Carlson of Fox News, for example, has 
made arguments along these lines.6 Senator 
Josh Hawley has similarly said that the 
Republican economic agenda must 
champion the working classes, and break the 
“arrogant aristocracy” with a hold on both 
parties.7 Senator Rubio urges fellow 
Republicans to reject “market 
fundamentalism” and adopt more populist 
stances on issues such as trade lest they lose 
Trump’s voters.8 

With the Trump Administration 
coming to an end after a single term, 

defeated by a moderate Democrat, the policy 
agendas for both major parties are up for 
grabs. More traditional Republicans, who 
never supported President Trump, view his 
defeat as a vindication, and believe the 
Republican Party can return to its previous 
agenda. Republican supporters of economic 
populism, on the other hand, can argue that 
the president’s failure to implement his 2016 
campaign promises sunk his reelection 
prospects. Proponents of both positions have 
reasonable arguments, and both sides still 
deserve a fair hearing.  

Leaving aside the merits of different 
economic policy packages, our question is 
whether any of these arguments are 
congruent with the public opinion literature 
and empirical evidence. To learn the answer, 
we must know whether Trumpism was ever 
really about economics. We conclude that 
talk of a Republican populist coalition 
dominated by working-class voters is 
premature. The data do not indicate a new 
class-based electoral realignment. Racial, 
ethnic, geographic, and religious cleavages 
in the electorate remain more politically 
significant than economic divisions. 
 
Economic Explanations for Trump’s 2016 
Victory 
 

After 2016, there were several 
quantitative studies suggesting there was an 
economic dimension to Trump’s political 
success. Most of their conclusions have 
turned out to be misleading. For example, 
after analyzing the geographic distribution 
of Trump’s support in the 2016 Iowa 
caucuses, Jeff Guo noted in The Washington 
Post that Trump had stronger support in 
poorer counties that were losing population. 
Trump had particularly strong showings in 
counties where the death rate for middle-
aged whites was high.9 After Super Tuesday, 
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Guo showed that this trend was not limited 
to Iowa. He found the same tendency in all 
states that provided county-level primary 
election data. Guo concluded, “We still don't 
know what exactly is causing middle-aged 
white death rates to rise, but it seems that 
Donald Trump has adeptly channeled this 
white suffering into political support.”10 

Political commentator Andrew 
Sullivan similarly wrote, after the 
Republicans seemed to overperform in 
November’s elections, that while “Trump” 
was gone, “Trumpism” lived on in the GOP 
and as a political force.11 According to 
Charles Murray, a fellow at the American 
Enterprise Institute and a critic of Trump, 
economic social trends were a main cause of 
Trump’s unexpected rise. He suggested that 
while racism and xenophobia may have 
motivated many Trump voters, this was not 
the entire story: 

 
But the central truth of Trumpism as 
a phenomenon is that the entire 
American working class has 
legitimate reasons to be angry at the 
ruling class. During the past half-
century of economic growth, 
virtually none of the rewards have 
gone to the working class. The 
economists can supply caveats and 
refinements to that statement, but the 
bottom line is stark: The real family 
income of people in the bottom half 
of the income distribution hasn’t 
increased since the late 1960s.12 
 
This point about stagnating incomes 

is potentially important. Although many 
aggregate numbers for the U.S. economy 
suggest that the nation has been generally 
well off, other data demonstrate real 
economic problems. The U.S. economy has 
grown enormously over recent decades, as 

has the average productivity of American 
workers, but that growth has not translated 
into wages that have kept pace for most 
Americans.13 Trump’s strong performance 
among whites without a college degree 
seems to further reinforce the claim that 
economic anxiety drove his popularity. 

Measuring changes in economic 
well-being over the course of several 
decades is challenging, as conclusions will 
differ according to the measure used.14 
Academic debates about how well-off 
Americans are today compared to the distant 
past are largely beside the point. Perceptions 
matter more than objective reality. 
Regardless of which measure of living 
standards is most reflective of real economic 
well-being, large percentages of Americans 
feel that the days of consistent upward 
mobility are over. This is especially true for 
young people. A 2016 poll of Millennials 
asked whether the “American Dream” was 
alive or dead for them personally.15 Among 
Americans between the ages of 18 and 29, 
48 percent declared that it was “dead,” 
including 61 percent of that group that 
supported Trump.  

As further evidence that it was 
economic anxiety rather than cultural issues 
driving Trumpism, one could note that 
Trump’s victory was, in part, explained by 
new Republican voters who had previously 
supported Democrats – including President 
Obama. The fact that these voters had 
recently voted for the nation’s first African 
American president provided prima facie 
evidence that their votes were not 
predominantly inspired by racial anxieties. 
Furthermore, in contrast to doomsayers who 
insisted that Trump’s victory represented a 
sharp turn toward racial prejudice in the 
American electorate, polling data indicated 
that white Americans had been becoming, 
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on average, progressively less prejudiced in 
the years leading up to 2016. 
 

The Triumph of Cultural Explanations 
 

Since the 2016 election, social 
scientists have devoted an extraordinary 
amount of effort towards explaining 
President Trump’s surprise victory. They 
have consistently found that racial or 
cultural explanations for Trump’s win are 
supported by more evidence than the 
alternatives. 

It is true that white racial attitudes 
have become more progressive on most 
issues over the last decade.16 However, the 
movement has been primarily among white 
Democrats; although Republicans have not 
become more progressive, they have not 
become, on average, more prejudiced.17 The 
claim that racial attitudes could not have 
been the motivation of Obama voters that 
switched to Trump may nonetheless be 
incorrect. Racial attitudes were just less 
salient in 2012 than in 2016.18 In other 
words, the people who switched support 
from Democrat to Republican did have more 
conservative racial attitudes than other 
Democrats in 2012, but those attitudes were 
less relevant to their vote choice that year. 
In the 2016 election, racial attitudes were 
more activated and relevant to vote choice, 
likely due to Trump’s taking up the 
immigration issue and running as an 
unapologetic opponent of political 
correctness.  

Other scholars have thus confirmed 
that racial and immigration attitudes, rather 
than economic views, explained some 
Obama voters backing Trump in 2016.19 
Although economic insecurity may have 
played some role in President Trump’s 
success, it was a small part of the story; 
skepticism about large-scale immigration 

was unquestionably a stronger predictor of 
support for the president.20 The fact that 
Trump performed well among whites of 
lower social status may also be misleading, 
as this group also had a very low turnout 
rate in 2016. According to some measures, a 
majority of Trump’s support came from 
whites in the class distribution’s top half.21 
The question of whether economic anxiety 
prompted support for Trump is also more 
complicated than many national populists 
suggest. Many Trump supporters were 
primarily motivated by the fear of declining 
group status resulting from demographic 
change, rather than more conventional 
pocketbook concerns.22 The idea that voters 
supported Trump’s immigration 
restrictionist agenda for cultural or racial 
reasons, rather than economic insecurity, is 
reinforced by similar research on right-wing 
populism in Europe.23  

The data showing that Trump 
performed especially well in many places 
suffering economic decline were also 
correct. However, the fact that poorer 
counties disproportionately supported 
Trump is not proof that Trump’s supporters 
were disproportionately poor. It may be 
inappropriate to use a single, nationwide 
measure of income to determine a person’s 
relative affluence, as different cities, states, 
and regions vary wildly in their cost of 
living.24 A six-figure income in San 
Francisco will lead to a very different 
standard of living than a similar income in 
rural Missouri. Although Trump supporters 
did not tend to be wealthy by national 
standards in 2016, they were typically the 
more affluent people living in their ZIP 
codes. Furthermore, although Trump 
performed well among the white working 
class, this was simply a continuation of 
trends that predated his entry into politics. In 
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other words, this is a group that Republicans 
have been consolidating for decades.25 

There is an additional problem with 
the claim that Trump’s support was driven 
by his economic populist promises. As 
pointed out by Aaron Sibarium, writing for 
the American Compass, Trump largely 
failed to implement the policy agenda he 
promoted during the 2016 campaign, yet 
most of his voters maintained their high 
level of support.26 During the first two years 
of his term, President Trump largely 
deferred to the Republican-controlled 
Congress on matters of domestic policy.27 
His most significant domestic legislative 
accomplishment created tax cuts for 
individuals and corporations that 
disproportionately favored the rich. The 
Trump administration supported an 
attempted rollback of the Affordable Care 
Act that would have made major cuts in 
Medicaid, significantly gutting the social 
safety net without putting forward anything 
to replace it. These failures to follow 
through on economic populism did not 
apparently hinder the president’s approval 
with his base. Shortly before the 2020 
general election, polling indicated that a 
majority of Americans either strongly or 
somewhat approved of Trump’s handling of 
the economy.28 There are many possible 
explanations for Trump’s loss, but the 
evidence that his economic policy 
commitments were the culprit appears weak. 

Following the 2020 presidential 
election, Senator Rubio was repeating what 
had become a kind of conventional wisdom 
on the right when he declared that the 
Republicans could become “a multiethnic, 
multiracial, working-class party.”29 The 
2020 election seemed to show the 
emergence of new political cleavages 
because the electorate was less racially 
polarized than it was in previous presidential 

elections. President Trump increased his 
share of the minority vote compared to 
2016, but lost support from non-Hispanic 
whites. Furthermore, as had been the case in 
2016, President Trump performed very well 
among white voters without a college 
degree, suggesting the generalization of the 
Republicans as the party of the rich and 
white was no longer valid. An examination 
of the 2020 exit polls conducted by CNN, 
however, does not provide strong evidence 
of a class-based realignment in voting.30 
Trump carried voters without a college 
degree by only two points. Biden won a 
majority of the votes from people making 
less than $100,000 per year; Trump won a 
majority of those making more. The 
relationship between income and 
presidential vote choice furthermore does 
not appear linear. Biden beat Trump in the 
lowest income group, but performed slightly 
better among those making between $50,000 
and $100,000 per year.  

The biggest divides in vote choice in 
the U.S. remain between demographic 
groups not defined exclusively by 
economics–that is by race, ethnicity, and 
religion instead, in addition to those of 
differing cultural attitudes. Whereas 58 
percent of non-Hispanic white voters 
supported Trump in 2020, he only earned 26 
percent of the minority vote. Although the 
latter represents an improvement for Trump 
compared to 2016, it still indicates high 
levels of racial polarization in voting. 
Religion also remains a major cleavage. 
Sixty percent of Protestants supported 
Trump, compared to just 31% of those with 
no religious affiliation. Cultural differences 
therefore remain a crucial fault line in 
American politics. Furthermore, if there is 
one party presently situated to be the long-
term home of working-class voters, it is the 
Democrats. We have witnessed some 
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movement in a handful of demographic 
groups when it comes to vote choice, but for 
the last several election cycles we have seen 
more continuity than drastic change.31 

Two figures below show what 
happens when we compare theories of 
voting based on socio-economic status to 
those based on identity and demographic 
variables in determining support for 
President Trump.32 Figure 1 shows how the  

probability of voting Trump in 2016 
changed based on income and attitudes 
towards immigration among white 
Americans. Among those who were most 
accepting of immigration, fewer than 10% 
were Trump voters, compared to over 80% 
among whites most opposed to immigration. 
The impacts of income are barely noticeable 
in the data. 

                                                                               Figure 1 
  
Figure 2 shows how white Americans 
responded to a question about how warmly 
they felt about then-candidate Trump, given 
during the 2016 Republican primaries, based 
on a regression that included variables 
related to various attitudes, identity 
categories, and socio-economic status. As 
can be seen, cultural attitudes in the form of 
feelings towards political correctness, 
immigration, and white identity, have the 
largest effects. Next come demographic 

variables, that is, an individual’s sex, age, 
and religion. Finally, there is education, and 
then income, which has for all practical 
purposes zero discernible effect. 
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                           Figure 2 
 
 

Economic Theories of Voting 
 
 Political scientists have long debated 
the role of economic evaluations in vote 
choice and party identification. No scholars 
question whether economic indicators 
influence election outcomes–they obviously 
do. The question is how voters are swayed 
by macroeconomic conditions and economic 
policies. Do voters decide based on changes 
to their own economic circumstances 
(“pocketbook” or “egotropic” voting),33 or 
are they looking at the nation’s overall 
economic trajectory, regardless of their 
personal financial situation (“sociotropic” 
voting).34 Are economic voters making 
decisions based on the most recent economic 
developments, punishing or rewarding 
incumbents based on economic 
performance,35 or are they looking toward 
the future, voting for the candidate or party 
they think is most likely to boost the 
economy?36 Early scholarship on voting and 

economics assumed that voters were 
fundamentally self-interested, making 
decisions according to their own economic 
portfolios. However, empirical studies of 
voter behavior have found only modest 
evidence for this claim.37 It appears that 
perceptions about the overall health of the 
economy are stronger predictors of vote 
choice. 
 If voters respond to macroeconomic 
trends, which measures do they use to make 
their decisions? Income inequality, though 
an important subject, does not appear to 
have a strong effect on elections or to be a 
primary cause of political polarization.38 
There is some evidence that inflation can 
influence election outcomes, but this may 
vary by which party is in office.39 There is 
also evidence that unemployment can 
influence elections, but only Republicans 
suffer when unemployment is high. In other 
words, such results are not consistent across 
studies, and one should not put too much 
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stock in such measures as fundamentally 
driving election results. The overall level of 
growth, however, has important 
consequences for an incumbent’s chances of 
winning reelection, both in the U.S. and 
abroad.40 

Trump’s strength on the economy in 
2020 can be tied to strong fundamentals, 
with a majority of Americans saying that 
their economic situation improved under his 
presidency.41 It is less obvious that specific 
policies matter, aside from their relationship 
to subsequent economic developments. Do 
voters make decisions based on economic 
policy? There is some debate about whether 
most issues matter much at all when it 
comes to vote choice. Most political 
scientists agree that issues do matter for at 
least some voters.42 However, voters are also 
strongly influenced by their partisan 
identities.43 Partisan attachments have such a 
strong influence on voters that some will 
actually change their policy preferences to 
align them with their party.44 Economic 
policies, as such, may not have much 
influence on vote choice. 
 The degree to which issues shape 
vote choice is largely dependent upon the 
degree to which voters know about and 
understand the issues involved. Some 
aspects of government are easier for 
ordinary voters to make sense of than others. 
When considering the possibility of issue 
voting, it is important to distinguish between 
“easy” and “hard” issues.45 Easy issues, the 
kind that can determine vote choice, are 
typically symbolic, rather than technical. 
They are also usually about the ends of a 
policy, rather than the means. Abortion is an 
example of an easy issue that can determine 
vote choice. Desegregation was another, 
back when it was part of the political debate. 
Most aspects of economic policy, however, 
tend to be more complex than the typical 

voter can follow. They may notice if their 
tax burden goes down, or if they start 
benefiting from a new government program. 
Specific groups with a concentrated interest 
in a policy debate will notice if they are 
helped or harmed by policies–farmers are a 
notable example of this. However, the kinds 
of technocratic, byzantine policies promoted 
by the smartest national populists are not 
likely to garner much interest from the 
electorate. Their policy proposals may be 
sound, but they will probably not inspire a 
mass movement or change electoral 
outcomes. 
 This is not to say that politicians can 
implement any policies they want without 
fear of reprisals. There is a broad consensus 
in the American electorate about what kinds 
of economic policies are acceptable. Among 
both Republicans and Democrats, there is 
overwhelming support for a system we can 
call “welfare capitalism.”46 A typical 
Republican or Democrat supports a 
regulated free market, combined with a 
robust welfare state and longstanding 
entitlement programs such as Social 
Security and Medicare. This means that both 
socialism and economic libertarianism are 
political non-starters. Within that 
framework, however, policymakers have a 
lot of leeway. Voters mostly do not 
understand the specifics of economic policy, 
nor are they likely to realize it when a 
member of Congress breaks with the party 
line on an issue, and this is even true of 
voters with above-average levels of political 
knowledge.47 They are especially unlikely to 
understand or care about trade policy,48 
arguably the national populists’ signature 
issue. Voters do, however, keep tabs on 
economic results, and will punish incumbent 
parties that fail to deliver prosperity. 
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Do Republican Economic Moderates 
Perform Better? 

 
 Proponents of the national populist 
agenda argue that Republicans have been 
too dogmatic in their commitment to free-
market solutions to economic challenges. 
Tax cuts and further deregulation may not 
be the solution to every problem. Here we 
do not argue the merits of any set of 
economic policies. We instead want to know 
if Republicans that break with their party on 
economic issues enjoy an electoral windfall. 
To consider this question, we look at the 
voting records of Republican members of 
Congress. We then see whether those 
members that deviate from the party line 
most frequently enjoy dividends at the ballot 
box. 

If breaking with GOP orthodoxy was 
a winning electoral strategy, we would 
expect Republican politicians who do so to 
achieve more political success than those 
who do not in their districts or state. Thus, 
we carried out a regression in which we 
investigated whether economic moderation 
predicts how a Senator or House 
Representative does in a reelection 
campaign, controlling for  
Trump 2016 share in the relevant geographic 
area (states for senators, districts for House 

members). Economic ideology is measured 
by the ideological score of the first 
dimension of Nokken-Poole in the 
congressional session before the relevant 
election, with a higher number indicating 
more of a free market orientation.49 We 
carry out this analysis for every Senator and 
member of Congress who ran for reelection 
in 2016 or 2018, excluding districts in which 
there was no GOP incumbent running, 
where candidates ran unopposed or against a 
main opponent who was third party, or in 
which district boundaries were changed. 
Figure 3 presents a visualization of the data. 
The x-axis shows the Nokken-Poole first 
dimension score for each incumbent, and the 
y-axis shows Trump’s vote share in the 
matching state or district.50 Color is the 
incumbent vote share. 
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.  

                         Figure 3. Republican incumbent success based on economic ideology score, 2016 and 2018. 
 

As can be seen, candidates running 
in states and districts where Trump did 
better in 2016 themselves received a higher 
share of the vote in their reelection bids, 
which is why the colors of the datapoints are 
distinct near the top of the graph. The 
correlation between Trump margin and 
candidate margin is high, at 0.79 (p < .001). 
Yet going from left to right shows no 
relationship between ideological score and 
incumbent vote share in either direction. In 
other words, if you know how a district or 
state voted in the 2016 presidential election, 
you know something about how well a 
representative or senator did in a reelection 
bid in 2016 or 2018. At the same time, 

knowing how that politician voted on 
economic issues in the period before the 
election had no predictive value at all once 
the Trump 2016 margin was taken into 
account.  
  The non-existent link we find 
between legislator economic ideology and 
future electoral success is not surprising. 
The typical American voter possesses 
limited levels of political knowledge and is 
not especially ideological.51 We would 
therefore not expect voters to be aware of 
how much a particular member of Congress 
diverges from the party norm. The corollary 
to this view is that adopting more 
economically moderate positions is unlikely 
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to have much of an impact for most 
politicians.  
 

Conclusion 
 

 The United States faces several 
economic challenges in the years ahead. We 
encourage policy makers to be creative and 
think beyond twentieth century conservative 
and liberal talking points and agenda items 
that may be increasingly anachronistic. 
However, we also believe in maintaining a 
sober and dispassionate mindset when 
considering the political implications of a 
policy agenda. Based on our analysis of the 
data and literature, we consider it 
implausible that the national populist 
economic agenda, especially one divorced 
from the “culture war” aspects of Trumpism, 
can provide a new surge in Republican 
support in future elections. 
 Although he lost his reelection bid, 
President Trump performed unexpectedly 
well in 2020, given the deadly Covid-19 
pandemic that swept the U.S. in the final 
year of his presidency. Trump lost the 
popular vote by a significant margin, but he 
and Joe Biden were extremely close in many 
important states, putting him within striking 
distance of another Electoral College 
victory. Because of the closeness of the race, 
one can reasonably speculate that, in the 
absence of the pandemic and the related 
economic contraction, Trump may have 
been the favorite in the election, despite 
failing to live up to his populist promises. It 
is additionally notable that Republicans 
further down the ballot performed quite well 
in 2020. Democrats hoping for a “blue 
wave” that would reinforce their majority in 
the House of Representatives, give them 
firm control of the Senate, and deliver them 
state legislatures in time for the next round 
of redistricting, were disappointed. 

Republicans enjoyed this down-ballot 
success despite running mostly as 
conventional conservatives, rather than 
national populists. 
 We encourage innovative thinking 
when it comes to policy, and agree that 
political parties and politicians should not be 
bound by ideological shibboleths. While the 
national populist wing of the conservative 
movement has exhibited energy and 
creativity, a major realignment of working-
class voters into the Republican ranks is 
unlikely in the near future, even if the party 
shifts its economic priorities to the center or 
left. We furthermore suggest that, when it 
comes to economics, the most politically 
advantageous policies for Republicans will 
be those that result in high levels of growth 
and low levels of unemployment–whether or 
not those policies can be reasonably 
described as “populist.” To the extent that 
economic policy specifics matter, it would 
make more sense to advocate simple 
programs that clearly help people, such as 
direct payments to families, than more 
complicated plans that set out to redesign 
the economy. 
 For the most part, Republican voters 
support their party not because of what it 
can deliver economically, but for cultural 
reasons. To a large extent, the Republicans 
may simply benefit from not being 
Democrats, a party that has moved far to the 
left in recent years on identity issues.52 One 
recent study showed white Americans 
turning against a Democratic candidate in 
large numbers if she talked about white 
privilege, with no impact based on whether 
or not she presented herself as a moderate or 
more extreme on economic issues.53  

Many aspects of the liberal social 
agenda remain wildly unpopular. Even 
voters in California rejected affirmative 
action by a decisive margin in a November 
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referendum, despite Republicans no longer 
talking about or running on this issue, and 
the conservative side being significantly 
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gender politics. Polls indicated that the 
“gender gap” in 2020 was larger among 
Hispanics than any other racial category.55 
While a “gender gap” is usually seen as 
more problematic for the side that is doing 
worse with women, increasing gender 
polarization among Latinos worked to 
Republicans’ advantage in 2020, as any 
losses among women were more than made 
up for by gains among men. Analyzing what 
“went right” with regards to winning over 
Hispanic men, and to a lesser extent women, 
can probably give a better guide to future 
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