
[image: Party of the People: Inside the Multiracial Populist Coalition Remaking the GOP, by Patrick Ruffini. I Voted.]



[image: Party of the People: Inside the Multiracial Populist Coalition Remaking the GOP, by Patrick Ruffini. Simon & Schuster. New York | London | Toronto | Sydney | New Delhi.]




To Maggie




FOREWORD

Culturally, you would not peg me as an enthusiast for populist realignment. I grew up in Greenwich, Connecticut, the hometown of George H. W. Bush and a place synonymous with the East Coast Republican establishment. Most of my early career in politics was spent working for his son, the forty-third president, who today has come to represent everything the Republican party—my party—is not. In the spring of 2015, though, the turn the party would take wasn’t yet clear. Republicans were out of power for eight years, and it seemed like their turn to win the next election in 2016. This expectation drew a historically large field of sixteen candidates. Then Donald Trump joined the race. At first I was amused. Then, watching Trump surge ahead in the polls, I was horrified. Trump’s boorishness and profanity seemed likely to hand the election to Hillary Clinton on a silver platter. Following Trump’s initial primary victories, some Republican friends and I went all in on a last-ditch Super PAC to stop Trump, pushing strategic voting either for Ted Cruz or John Kasich. Neither was my cup of tea, but at this point, it had to be anyone-but-Trump. We had successes here and there, for instance, helping in Trump’s defeat in the Wisconsin primary. But if I’m being honest, even then I recognized it was too little, too late. After Trump’s victory in the primaries, a feeling of dejection set in. The party had just blown the election before it had even started. We shuttered the PAC and sent the remaining funds to a set of non-Trumpy Republicans we hoped would be left to hold the line against a now-inevitable Clinton presidency. My objections to Trump were about more than one election. He threatened to do lasting damage to the ability to advance important conservative causes, needlessly antagonizing Hispanic voters, the fastest growing group within the electorate and a group Republicans desperately needed to win in the America of the future.

I turned out to be wrong about the 2016 election. A lot of us were, and so I committed to spend the next few years listening and learning. This book is the result of that effort.

I work as a pollster. Understanding where the voters stand is my job. And like others in the field, I had egg on my face after 2016. It’s not that I completely discounted the probability of a Trump victory. I put the chances at 20 percent the weekend before the election. My polling had shown that even if he didn’t win, the swing voter still gravitated toward his cultural views on issues like immigration—in retrospect, a harbinger of hidden support. Yet, throughout most of the election cycle, a Trump victory seemed unthinkable to me. My mistake was in substituting my own personal passions and biases—as the quintessential suburban, college-educated voter—for a neutral, clear-eyed assessment of who the actual demographic majority in America was and where they stood.

Trumpism has certainly had its costs: coarsening the public debate, damaging the Republican brand in the suburbs, and driving decent and respectable Republicans from public service. These exiles are often called the “normal” Republicans—itself a sign that we are still in denial. Yes, Trump’s behavior in office was highly abnormal. But by any definition, the almost 90 percent of Republicans who supported the president of their own party were the ones acting normally, not the few holdouts like me wildly overrepresented inside the Beltway. Trump not only won the 2016 election when I predicted he wouldn’t. He had done so in a way that not even our heroes—Ronald Reagan and both Bushes—could manage, running up historic margins among working-class voters and undermining the Democrats’ historic claim to be the party of the workingman and -woman. We were not as surprised by the outcome of the 2020 election—Joe Biden won an election he was widely expected to—but the margin was much closer than anticipated. And the reason we came within a hair of a second Trump term was an unexpected surge of nonwhite voters—particularly Hispanic voters—his way. Suddenly, the new Republican populist coalition was a multiracial one. This was not at all what I had expected in 2016 when I fretted about Trump throwing away the Hispanic vote for a generation.

The levelheaded, majority-building realist in me had very mixed feelings about all this. I won’t recite all that I find distasteful about Donald Trump: the reasons have been endlessly recounted for eight years everywhere else, not least in the private conversations of Republican elected officials. But Trump was also accomplishing a goal I had dedicated a big part of my career to—one that the “normal” Republicans had failed to achieve—rallying working-class people and minorities in a political coalition that punched above its weight in the fight for 270 electoral votes.

Reflecting on the 2016 experience, I began to realize that my background and life experiences themselves were the problem. They had blinded me to an accurate understanding of the American electorate, especially the Republican electorate, and most especially the new Republican electorate. I only saw the swing voters that might be repulsed by Trump, not those drawn to him. And it was all because of a fatal, reality-blinding flaw I shared with almost everyone in politics and the media: I graduated from college.

Education was the key dividing line in 2016. Especially among white voters, the non-college majority trended toward Trump, and the college-educated minority trended toward Clinton or third-party candidates. And if we were being honest, myself and those in my peer group were unable to see objectively what was happening because the trend was happening to us. Virtually no one in our group possessed the demographic characteristics that would let them see the appeal of Trump’s blunt-talking style. A college diploma, the most basic prerequisite for working at high levels in politics and the news media, was the very thing that blinded the elite to Trump’s appeal and hobbled those who wished to stop him.

This blind spot was not only an affliction of the liberal Beltway media. A certain squishiness on cultural issues undergirded the entire Republican establishment. For us, fire-breathing cultural rhetoric was a necessary but unpleasant price to pay for the ultimate objective: electing candidates who would supercharge the economy through faster growth, less regulation, and lower taxes. This version of the official Republican Party—highly educated, higher income, metropolitan, above all concerned with questions of strategy and electability—is now widely recognized as being on its last legs. But what is less well understood is that this was never the party’s true identity to begin with. The establishment was only able to exert the control that it did thanks to a like-minded set of candidates and the weakness of the populist alternatives up to that point. In a country where a majority had not graduated from college, in a party where more and more of the voters did not graduate, rule by a consultant class that did not look like its voters was someday bound to collapse.

In the wake of this collapse, it would be easy to issue a jaded call for elites to understand “the real America,” with reporting trips to diners in West Virginia and such. But the challenge is in many ways more profound. It is not merely one of considering the views of voters outside the Beltway, but of nullifying a set of beliefs indigenous to college-educated professionals who live and breathe politics—in both parties. And what are these beliefs? They boil down to being further to the left on social and cultural issues than the members of our respective parties are. This is not a problem specific to political professionals, but is a condition common to most college graduates. For Democratic elites, it’s the recent fashion for identity politics, including the use of terms like “Latinx” that Hispanics themselves almost never use. And for Republican elites, it’s a distaste for conservative cultural stances that leads them to run instead on a limited government economic philosophy that the average voter doesn’t understand. When it comes to winning elections, the distinctive worldview of the college graduate often gets in the way.

It was the surprising outcome of the 2020 election that finally pushed me to write this book. Trump’s 2016 victory had been framed by liberals in terms of white racial “resentment,” thanks to his victories among working-class whites. This was never the full story: many of these same Trump-shifting voters had also shifted toward Barack Obama, making him the first Black president. Now, in 2020, the phenomenon known as education polarization—pushing non-graduates right—was expanded to include Hispanic, Asian American, and even Black voters, the most loyal Democratic group. If this trend continues, it would mean the birth of a new party system, replacing the old twentieth-century class divide between the parties—Democrats for the poor and the workers, Republicans for the rich and the professional classes. If this happened, it would signal that race-specific factors that bound nonwhites to the Democratic Party no longer matter as much, a sign of fading racial divides in society at large. With traditional Democratic constituencies voting Republican at higher rates, Democrats would no longer be able to claim the moral high ground as the tribune of workers and marginalized minority groups. The rejection of the left-wing politics of social change by formerly impoverished or discriminated-against groups would also be a sign of their improving lot—a testament to the success of the American Experiment.

Accounts of populist realignment often carry dark undertones, but the story told in these pages is a hopeful one. It is one of strivers rising through the ranks of American society through their own hard work—not looking for a government handout or no longer voting for the party of economic redistribution. The trends that in 2016 seemed to usher in a period of unparalleled racial animosity are, after 2020, pointing the way toward less racially polarized voting—and a less racially polarized society.

Heading into the 2020 election, signs that this might happen were as yet tentative. I explored this possibility in a 2019 paper for the bipartisan States of Change project, which would become the nucleus of this book. If a multiracial realignment happened, I concluded, it would not happen as a repudiation of populism or Trumpism, but as a result of nonwhite voters moving toward them, in much the same way that working-class whites had.

This book seeks to find truth in data: survey data of Americans, precinct results, voter registration records. There are other sources of truth, too, ones often seen in political books. These range from the highly anecdotal—the aforementioned West Virginia–diner style of coverage—to accounts of elite debates, the kind that play out in cleverly worded magazine essays or, less cleverly, in daily Twitter ripostes. These sources often add to our understanding of things. But they also have major shortcomings. Anecdotal reporting tells powerful stories, but is easy to manipulate to drive the narrative the reporter wants. In a closely divided country, it is easy to find anecdotes to support any point of view. All of those stories are ones worth hearing, but without rigorous quantitative analysis, they are not indicative of which side will win out in elections. Relying on the elite narrative is even worse. Elites themselves are an interested party in the story of populist realignment—and the ones on the losing side of it. So I’ve made it a point to focus instead on the data that can credibly say something about what everyone thinks: the polls that give us some insight on the public mood and the election results that serve as the final verdict. The burden of proof is on me to show that this new multiracial populism is not just a curiosity of one or two election cycles, but a logical progression of trends underway for decades, trends not easily undone. Here I hope to draw out the lessons of history, standing on the shoulders of giants whose writings fifty years or more ago foreshadowed our present politics.

Together, the data and the history tell a story. It is a story of an utterly changed electoral landscape being remade by a multiracial working-class coalition, a coalition that gives any party that can capture it the decisive advantage in national elections.

—Patrick Ruffini

Falls Church, Virginia

March 2023




1. PARTY OF THE PEOPLE

Not long ago, the politics of America was the politics of class. This was true not only in the ways politicians spoke, but of the voters they won. In the rhetoric of Democrats in particular, there was no doubt about whose side the party was on. Trailing in the polls, Al Gore revamped a 2000 campaign initially focused on high-tech prosperity with a return to the unreconstructed politics of the workingman and -woman. “We are for the people!” Gore bellowed, sounding like an itinerant preacher. “They are for the powerful!” A technocrat at heart, Gore would prove to be an imperfect populist messenger. But the pivot seemed to work: he went from trailing by double digits to within 537 votes of winning the presidency.

Gore’s rhetoric drew from a deep well: the Democratic Party’s legacy as “the party of the people,” one that went all the way back to its early days in the nineteenth century as the tribune of a humble agrarian class battling the coastal merchant elite. It remained a mainstay of the party through Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal, Harry Truman’s progressive-populist comeback in 1948, Lyndon B. Johnson’s Great Society, and the “I feel your pain” campaigns of Bill Clinton. For much of their history, Democrats were divided on the big social questions of the age, slavery and civil rights among them, but there was no doubt in the people’s mind that they were the party of the common man. This understanding has continued into the modern era. “For us, it is the Democrats that are the party of workers, of the poor, of the weak, and the victimized,” Thomas Frank wrote in his 2004 bestseller, What’s the Matter with Kansas? “Understanding this, we think, is basic; it is part of the ABCs of adulthood.”

This understanding is reflected in public opinion data. The idea that the Democrats were the party of the working class was the electorate’s strongest positive association with it in every election from 1952 through at least 2004. Conversely, the strongest negative association with the Republicans were that they were the party of big business and the rich. This divide was omnipresent just two decades ago. In the 1996 election, Bill Clinton won the lowest-income voters—those making $15,000 a year or less—by 31 points. The highest-income voters went for Republican Bob Dole by 16 points, an income divide of 47 points.

Today, how much money you make no longer dictates how you vote. In the 2020 election, Joe Biden won the poorest voters—those making under $30,000 a year—by eight points, while Biden split the highest-earning voters evenly with Donald Trump—an income divide of just eight points.

A college diploma has replaced income as the new marker of social class and the key dividing line in elections. And the relationship between this new conception of class and partisanship now runs in the opposite direction: the more highly you rank, the more Democratic you vote. This shift has been so strong, so inexorable, that it has whittled down the economic divide that defined twentieth-century politics to practically nothing. Until recently, education polarization has been a white phenomenon. Most of it appeared in the 2016 election, in the starkly different ways that whites with and without degrees processed the Donald Trump candidacy, but it now thoroughly defines every election, regardless of who’s on the ballot.

If politics now feels less like a contest of competing policy ideas, and more like an existential cultural struggle, education polarization is why. Something approaching half of whites now graduate from college, and this near parity between graduates and non-graduates had turned out to be a uniquely potent cultural dividing line. At the end of World War II, only a tiny fraction of young people went to college. Those who did were a narrow elite, and those who didn’t were the country’s mainstream. Today, college graduates represent a much larger elite, and those who don’t are defined, socially and politically, as the working class. This basic divide has defined American politics in the last decade. The choice to finish college and to not finish (or even start) is now the choice that says the most about who you are and what you value in life—between self-actualization in a competitive professional field or an honest day’s work mainly as a way to provide for your family; between acquiring knowledge for its own sake or staying close to the people and places you knew growing up. Among whites, this basic cultural divide translated to a modest political divide in the 2000 election—when the concept of rural red versus urban blue first came into view—and a big one in the 2016 election, when one candidate intuited a path to power that involved making implicit cultural differences between the parties very, very explicit.


Figure 1.1: White Education Polarization, 1980 to 2020

Lean relative to presidential election result for whites, with and without college degrees
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Source: VNS/NEP Exit Polls, 1980–2020



Since a college diploma translates readily to higher incomes, the new education divide has upended the class divides that defined twentieth-century politics. As a result, the Republican Party now has more people in it who are in the bottom half of the income distribution than it ever has, while it bleeds votes among the wealthiest. To be clear, this is happening not because its economic message has changed. Economically, the party remains outwardly committed to free-market economics and deregulation. Despite this, the Republican coalition continues to shed wealthier voters, whom Democrats say are the main beneficiaries of these free-market policies, while adding more votes from the working class. And this included gains from the nonwhite working class in the 2020 election.

The irrelevance of material economic factors in this shift is illustrated in a striking set of numbers from the Cooperative Election Study, a sixty-thousand-person survey conducted each election that enables us to zoom in on specific subgroups of voters. When you divide whites with and without degrees into higher- and lower-income groups, there is practically no difference by income in the vote share received by Trump in the 2020 election. What drives the white vote is education, where there’s a 22-point difference in Trump’s vote share between whites with degrees and whites without—64 percent among those without degrees, just 42 percent among those with. The numbers also make clear that it no longer makes sense to consider white voters as a single political unit. They are only properly understood when divided by college degrees.

Because low-income whites tend to be concentrated mostly in the pro-Trump white working class, the relationship between income and vote choice is fully inverted among whites, with lower-income whites supporting the Republican presidential candidate at higher rates than those with higher incomes. Ohio State political scientist Tom Wood points out that this only became the case recently. In every election going back at least to 1948, through 2012, higher-income white voters always voted more Republican than lower-income ones.


Table 1.1: Income No Longer Matters to White Presidential Vote Choice

Trump-Biden margin by race and family income, with whites divided by education


	 

	White Non-College

	White College

	Black

	Hispanic

	Asian




	Lower Income ($0–$79,999)

	+30%

	–13%

	–80%

	–36%

	–41%




	Higher Income ($80,000+)

	+31%

	–15%

	–82%

	–25%

	–43%





Source: Cooperative Election Study, 2020

Signs of the class role reversal are also present among Black and Asian American voters, where those in higher-income brackets voted a few points more Democratic than their lower-income counterparts in 2020. The crucial exception to this trend are Hispanics, the group where Donald Trump made his biggest gains in the 2020 election. On the margin, higher-income Hispanics voted 11 points more Republican in 2020 than lower-income Hispanics. In this, they resemble the white voters of the 1970s and ’80s, a time when there was no appreciable education divide and higher-income members of the group were more likely to support Republicans. Back then, the GOP was defined by its support from the striving and upwardly mobile: the urban ethnic working class saw their incomes rise as they moved to the suburbs and began voting as higher-income people at the time did, for Republicans. In doing so, they were not only voting for a party that would tackle head-on the urban crime they had escaped, but one that would keep their taxes low. Their concerns were no longer those of the destitute Depression-era worker.

How did the class role reversal actually happen? Right in the title, Thomas Frank’s What’s the Matter with Kansas? talks about the phenomenon as one might talk about an unwell relative. In 2000, the country saw a hard shift to the right among rural voters, powering Bush victories in a raft of Clinton-voting border states or those on the fringes of the South, from Louisiana all the way up to West Virginia, a coal-mining state once considered the most Democratic in the country. Liberal readers craved answers about how poor, rural Americans could be tricked into voting against their economic self-interest. Frank’s story centers around his home state of Kansas, where Republicans had morphed from the party of the country club into the party of Sunday service—banking the votes of lower-income, deeply religious white voters opposed to abortion and gay marriage. In Frank’s telling of the story, it was the Republican bankers and donors in the wealthy Kansas City suburb of Mission Hills—where Frank grew up—pulling the strings. “Vote to stop abortion; receive a rollback in capital gains taxes,” Frank riffed. “Vote to make our country strong again; receive deindustrialization.… Vote to get government off our backs; receive conglomeration and monopoly everywhere from media to meatpacking.… Vote to strike a blow against elitism; receive a social order in which wealth is more concentrated than ever before in our lifetimes.” Mission Hills donors might grumble about the rural riffraff entering the party, but that was a small price to pay for a Republican majority that would deliver on their desired economic agenda.

Frank told a compelling story of Kansas’s wealthy swindling its poor—and no drama is complete without a plot twist. Almost twenty years after the publication of What’s the Matter with Kansas?, the rich Republican string pullers of Mission Hills are hardly to be found in the party. Joe Biden won Mission Hills in the 2020 election, part of a realignment of wealthy and well-educated whites into the Democratic Party. Johnson County, home to the affluent Kansas City suburbs, is solidly blue. The old country-club Republicans are now in full revolt against Christian conservative control of the party, a split that has elected and reelected Democratic governors in this red state. For Frank and his followers, economic inequality remains the central moral struggle of the age, but the villain of the story has switched sides.


A REALIGNMENT IN TWO PARTS

Two recent developments have created a new alignment in American politics. The first was the surprise outcome of the 2016 election, where working-class whites—a group whose numbers have been in decline—nevertheless wielded enough strength to help Donald Trump engineer the largest presidential upset in decades. Rumors of the death of this voting bloc proved greatly exaggerated: they represented more than four in ten American voters, a cohesive political grouping making up a plurality of the electorate nationally and a majority in many crucial midwestern swing states. As a result, the bricks in the Blue Wall fell one by one, their names etched in memory: Michigan, Pennsylvania, Wisconsin.

Donald Trump’s campaign was freakishly well targeted to win more votes in the places that mattered most on the electoral map—and lose them in the places that didn’t. This re-sorting of the electorate led to a jarring result: a candidate winning the Electoral College while losing the popular vote by more than two percentage points. The Republican Party’s newfound advantage in the Electoral College was no coincidence, but an outgrowth of white education polarization. College graduates have been on the rise in recent decades, but their numbers are concentrated in major metropolitan areas, the largest of which anchor solidly Democratic states like California, New York, and Illinois. Graduates’ shift away from Trump made no difference to the Electoral College math, but the working-class shift toward him made all the difference.

Heading into the 2016 election, Trump’s gains in the working class had been widely predicted, but their magnitude was vastly underrated. The Republican was expected to pick up Ohio and Iowa, states with at least some recent history of voting Republican. But there was little serious thought of the contagion spreading to a state like Michigan, which Barack Obama had won by 16 points in 2008. In neighboring Wisconsin, the polls showed Clinton so far ahead that she notoriously did not bother campaigning there.

The Midwest was unique, not only in its large presence of working-class white voters, but in the large numbers of voters in that group who had voted for Barack Obama. Republicans had hit a ceiling with the white working class in the South, where there were few left to flip. But working-class targets were ripe for the picking in old auto towns like Youngstown or Toledo, Ohio, ground zero in the contest between Obama and his opponent, Mitt Romney, in 2012.

Three major shifts characterized the 2016 election. The first was Trump’s giant leap forward among working-class whites. The second was the unwinding of the Obama coalition, with steep declines in nonwhite turnout and Democratic support initially inspired by Obama’s historic candidacy in 2008. And the third, though less prominent in the Midwest than in other regions, was the shift of traditionally Republican suburbs and college-educated whites into the Democratic fold.

Macomb County, Michigan, to the north of Detroit, has for decades been a reference point for those seeking to win the white working class, the home of the Reagan Democrat. It was here where Stanley Greenberg, Bill Clinton’s 1992 pollster, held a famed series of focus groups to understand how Democrats could win back the working-class majority they had lost to Ronald Reagan. In the 1980s, a group of concerned moderates in the party coalesced into the Democratic Leadership Council, Arkansas governor Bill Clinton among them. The DLC warned that the party had lost sight of the broad mass of working- and middle-class Americans, fixating instead on a disparate menagerie of identity groups—women, minorities, labor, and green voters. The campaign that emerged from Macomb positioned Bill Clinton as the “Man from Hope,” a candidate focused only on one group: the middle class that a large majority of Americans identified with. In his book Middle Class Dreams, Greenberg put the challenge in simple terms. “Democrats cannot aspire to dominate this period and lead the country unless they re-invent their links with and regain the confidence of downscale voters—working- and middle-class voters—who want nothing more complicated than a better life,” he wrote. Bill Clinton thoroughly succeeded in 1992, sweeping Macomb, and doing as well nationally with working-class whites as among those with degrees. Thanks to Clinton’s down-home appeal and the populist third-party candidacy of Ross Perot, the Republican Party of George H. W. Bush was drained of its Reagan-era working-class support.

Hillary Clinton was less successful than her husband in Macomb County, losing it by double digits to Trump on a 16 percent swing toward the Republicans from 2012.I She also had problems to the south, where she dropped ten points from Obama’s 2012 levels in Wayne County on a double-digit drop in Black turnout in Detroit. In Wisconsin, Clinton improved Democratic margins in the Milwaukee area, most prominently in the suburbs, but turnout in Milwaukee proper dropped by more than ten points, which meant fewer votes to hold back the rural red tide for Trump.

The Midwest does not lack for highly educated, high-growth areas—from cities like Minneapolis, to college towns like Ann Arbor and Madison, to fast-growing suburbs like Delaware, Ohio, or Carmel, Indiana. Like suburban and metro voters elsewhere, the voters here would find the loudmouth populist Trump a less appealing Republican option than the buttoned-up, managerial Romney, but the influence of these areas was dwarfed in the vote count by places with a working-class sensibility, whether they were heavily white or more diverse.


Table 1.2: Margin Swing and Turnout Change in the Midwest in 2016


	 

	2012–16 Margin Swing to Trump

	2012–16 Turnout Change




	White Working Class




	Trumbull, OH (Warren)

	+29.3%

	–5.6%




	St. Louis, MN (Duluth)

	+17.9%

	–2.7%




	Stark, OH (Canton)

	+17.7%

	–3.4%




	Macomb, MI (Detroit suburb)

	+15.5%

	+3.8%




	Outagamie, WI (Appleton)

	+10.8%

	–0.8%




	Diverse Working-Class Cities




	Genesee, MI (Flint)

	+18.7%

	–3.3%




	Wayne, MI (Detroit)

	+9.5%

	–4.7%




	Cuyahoga, OH (Cleveland)

	+3.9%

	–6.3%




	Milwaukee, WI

	–1.0%

	–10.6%




	Educated Professionals




	Dane, WI (Madison)

	–3.6%

	+1.9%




	Washtenaw, MI (Ann Arbor)

	–5.4%

	+5.0%




	Delaware, OH (Columbus suburb)

	–7.1%

	+5.2%




	Hennepin, MN (Minneapolis)

	–7.9%

	0.0%




	Waukesha, WI (Milwaukee suburb)

	–8.0%

	–2.0%





Source: Dave Leip’s Atlas of U.S. Elections

The second part of the working-class realignment would arrive in 2020, when working-class Hispanic, Asian American, and Black voters joined their white working-class counterparts in their shift away from the old party of the people. As with the working-class white surprise in 2016, this shift was initially obscured by pre-election polls showing Trump losing in a landslide.

The first sign that the country was in store for another surprise came at 7:00 p.m. eastern time on election night, when vote totals from Miami-Dade County, Florida, flashed across phone and TV screens. In an instant, the political class was jolted out of a reality where Trump trailed badly all year, on track to lose the 2020 election handily. With the suddenness of an Infinity Gauntlet finger snap, Miami-Dade reset the conventional wisdom, thrusting the political world into a new reality, one where a second Trump term was within sight. In the largest Hispanic metropolis in America, Trump had gone from a 29-point drubbing four years earlier to just a 7-point deficit, a 22-point swing. As in 2016, Florida was off the board for Democrats, and if you gave it an hour or two, who knew where else would be? For a few hours, it felt like 2016 all over again.

As counting continued that night and in the days that followed, the decisive role of immigrant and nonwhite voters in Trump’s near-victory came into clearer view. Trump had surged all along the Mexican border with Texas, including a 55-point swing in rural Starr County in the Rio Grande Valley, nearly winning a county that Clinton had captured four years earlier by 60 points. He won next-door Zapata County, the first Republican since 1920 to do so. Votes were slower to report in California, but the surprise election to the House of two Asian American Republicans in Orange County, Michelle Steel and Young Kim, indicated a surprising shift in immigrant-heavy communities that was broad-reaching and not limited to Hispanics. With Trump’s coalition adding more working-class nonwhites and subtracting more college-educated whites, the pro-Republican Electoral College skew became more pronounced. Just a 0.6-percentage-point shift in the national popular vote, which Biden would still have won by some six million votes, would have been enough to reelect Trump. The new class alignment confirmed the Democrats’ structural disadvantage in presidential elections, where they now needed to win the popular vote by four points to win the White House.

Trump’s 2020 surge among recent immigrant groups mostly followed a consistent pattern from region to region. His Hispanic gains extended from Cubans in Miami to Mexicans close to the border, to Puerto Ricans and Dominicans in New York and Florida. He would win more votes from both Vietnamese immigrants and Chinese immigrants. The Black vote trended his way by a few points once again. Working-class losses that Democrats blamed on white racism in 2016 were not as easily explained away now.


Table 1.3: Trump’s Gains in Diverse Areas in 2020


	County (Metro)

	2016–20 Margin Swing to Trump

	% Nonwhite 2020 Electorate




	Hispanic




	Starr, TX

	+55.2%

	96.4%




	Hidalgo, TX (McAllen)

	+23.4%

	87.9%




	Miami-Dade, FL

	+22.3%

	57.9%




	Cameron, TX (Brownsville)

	+19.3%

	81.8%




	Imperial, CA (El Centro)

	+17.1%

	83.1%




	Large Asian American Populations




	Santa Clara, CA (San Jose)

	+4.7%

	53.6%




	Honolulu, HI

	+3.0%

	59.7%




	Diverse Urban Centers




	Bronx, NY

	+11.4%

	85.9%




	Queens, NY

	+8.4%

	64.7%




	Los Angeles, CA

	+5.2%

	58.9%




	Philadelphia, PA

	+3.6%

	56.3%




	Cook, IL (Chicago)

	+3.5%

	44.2%





Sources: Dave Leip’s Atlas of U.S. Elections and Echelon Insights’ demographic estimates of the 2020 electorate

Ideology provided a simple explanation for Trump’s nonwhite gains. A long-standing paradox of public opinion is that African Americans, Hispanics, and Asian Americans vote Democratic more than their middling levels of self-reported liberalism might suggest. Racial identity plays a key role in these groups’ political allegiances—and as a result Democrats win a high percentage of votes from members of these groups who lean right ideologically—similar to the high levels of support the party used to enjoy among white conservatives in places like West Virginia. If these voters were to start voting more along ideological lines, Democrats would be vulnerable to a swift, West Virginia–style collapse.

In the 2016 election, white conservatives supported Trump with more than 90 percent of the vote, but Hispanic, Asian American, and especially Black conservatives supported Republicans at nowhere near as high a rate. Hispanic and Asian conservatives supported Trump with bare majorities in the 2016 election. And among Black voters, self-described conservatives supported Hillary Clinton by 75 to 20 percent. These nonwhite conservatives are the classic cross-pressured voters, prime targets for realignment. And in 2020, Trump made a breakthrough with them: Black conservatives moved 43 points toward Trump, Hispanic conservatives moved 37 points in Trump’s direction, and Asian American conservatives moved 36 points.

It needs to be repeated that Trump lost the 2020 election. Neither his gains in key groups nor his false narratives about a stolen election change this fact. But Trump’s performance was testament to the resiliency of a Republican coalition built around the working-class voter, which in 2020 had grown to include more nonwhite voters. The rise of multiracial working-class conservatism, once on track to merit but a small footnote in the story of a landslide Trump defeat, instead became a crucial reason why the election was so close. For Republicans, this proved to be both a blessing and a curse. On the one hand, it sketched out a future road map to winning over diverse nonwhite voters on the same terms that it had won over white working-class voters. On the other hand, the closeness of the result gave Trump little reason to leave the stage, his presence clouding Republican prospects in the 2022 midterms—and the 2024 presidential race.

At a minimum, Republicans’ working-class gains in 2016 and 2020 unraveled progressive hopes for an “emerging Democratic majority,” a “rising American electorate,” or a “coalition of the ascendant.” For years, Democrats lived by the axiom that demography was destiny. They held all the growing groups in the electorate—nonwhites, the college-educated, the millennial generation—and the math grew stronger every year. Year after year, the country grew less white, less religious, and more socially liberal, with rising support for gay marriage and a growing acknowledgment of racial inequality. In 1980, 80 percent of the U.S. population was white; in 2020, that number had fallen to 58 percent. By 2045, America is projected to become a majority-minority country, with the white share of the population falling below the 50 percent mark. Unless Republicans made significant inroads with nonwhite voters, their ability to win future elections would at the very least be severely limited.

The 2012 election had seemed to vindicate this liberal narrative, with confident predictions first made in Ruy Teixeira and John Judis’s 2002 book, The Emerging Democratic Majority, all seeming to come true at once. “Barack Obama won because he recognized a new America,” went a post-election memo from the Democratic polling consortium Democracy Corps. “The President managed only 39 percent of the white vote, the lowest white percentage recorded for a winning national candidate, and suffered a 12-point swing against him among independent voters, but won both the popular vote and an Electoral College landslide by energizing voters we describe as the Rising American Electorate.” Obama had attracted record turnout among Black voters enthusiastic about reelecting the first African American president, increased Democratic margins among Hispanics and Asian Americans, and was locking down millennial voters. With the electorate that was promised coming through so spectacularly, progressives reacted giddily to the possibility of no longer needing to moderate their message for a white working class fundamentally out of step with the New America.

Beltway Republicans basically agreed with the progressive Democratic analysis. A formal party autopsy was conducted following the 2012 election and the language in it was a striking public admission of fault, calling for the party to pass comprehensive immigration reform to appeal to Hispanic voters and to soften on social issues to appeal to younger voters. “When it comes to social issues,” the autopsy went, “the Party must in fact and deed be inclusive and welcoming. If we are not, we will limit our ability to attract young people and others, including many women, who agree with us on some but not all issues.” One prominent business leader joined the pile-on against the party’s performance that year, zeroing in on Mitt Romney’s hard-line position on immigration. “He had a crazy policy of self deportation which was maniacal,” said Donald Trump. “It sounded as bad as it was, and he lost all of the Latino vote. He lost the Asian vote. He lost everybody who is inspired to come into this country.”

There would turn out to be another path other than the one envisioned by the GOP autopsy writers. It involved sharpening, not softening—a hard turn toward populism, verging on nativism, that not only ran up margins in the white working class beyond the party’s wildest hopes but also—surprisingly—did not cost them the nonwhite voters they agonized over after 2012. If demography was destiny, perhaps it was not the destiny Democrats thought. The country’s demographics may have been changing, but voting patterns within those demographics were changing faster, undermining any straight-line demographic projection of eternal Democratic rule. To illustrate how this has played out in practice, a gradually rising share of Hispanics in the electorate is of only limited help to Democrats when their Hispanic vote margins have dropped by more than half, from 44 points in 2012 to around 20 points in the 2022 midterms. Even before the 2020 election, both authors of The Emerging Democratic Majority conceded that their majority would no longer emerge. Judis and Teixeira reminded their fellow liberals of a crucial precondition for the theory to work: robust working-class support across racial lines, including maintaining levels of white working-class support the party had at the turn of the millennium. Now those voters were leaving the party in droves. As if this weren’t bad enough, many voters in the “rising” groups—African Americans, Hispanics, and Asian Americans—started to peel off, too. The working-class shift among culturally conservative white voters has started to erode the core pillars of the Democratic coalition.

Despite a disappointing midterm election cycle in 2022, Republicans further extended their gains with working-class voters of all races. These shifts would not ultimately prove decisive due to the influence of Donald Trump, whose involvement in the campaign turned off swing voters in competitive races. While this book lauds many of Trump’s political successes—busting up the Blue Wall and realigning Hispanic voters—Trump’s 2020 and 2022 performances cast serious doubt on whether or not he is the best vessel to carry forward the multiracial populist realignment he first provoked. Perhaps seeking to recapture the magic of his 2016 campaign, Trump has pivoted back to working-class populism early in his 2024 bid, attacking fellow Republicans for cutting Social Security and Medicare and making a highly touted visit to working-class East Palestine, Ohio, after a train derailment spilled toxic chemicals into the community. Whether or not these moves will help Trump win a Republican primary in 2024 remains to be seen. But a solid body of evidence from recent elections shows that the working-class realignment doesn’t depend on Donald Trump appearing on the ballot. Other Republicans are having no problem winning with Trump’s coalition, highlighted by the victories of Ron DeSantis in Florida and Glenn Youngkin in Virginia, and in Lee Zeldin’s strong showing in the New York governor’s race. These victories involved recovering many of the white suburban voters Trump lost while keeping the working-class voters Trump brought into the party—and even adding new ones. By contrast, Republicans who tethered themselves to the Trump and MAGA banners did worse in the 2022 midterms. An analysis by the American Enterprise Institute’s Philip Wallach found that Trump-endorsed Republican candidates performed five points worse on the margin than those not endorsed by the defeated former president.


Figure 1.2: Nonwhite Conservatives Shifted to Trump in 2020

Trump 2016 and Trump 2020 margins among self-identified conservatives, by race
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Source: Cooperative Election Study, 2016 and 2020



In victory or defeat, there is no question that the Republican coalition has changed permanently. It is no longer, and will likely never be again, the party of the country club. Different candidates or, indeed, the same candidate in different elections, can manifest a stronger or weaker version of this new coalition. Trump in 2016 manifested a strong version, winning with 304 electoral votes. Trump in 2020 brought forth a weaker version, losing more white voters than he gained nonwhite voters. And Trump was an even weaker draw in the 2022 midterms, imposing an across-the-board five-point penalty on Republicans marching under his banner.

The challenge for Republicans in 2024 is to show that they can reap the structural benefits of Trump’s realignment of the American electorate without Trump’s chaotic persona at the top of the ticket. Post-Trump elections show this is possible. Glenn Youngkin’s victory in the 2021 race for the Virginia governorship, for example, represented a wide-ranging advance from Trump’s 2020 vote in counties across the state—including a stronger performance than Trump in the state’s rural, working-class southwest. Youngkin deftly threaded the needle in 2021, running on a genial business-savvy reminiscent of Mitt Romney, while meeting the populist moment with a campaign against a left-wing, “woke” agenda in the schools and a pledge to suspend the sales tax on groceries.

In Florida, Governor Ron DeSantis brought forth the strongest version of the multiracial populist coalition we have seen in any state election, becoming the first Republican to win the state’s Hispanic electorate since 2006. DeSantis’s victory cemented the traditionally Republican Cuban American vote with his victory in Miami-Dade County and he made particularly strong gains with the state’s traditionally Democratic Puerto Rican voters in Orange and Osceola Counties. His 19-point victory, along with that of Marco Rubio for the Senate, was a rare bright spot in what was otherwise a disappointing election cycle for Republicans, making DeSantis an early front-runner for the 2024 GOP nomination.

Farther north, in New York, Lee Zeldin was not able to fully overcome the state’s significant Democratic lean, but he came within six points of victory. He made his strongest gains in New York City, doubling the Republican share of the gubernatorial vote from four years earlier. Zeldin made particularly strong gains in multiracial South Brooklyn, where Asians mix freely with Hispanics, and in Asian neighborhoods in Queens, where he performed almost twenty points better than Trump did in 2020. Republicans also scored surprise upset victories in the New York statehouse, flipping three Brooklyn-based assembly districts. The biggest surprise was the victory of Lester Chang, who campaigned door-to-door in his military uniform in a heavily Asian American southwest Brooklyn district that encompasses parts of Sunset Park and Bensonhurst. The recent rise in crime, including a shocking subway shooting, weighed heavily in the shift. Crime—and Democrats’ elimination of cash bail—was seized upon as an issue by Republicans running across the state. A hard-nosed law-and-order message, not a “softening” of the Republican brand for diverse communities, is what allowed Zeldin and down-ballot winners like Chang to dramatically expand the Republican base in a city where more than a third of the population was born outside the United States.

In the 2022 elections for the House, largely white suburban districts allergic to Trumpism proved to be a fire wall for Democrats, limiting their losses in what should have been a terrible year. But the national vote trends showed silver linings for Republicans. They not only scored their best performance among Hispanic voters in a midterm election, shifting the community almost ten points right from their 2020 margins, but also had their best performance among Black voters, scoring between 13 and 14 percent of the national vote, well above their previous midterm results. Rising support in diverse communities is also reflected in record numbers of nonwhite candidates selected by Republican primary electorates. There were record numbers of Hispanic and African American Republicans elected, and South Carolina’s Nikki Haley and Tim Scott are poised to further test this trend in the 2024 presidential primaries. The Republican coalition is now more diverse than at any point in the party’s history—and this is all happening while the party expands its majorities among white working-class voters. There are all sorts of reasons to be skeptical that a Republican popular majority for the House will translate to the next presidential campaign. But the 2022 results, uneven as they were for the party, show that the GOP’s multiracial populist coalition remains intact. And it’s a coalition that is there for the taking in 2024, whether or not the Republican nominee is Donald Trump.



BREAKING DOWN THE ELECTORATE

There is a natural working-class majority in American politics and those who hope to lead the country ignore it at their peril. This is something most serious observers of politics understand on an intellectual level, yet the elite obsessions of the Twitter digerati continue to dominate day-to-day political discourse in a way that suggests that this lesson has not been fully absorbed. The numbers are clear. Nearly seven in ten American adults never graduated college. The number is 64 percent among registered voters and 60 percent among people who voted in the 2020 election. These voters tend to have cultural views to the right of the average college graduate, and quite often well to the right of those college graduates who work in professional politics in both parties.

These facts are not likely to change significantly. College graduation rates are leveling off amid an affordability crisis in higher education, and nonwhites, who have lower college completion rates, are a bigger part of the demographic mix among young people of college age. For the foreseeable future, if not in perpetuity, voters without a college diploma will be in the majority.

This gives the party with momentum among working-class voters an advantage. Right now, that’s the Republicans. And the midterm elections, though disappointing for Republicans, don’t debunk this idea. The party’s advantage, at least for the moment, is compounded by an advantage in the Electoral College and in the Senate, where large metropolitan states with lots of college graduates are on equal footing with smaller states with working-class populations.

When the divide in the American electorate is viewed in political terms—between voters trending toward the Republican Party, as opposed to those trending against them—the split is even larger in favor of Republicans. More than seven in ten voters in 2020 were in groups that had trended Republican in the last two presidential elections.

Three basic groupings define the American electorate: whites without a college degree, whites with a college degree, and nonwhites. Before we get into precise figures, you can think of this divide as existing in a rough 4–3–3 ratio, with white non-college voters the largest group.

The basic logic of the Emerging Democratic Majority was that two smaller groups would combine to overpower a larger one: Democrats were starting to do better among white college graduates, while at the same time naturally increasing their vote margins among nonwhites as these voters grew larger in the electorate, with rapid growth among Hispanics and Asian Americans. Only half of this prediction, about college-educated professionals, actually came to pass.


The New Demographic DivideII
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If we look at things not just in terms of support levels, but shifts, the coalition math gets turned around. Nonwhites and working-class whites combine for a more than two-to-one advantage over whites with a college degree, the only group trending Democratic. In recent years, all the energy and growth in the Republican Party has come from this multiracial populist coalition.

The rightward shift of nonwhite voters in 2020 and the white working class in 2016 might seem like two discrete, unrelated events, but the two groups share a common working-class DNA and their political shifts stem from the same root. In 2016 and 2020, the electorate was polarized on cultural questions like immigration, race, and crime, over and above questions of economic or global leadership that have dominated most recent presidential elections. Intuitively, right-wing populist rhetoric on immigration or race should have coalesced more nonwhites into the party with the more liberal views of these issues. That did not happen. Instead, the only group that swung to the left in an age of racially infused populism were white people with college diplomas. Everyone else moved, in varying degrees, right: toward the side of cultural populism.

All of this happened despite Trump’s 2016 rhetoric on immigration, when he said Mexicans were “rapists,” “bringing drugs, bringing crime” into the country, or his off-key handling of the 2020 George Floyd protests. These shifts defy the conventional wisdom that nonwhite voters are motivated by progressive identity politics. Immigration ranks far down on the list of Hispanic voter priorities, below issues like jobs, the cost of living, and health care. Black concern about crime often comes from a place of support for a strong and consistent enforcement of the law. But a more convincing explanation for the shifts in Trump’s direction lie in a fundamental divide between how ordinary American voters think about issues generally—and how that differs from political enthusiasts with high levels of formal education.

All the groups in the multiracial populist coalition are ideologically moderate. Theirs is not a boring, bland, split-the-difference moderation, but a pragmatic if ultimately eclectic one, mixing and matching positions from the left and the right. That might involve support for the construction of a border wall and for abortion rights. For whites with a college degree, politics is ideological. A majority take highly consistent ideological positions in line with their choice of party. In addition to having a more heterodox set of views generally, working-class voters also tend to be further right on cultural issues than on economic issues. This is also true within the Democratic base, where many Black voters hold socially conservative positions on abortion and LGBTQ issues consistent with their higher levels of religiosity. The sweeping left-wing stances that progressives argue are needed in order to motivate a wave of nonwhite turnout are more likely to motivate a shrug of the shoulders—if not drive these voters away.

By contrast, whites with college degrees—not nonwhites—are driving a progressive shift in the party. And when you look at the polling data, white college graduates truly are off on an island of their own. Imagine for a second a voter progressive enough to align with the Democratic or liberal position more than 90 percent of the time. Demographically, such a voter looks very different from the Democratic Party as a whole, which we can know by looking at how respondents answered a series of questions on the 2020 Cooperative Election Study. Six in ten






THE MULTIRACIAL MAINSTREAM MAJORITY

















	I. Estimates of the size of different groups in the 2020 election reflect Echelon Insights’ demographic estimates, merging data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey and Current Population Survey, as well as voter file data. Estimates of the size of voting shift come from the author’s calculations using the following sources: the National Election Pool exit polls and Catalist for the 2012 to 2016 swing, and Catalist and the Pew Research Center’s validated voter survey for the 2016 to 2020 swing. Exit poll data for 2020 are not included due to data quality concerns stemming from the pandemic.

	II. Margin swing, or “swing,” a term to be used liberally throughout this book, is calculated by the change in margin from one election to the other. For instance, if a Democrat won a county by 10 points in the previous election, and a Republican wins it by 10 points in this election, that counts as a 20-point margin swing to the Republican. It translates to about double the change in a party’s vote share. It’s preferable to calculate swing based on margins, not vote shares, because it filters out changes in the level of support for third-party candidates.
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