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Populism and the Presidency

Good evening, everyone. I feel very honoured to be giving this year’s Bryant 
lecture which carries on the spirit of vigorous Anglo-American debate so 
embodied in the life and work of Douglas Bryant, that great American 
librarian and great friend of the British Library.

My particular perspective is that of a British journalist lucky enough to  
have spent large parts of my career observing American business and 
politics, including reporting from the US in two very different eras. The 
first was the 1990s, a time of great American self-confidence following 
the collapse of the Soviet empire. History, so one theory went, had ended; 
ended in the triumph of liberal democracy. How naive that now seems! The 
second is this decade, when simple certainties about the American dream, 
and America’s place in the world, have collapsed into political and class 
warfare and a terrible coarsening of public debate. Douglas Bryant, I am 
sure, would have shuddered to witness the vulgar insults, breathtaking 
disregard for the truth, and narcissistic hucksterism of a Donald Trump 
rally.

Now, the western intellectual elite – and I think that includes everyone in 
this room – likes to curl its collective lip at Trump: at the crude, bombastic 
and divisive form of politics he has been peddling since he decided to stand 
for President. He’s the ‘Ugly American’ incarnate, and sophisticated people 
think it would be jolly nice if he could be swept under the carpet of polite 
society – and, for good measure, the carpet be nailed firmly to the floor.

But Trump, for better or worse, is going to be a persistent presence over 
the next 40 minutes, if not the next four years. Because his emergence 
as the presumptive Republican candidate for the presidency is the most 
extraordinary feature of the most extraordinary presidential race in nearly 
half a century. His rise is no accident, and will have big consequences. And 
what makes him so repellent to the elite is precisely what makes him so 
popular among his followers.

Now, I have to own up that I once fell under the Trump spell, and my small 
experience may explain something of his popularity. It happened three 
years ago when I had lunch with him in Trump Tower, his shimmering 



bronze headquarters on Manhattan’s Fifth Avenue – right next door to 
Tiffany’s, as he’s fond of telling people. The meal was the centrepiece of 
an interview feature in the Financial Times called ‘Lunch with the FT.’ 
The idea is that sharing a meal with an eminent figure in public life, in the 
relaxed atmosphere of a restaurant of their choosing, will give you fresh 
insights into their personality. 

Well, Trump chose to eat in his own restaurant, The Trump Grill, in the 
basement of the tower. It was, he assured me, the ‘hottest place in the 
city.’ But when I sat down and looked around it seemed half empty. As he 
proceeded to lavish over-inflated praise on the restaurant and everything 
else Trump-related, I began to wonder about his state of mind. He 
seemed compelled to divide the world into winners and losers. Everything 
connected with him was a ‘winner’ – even the chicken thigh he selected 
from the buffet for my lunch plate.

It was all so odd that I found myself inventing a word to describe the 
disconnection from reality: Trumptastic! Everything in The Donald’s  
world was Trumptastic! 

But then, just for a moment, I found myself thinking Trumptastic thoughts. 
When a waiter arrived to clear our dishes, Trump pointed to mine and said 
to the staff: ‘Look at that empty plate. I think he liked it! For a non-heavy 
guy (i.e. small) to wipe out a whole chicken, that’s pretty good! OK, good 
job, fellas!’

Well yes, I thought, swelling with pride, for a ‘non-heavy guy’ my appetite 
really was amazingly good; quite macho, really. And only then did I do a 
reality check, and remember that I had merely eaten a thigh, not ‘wiped 
out’ a whole chicken, and my calorific intake was no more than with any  
normal lunch.

Little did I imagine, as I walked away from Trump Tower, numbed by 
superlatives, that this kind of crude, feel-good exaggeration and its loose 
association with the truth would help propel Trump to the Republican 
nomination, and that voters would warm to his simplistic boast that: ‘We 
will have so much winning if I get elected that you may get bored with the 
winning.’ All the world loves a winner, but this is ridiculous!
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But then the entire American political pundocracy has been made fools  
of by the success of populist candidates defying the establishments of  
both their parties. Bernie Sanders, a septuagenarian, self-confessed socialist 
– in a country where socialism is usually a dirty word – has given Hillary 
Clinton a very tough run for her money. And Republican primary voters, 
having rejected a selection of establishment politicians, were left with a 
choice between two oddball insurgents: Trump. And Ted Cruz: a militant, 
uncompromising member of the extreme right, described as ‘Lucifer in the 
flesh’ by John Boehner, one of the most senior members of his own party, 
a remark that prompted complaints from one or two satanists that Mr 
Boehner had unfairly characterised the devil.

In the end the Republicans plumped for Trump. Trump with his racist 
stereotyping, xenophobia, religious bigotry, sexual chauvinism and policies 
seemingly made up on the hoof, as sketchy and incompatible as they look 
undeliverable. Trump, a man neither by temperament not experience suited 
to conventional political office. Not so much a loose cannon, more a pirate 
galleon stuffed full of wildly exploding ordnance.

My theme this evening is how did we come to this? And – equally 
important – what is its likely legacy? For history shows that populist 
eruptions like this never leave the political ground unaltered. Trump, in 
particular, could be the catalyst for profound change in a Republican Party 
that has long been at war with itself, driven by ideological purists ever 
further from the grown-up world of political compromise.

Populism – the championing of the common person against the urban 
elite and big business – is a classic response to hard economic times, loss 
of confidence in the institutions of the state, and diminished optimism in 
the future. And it is, of course, on the rise on both sides of the Atlantic. 
But while broad-brush features may be shared between both continents, 
I think it’s dangerous to look for sweeping trans-Atlantic commonalities. 
Populism’s specifics are always local, and in the US it is part of the national 
DNA, with a history stretching back at least as far as Andrew Jackson, 
the Tennessean frontiersman and charismatic war hero. Jackson won the 
presidency in 1828 against the Massachusetts-Virginian elite with his 
rabble rousing embrace of the common man. Trump’s rallies may have an 
unpleasant air of barely suppressed violence, but it’s worth remembering 
that Andrew Jackson was known as King Mob. 
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Incidentally, the parallels between the Jackson era and now don’t end 
there. This year’s Republican primary campaign went deep into the sexual 
gutter with discussions of the candidates’ personal anatomy and pictures 
of the third Mrs Trump naked. But the 1828 election was pretty tacky too: 
Jackson was forced to defend the honour of his wife, Rachel, against claims 
of bigamy (having previously shot a man dead for the same slur), while his 
supporters accused his opponent, John Quincy Adams, of having procured 
sexual partners for no less a person than the Czar of Russia. At least it was 
quality sleaze in those days…

But America’s best known and most significant populist upsurge was the 
emergence of the People’s Party in the 1890s. It was the product of years 
of agricultural depression in the Midwest and the South – ‘in God we 
trusted, in Kansas we busted’, went the scrawl on the wagons heading back 
East – and (echoing the 2008 credit crunch) it gained further momentum 
from a financial panic in 1893. Its platform was regarded by the eastern 
establishment as wildly radical. It included such horrors as a graduated 
income tax, an eight hour working day, and restrictions on immigration. 
The party merged with the Democrats for the 1896 presidential election 
under the leadership of the compelling orator William Jennings Bryan. It 
was electorally unsuccessful, but its policies had a profound impact on the 
Democratic Party over the next 30 – 40 years, shifting it from conservative  
to progressive policies.

Now, the People’s Party’s list of grievances – outlined in the platform of 
its 1892 Omaha convention – have an eerily contemporary feel. ‘We meet,’ 
it begins, ‘in the midst of a nation brought to the verge of moral, political 
and material ruin. Corruption dominates the ballot-box … imported, 
pauperized labour beats down the wages of the urban workmen … the 
fruits of the toil of millions are boldly stolen to build up colossal fortunes 
for a few, unprecedented in the history of mankind … From the same 
prolific womb of governmental injustice we breed two great classes – 
tramps and millionaires.’

Alas, today’s politicians rarely match the magnificent, thunderous language 
of the 1890s. Yet in the rhetoric of both eras we can spot three common 
factors that can come together to create a populist revolt: first, hard 
economic times; second, a sense of injustice; and third, the existence, or 
creation, of villains to blame for the situation. The fourth key ingredient is 
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a charismatic leader who can whip up emotions around these issues, offer 
simple solutions, and bottle that most magical of political ingredients: 
hope. So while the passionate, gesticulating Sanders holds out a vision 
of Scandinavian nirvana, circa 1970, Trump, a consummate showman, 
reality TV performer and manipulator of the media, goes back to the 
1980s, echoing Ronald Reagan, the master of feel-good politics, with his 
promise to ‘Make America Great Again’. Trump conjures up a simpler age 
of booming manufacturing and white male ascendancy, where women, 
minorities and foreigners all knew their place. It’s simply Trumptastic!

But why should economic hard times be a trigger factor now? After all, 
the worst shocks of the 2008 financial crisis are well behind us. The US 
unemployment rate has dropped from nearly ten per cent to five, and the 
US economy, while not entirely robust, has been leading the world out of 
recession. A geographical analysis of those who voted for Trump in the 
primaries gives a clue. Initially, the places most likely to support him were 
white, blue collar, non-urban communities; fiercely ‘American’ in their 
sense of identity, but with long-simmering economic dysfunction. In other 
words, the people most left behind by globalisation, deregulation and free 
trade and least likely to be benefitting from the recovery.

But as his bandwagon has rolled, Trump has tapped into much wider 
white, middle class economic dissatisfaction, including among former 
Democrats who think the Party has abandoned them. For in the US – as 
in all large western economies in recent decades – technological advances 
and globalisation have created a polarisation in the labour market, with a 
sharp rise in the proportion of high skills jobs, a small increase in very low 
skills jobs, and a big drop in middle income jobs, where workers perform 
repetitive, process driven tasks. Modern economies, in other words, 
increasingly require people with very high skills or very few skills. And all 
this has impacted job opportunities and wages. Real median household 
income in the US is virtually no higher now than in 1989.

At the same time, inequality and social stratification between the educated 
and the rest have been rising, in a country that has traditionally prided 
itself on the absence of European class divisions. The net worth of college-
educated American households rose 47 per cent between 1989 and 2013. 
Among households with only a high school education, net worth dropped  
by 17 per cent. 
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The growing chasm even affects life expectancy, which has been widening 
sharply between high-income and low-income Americans. And while 
the overall trend is to greater longevity, a recent worrying study shows 
that since 1999, death rates have actually been climbing among white 
middle-aged Americans – unlike any other age or racial group, or their 
contemporaries in other countries – and that the largest increase has been 
among the least educated, mainly reflecting drug overdoses, alcohol abuse, 
and suicides. 

On the campaign trail earlier this year Bill Clinton concluded that these 
white Americans were dying of ‘a broken heart.’ Certainly, the despair of 
stagnating small town and parts of rural America seems to be reflected in  
the fact that heroin and painkilling prescription opiates now exceed 
homicides and traffic accidents combined as a cause of US death. The 
missing teeth of crystal meth addicts are visible in small communities 
across the country, and echoed in the missing teeth of Main Street’s 
architecture, the shuttered shops and crumbling factories. 

But something else is at risk of dying too: the shared belief, binding 
Americans together, in US exceptionalism. The belief that America is 
different from and superior to other nations, being founded on a creed 
rather than shared history or ethnicity; a creed which emphasises  
liberty, egalitarianism, and the ability of anyone to rise from log cabin  
to White House. 

Upward mobility, of course, has never been as real at the myth implies – 
ask any woman or African-American – but in the decades after World War 
II it was unusually high. For many white Americans from the shrinking 
middle class, it is hard to accept that this golden era is long gone and is 
likely to be pushed ever faster into the past if robots take their jobs, and, 
perhaps even more important, those of their children.

Economic hardship becomes doubly potent when it is combined with a 
sense of injustice; that the cake is not being fairly shared. In 2016 there is a 
widespread grassroots sense that America’s elite – the politicians, bankers, 
lawyers, industrialists and mainstream media – have rigged the system to 
look after their own. 

Trump – a billionaire who is in many respects a member of that elite – has 
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cleverly managed to set himself apart from it, as someone who feels the 
pain of the average Joe. He has hit a deep vein of contempt for the elite 
with his flouting of political correctness, his dismissal of establishment 
politicians as ‘the stupidest people’ and the tools of special interests, and 
his abuse of the media, which he restricts to special pens at his rallies and 
then attacks as ‘dishonest scum’; an audacious case of biting the hand that 
feeds him with uncritical 24-hour TV coverage. (Trump, as a Financial 
Times columnist recently noted, has been the best thing for cable TV 
ratings since the OJ Simpson trial).

But there is no stronger lightning rod for the belief that the system is 
fundamentally unjust than the banking industry. Nearly a decade on  
from the financial crash, there remains deep popular resentment that those 
responsible for this disastrous episode of casino capitalism were bailed out 
by the government; that few were punished, while millions of ordinary 
Americans lost their jobs and houses and many still live dislocated lives.

Even if you can forgive the bankers, it is hard not to be cynical about  
the way Washington is run; or not run. Congress is so bitterly divided 
that most legislation dies. In 2013, thanks to a Republican funding revolt 
led by Senator Cruz, the federal government shut down for 16 days. 
President Obama came to power promising to crack down on lobbyists, 
but the industry is bigger than ever, and the revolving door between it and 
government spins no more slowly.

Even the Supreme Court has given the impression that it favours 
establishment interests over the less well off, thanks to its 2010 Citizens 
United ruling on political campaign finance, which opened the floodgates 
for unlimited sums to be spent by billionaires and corporations on electoral 
spin. It is, perhaps, a measure of political alienation in 2016 – and the 
one refreshing political trend – that primary voters have proved largely 
impervious to the war chests of establishment candidates: Jeb Bush alone 
blew over $130m before giving up in favour of Trump, who has largely self-
funded his campaign; and Sanders’ campaign has been built on millions of 
small donations.

Now, all politicians need flesh and blood villains to smite, and populists, 
coming from outside the mainstream, need them more than most. On 
the left, Bernie Sanders has placed a big bull’s eye over lower Manhattan, 
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tapping into the popular resentment of Wall Street while distancing 
himself from Hillary Clinton, whose husband’s administration is blamed 
by some Democrats for over-liberalising the financial industry in the 
1990s and paving the way for the 2008 crash. Mr Sanders would break 
up the biggest banks, deemed too big to fail and therefore potential 
recipients of another government bail-out. He would also introduce a 
transactions tax on speculative trading that would finance free tuition at 
public colleges and universities and cut student debt. Not surprisingly, 
this is particularly popular among the young, whose idealism, or sense of 
self-interest, overlooks the fact that little of this has any realistic chance 
of becoming law. Mrs Clinton, whose strong links to Wall Street are an 
electoral liability, has produced more subtle and realistic reforms, but in 
this election realism and detail are not exciting rallying cries. Meanwhile, 
out in the real world, the impact of years of regulatory reform is slashing 
bank profit margins and making them look more like dull utilities than 
casino capitalists. 

On the right, illegal immigrants are a time-honoured electoral scapegoat, 
and while the US is proud to be a nation of immigrants, there’s a repeated 
pattern of pulling up the drawbridge and not welcoming the latest bunch. 
The People’s Party, as we’ve seen, opposed imported labour in the 1890s. 
And in the 1850s the Protestant ‘Know Nothing’ movement – so called 
because members were instructed to say they knew nothing about its  
semi-secret organisation – called for restrictions on the flood of Irish  
and German Catholic newcomers.

This year’s mudslinging revolves around a very real issue: how to treat 
the 11 million unauthorised immigrants already in the country. The 
Democrats, and much of the Republican elite, would create a path to 
legality and/or citizenship. But Trump and Cruz, playing on latent racism 
and white working class fears that Hispanic immigrants are taking their 
jobs, oppose any legal status. Both would build a wall along the Mexican 
border, while Mr Trump makes dark, ridiculous threats to deport all 
11 million. Meanwhile, out again in the real world, the number of 
unauthorised immigrants in the US actually peaked back in 2007, and  
the total has been stable for the past five years.

As George Orwell demonstrated in 1984, all politicians need dastardly 
foreigners to stir up latent fears of the alien. And this year the presidential 
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candidates don’t have to look very far: there are very real and justifiable 
fears of the Islamic terrorists of ISIS. Naturally, all the presidential 
candidates say they would tackle ISIS aggressively, but none more so than 
the Republican populists, competing with the fury of their retribution: 
Trump calls for a blanket ban on Muslim entry to the US and refuses to 
rule out the use of nuclear weapons, while Cruz promises to ‘carpet bomb’ 
the terrorists ‘into oblivion and see if sand can glow in the dark.’ Lucifer 
couldn’t have put it better himself.

But there is another, even bigger and more shadowy foreign bogeyman in 
this election, in the form of ‘Unfair Trading Nations’, accused of stealing 
millions of American manufacturing jobs with their low wages, dumped 
goods and artificially manipulated currencies. Both Trump and Sanders 
are to some degree protectionist, aware of the depth of resentment among 
working people towards trade liberalisation agreements struck over the 
past 20 years by politicians of both parties – starting with Bill Clinton  
and his North American Free Trade Agreement with Canada and Mexico. 

Trump singles out the Chinese and threatens to start a trade war, slapping 
a 45 percent tax on Chinese imports ‘if they don’t behave.’ There is no 
getting around the fact that many US manufacturing jobs have been lost 
to China – over two million in little over 10 years, according to one recent 
study – and this has devastated many blue collar communities. But these 
are global trends that will not be reversed by campaign rhetoric, no matter 
how much this touches a nerve among the unemployed. And the campaign 
rhetoric this year has been particularly nasty, led by, but by no means 
restricted to Trump, with his dismissal of his Republican opponents as 
‘liars,’ Mrs Clinton as ‘Crooked Hillary’, Mexican immigrants as ‘rapists’, 
and his own propensity for telling lies: one every five minutes in campaign 
speeches, according to one count. 

Trump is the culmination of the increasingly confrontational nature of 
American politics over the past 30 years. Neither party is blameless, but 
particular responsibility lies on the right, starting in the 1990s, with the 
emergence of Republican congressmen determined to fight Bill Clinton 
at every turn, and by any means, backed by the rise of TV networks and 
shock jocks dedicated to partisan views and lazy thinking. There is an 
awful lot of money to be made from the exploitation of prejudice. The 
party’s vilification of opponents, relentless confrontation, and what has 
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been called its ‘celebration of ignorance’ – such as its nomination of Sarah 
Palin as vice presidential candidate in the 2008 election – prepared the way 
for the emergence of Trump: the Frankenstein monster that now may tear 
the Republicans apart. It is hard not to feel a twinge of schadenfreude at 
their plight. 

The growing nastiness of the political discourse is being reinforced by 
social media, where you communicate only with the like-minded, and 
demonise the ‘other’. The desire to be embraced and praised by the 
community is so intense that I wonder if we may be moving to a new 
sensibility, where moral life is founded not on a continuum of right and 
wrong but that of inclusion and exclusion. And that way demagoguery  
and tribalism lie.

Trump, a demagogue in the making, who thinks he can solve any problem, 
reflects these trends and has taken them to a new level, with his mastery of 
social media, his constant tweeting, his division of the world into winners 
and losers, and a ‘them versus us’ mentality which he has artfully played  
on at campaign rallies.

So how will this populist fever change the political landscape?

On the Democratic side, Hillary Clinton now seems certain to win the 
nomination, but Sanders’ candidacy has exposed a big rift in the party 
between the centrists – the Clintons and Obama – and the left. His 
campaign, and the policy arguments that have ensued, have been healthy 
for the party, while also pushing it leftwards. He has ensured inequality 
is at the heart of the Democratic platform. He has pushed Mrs Clinton 
to the left, for example, on the minimum wage, and into abandoning her 
support for the free-trade initiative known as the Trans-Pacific Partnership, 
which she negotiated as Secretary of State and once described as the ‘gold 
standard’ of trade agreements.

Trump’s hostile takeover of the Republican Party will have a far more 
dramatic effect, not least because it is questionable whether his platform, 
such as it is, makes him a Republican at all. Now, the Republican Party 
today has two essential features. First, it is in thrall to a low-taxes, 
small government orthodoxy that has ruled Party thinking as least as 
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far back as Ronald Reagan, whose inaugural address famously declared 
that ‘Government is not the solution to our problem. Government is the 
problem.’ Second, its members are constantly fighting over the relative 
purity of their adherence to the Reagan legacy, rather like the ferocious 
intra-Lilliputian quarrel in Gulliver’s Travels over whether it is doctrinally 
correct to break open a boiled egg at the big end or little end.

Hero worship of Reagan, and the golden age of uncompromising 
Republicanism he supposedly represented, has left the most pure of the 
Party purists looking at all subsequent Republican presidents as falling 
short of the ideal and all Democratic ones as beyond the pale, to be faced 
with unprecedented and perpetual challenge to their authority. These 
beliefs have moved the Party further and further to the right, culminating 
in the rise of Tea Party radicals – the uncompromising tail that has done  
so much wagging of the Party elephant over the past six years, and has 
been responsible for much of the congressional deadlock. 

Such doctrinal rigidity has two problems. First, it ignores the fact that 
while Reagan may have sounded doctrinaire, he was a pragmatist who 
compromised, who put up taxes, and who in practice did not change the 
underlying structure of American government. Second, it does not take 
account of a political paradox uncovered in the 1960s by two early public 
opinion researchers, Lloyd Free and Hadley Cantril, that Americans are at 
one and the same time, ‘ideological conservatives’ and operational liberals. 
In other words, they tend to express conservative views at a philosophical 
level, but actually want rather a lot from government. I like to visualise 
them as a group of settlers on the Western frontier, jealous of their freedom 
to pan for gold where they will, but expecting the Fifth Cavalry to hang 
about behind the next hill – at no cost to the pioneers – just in case the 
Indians turn hostile. 

Mr Trump grasps this, and his platform reflects it. So while he follows 
Republican orthodoxy in wanting large tax cuts, his spending plans appall 
fiscal conservatives. He would end up increasing the national debt, not least 
because he has ruled out touching welfare programmes that the Democrats 
support but mainstream Republicans want to streamline. He proposes 
investing in a large infrastructure programme, which the Democrats also 
want. At the same time, his threat to start trade wars drives a coach and 
horses though Republican free-trade fundamentalism and his foreign 
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policy utterances are heresy for a party which stands foursquare behind 
the ‘Pax Americana’ that has guaranteed global stability since World War 
II: he speaks of putting ‘America first’, a direct echo of Charles Lindbergh’s 
1930s isolationism, which sought to keep the US out of European wars; 
has threatened to pull out of NATO; has questioned the US security 
commitment to Japan and South Korea; and praises Russia’s dictatorial 
President Putin.

All this has Republican leaders squirming. Do they reject him and all 
his works (as their two living ex-presidents and two former presidential 
nominees have done), fearing that he will lead them to electoral disaster? 
Or do they go all Trumptastic, and pretend they have papered over the 
policy chasm and embrace him in the hope he can win them the White 
House? Careers will be made and lost on the way people leap over the  
next few weeks and the outcome of November’s election.

The polls suggest that come November a bad tempered electorate will 
bad temperedly elect Hillary Clinton as president: a woman they don’t 
particularly like, don’t entirely trust, and who has failed to produce a 
campaign vision that resonates or inspires, but whose experience makes 
her a reasonably safe pair of hands, and who at least understands the 
complexities of government.

But it would be unwise to rule out Trump. This is the first time a brand  
has run for President. He has proved himself a canny fighter who has defied 
the experts so far. He is witty where Clinton is dour, and he could adopt a 
more presidential persona in the months leading up to the election. He will 
be ruthless in exploiting her weaknesses. He is not far behind her in the 
polls in some key states, such as Ohio and Florida. And ‘events’ could  
also intervene: horrible though it is to contemplate, there could be a run  
of terrorist attacks on US soil, and this could shift opinion in his favour.

Whatever the outcome, the populists have already changed the political 
landscape. Both Trump and Sanders have forced their parties to confront 
the problems of those struggling in the modern economy, though there 
are no quick or simple solutions to their plight. The elite has also been 
reminded that it ignores the less well off at its peril; a lesson that could  
also be learnt this side of the Atlantic.
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The protectionism of the populists will also make it much harder for  
any incoming administration to sell either of the big trade liberalisation 
deals the US had been negotiating with Asian and European nations.  
World trade will be the poorer. 

And, crude though it is, Trump’s questioning of the foreign policy 
consensus, and America’s burden as global policeman, should not be 
dismissed out of hand. Americans more broadly may be starting to 
question how fairly that burden is shared. President Obama has been 
pushing quietly for burden-sharing and recently criticised some of 
America’s European and Middle Eastern allies for being ‘free riders’.  
Is it right that the US pays over 70 per cent of the cost of NATO?

Still, should Trump win the presidency, world capitals would tremble. 
An unpredictable egomaniac in the White House, with little grasp of 
foreign affairs, could cause untold damage to international relations. At 
least in domestic policy his scope for damage would be limited by the 
constitutional balance of powers.

For the Republican Party, a Trump victory would mean going along with 
his eclectic policy mix, wherever that finally settles. This would surely 
mean the death of the Reagan consensus. If he loses, the Party could go 
two ways: dismissing him as an aberration, and diving further into its 
narrow ideological infighting, with further deadlock in DC; or accepting 
that the Trump phenomenon is telling it that the ideology and policy 
prescriptions that have inspired it for half a century are on the wrong side 
of history and of changing US demographics. After all, if the Republicans 
lose in November, this will be the sixth presidential election out of the  
past seven in which the party’s candidate has lost the popular vote. 

Election campaigns inevitably focus on divisions and failings, but I 
don’t want to imitate Trump and end on a sour note. Yes, the US has big 
problems, but it also still has immense strengths. Its place in the world 
is not as bleak at Trump suggests. China may be flexing its muscles, 
the Middle East may be an intractable mess, and Putin’s Russia causing 
mischief, but the US is still the pre-eminent global power and likely to 
remain so for a long time to come. The US economy has recovered more 
strongly from the great recession than any other major nation, and while 
its current softness is worrying, US businesses remain global leaders in 
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innovation, from information technology to fracking, from robotics to 
personalised medicine. And some manufacturing jobs are coming back  
to the US, thanks to the quality of US workers and a narrowing of the  
wage gap with China.

Furthermore, in a country that is a continent, it can be misleading to  
focus too much on what happens in Washington. Despite political  
gridlock in DC, a great deal of positive change is taking place below the 
federal level, particularly within cities and metropolitan areas, where the 
lines of political confrontation are not so starkly drawn, and politicians are 
more directly answerable to the communities they serve. Aware that they 
can expect little help from the federal government, the leaders of  
cities such as New York, Raleigh, Denver, Miami and Portland, Oregon, 
have been pushing to make them clusters of innovation, entrepreneurship 
and investment in new infrastructure.

America may not fit Mr Trump’s sepia-tinged definition of greatness, but 
with him or without him – and I very much hope the nation does not go  
all Trumptastic – the US is still doing a great deal of winning.

Thank you. 
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Question and Answer: 

Question: Thank you; that was a wonderful talk. I would be interested in 
your thoughts about how the media can best cover Trump, because I think 
much of the popular sentiment is that the media is part of the problem. So, 
how can they hold him to account and how can they effectively cover this 
campaign?

Answer: I think that’s a very good question. As I alluded to in my talk, the 
media has been far too uncritical towards Trump, I think; particularly the 
TV networks and cable television. The mainstream national newspapers 
have been rather better, with some of them running ‘Trump correctives’: 
whenever he makes some untrue statement they will correct it. But they 
are obviously not as influential and don’t have as wide a remit as the TV 
networks, for whom he is fantastic 24 hour coverage which has pushed 
their ratings up. I think the TV networks could be, and should be, more 
responsible in challenging him both factually and also in person. They  
just let him get away with too much.

Question: You began your comments by saying that the elite really sneers 
at Trump, which I agree with, and so I think everybody in this room 
assumes he won’t win. So, let’s assume that he doesn’t win. But doesn’t that 
make populism even more rampant? And what do you see about populism, 
post a Clinton Administration.

Answer: If Trump loses, I don’t think populism’s going to go away because 
his supporters – who are mad anyway – are going to be even madder; I 
mean mad in the sense of angry! And that anger is not going to go away. 
So, the question is: how do you deal with it? And a lot of the people who 
will be angry have a particular rage and hatred towards the Clintons 
generally, and Hillary in particular. A lot of them, I think, are very sexist 
males who don’t like the idea of a woman in the White House. So, she is 
going to have to deal with that and the Republican Party is going to have 
to deal with it. There are suggestions out there that if he does lose – well, 
it depends partly on what he does – if he goes back to Trump Tower and 
back to business and building skyscrapers, then he is a one-man band. He 
doesn’t have any ideological following, partly because his ideology is so 
incomprehensible. But he may have stirred up people so much that there 
is a sort of right-wing breakaway from the Republican Party which could 
to some extent emulate the right wing parties that have been rising up 
in Europe; in France and Austria, in particular. Whatever the case, the 
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Republican Party is going to have to deal with this angry group of people 
and so would a Clinton presidency. So their problems are not easily soluble; 
and certainly not in the short term. But a large infra-structure programme 
– which both Clinton and, incidentally, Trump have been pushing for – 
would help distribute jobs. Greater educational opportunities and some 
social security redistribution would help as well. But the next president  
and the one after that, and maybe as far ahead as we can see, is going to 
have to deal with some very unhappy people. 

Question: Martin, is what you are saying that the foundation is being laid 
for a third way? And if so, how would you link that to what’s happening 
with politics here?

Answer: I don’t know if it is a third way. It could remain a subset of the 
Republican Party; they could contain it in some way, particularly if they 
can find a way for the mainstream to reach out to those people in a way 
that they haven’t done so far. Before Trump came along, and after the 2012 
election, within the Republican Party there was a group of rather more 
moderate Republicans who led a think tank investigation of what could be 
done to help the poor. But by the time their views were being formulated in 
policy initiatives, along came Trump and stole their thunder. I think a third 
way is probably putting it too strongly because, as I say, Trump doesn’t 
have a particular ideology and nativism isn’t necessarily a third way. I 
think it will be more a dissatisfied minority. And I’m not sure about the 
read-across to Europe; although there’s a common migration issue and a 
common loss of work issue, in terms of what globalization and technology 
are doing to jobs here as well as in America.

Question: [inaudible] … what you would call professional politicians. 
There is dissatisfaction among the population of voters and I wondered 
whether a separate party that’s aiming for them. I mean that’s certainly 
why Trump is popular and in a funny sort of way it’s why Bernie Sanders 
is as well. It’s a vote that is a protest vote and I wondered whether in some 
ways Corbyn is part of that here as well? I wondered whether there is a 
protest vote against the polished politicians who always do the same stump 
speech. So, I just wondered whether there is scope for a different way of 
approaching politics. 

Answer: I think there is to some extent. And I think that Corbyn does 
reflect some of the same ideas; that professional politicians and the elite are 
not working for people as a whole. But it is far more muted here, I think; 
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and likely to remain so. I think the political elite is more entrenched in  
this country than elsewhere.

Question: In your previous answer you touched on some of the issues I 
wanted to raise. I was wondering about a couple of things. Trump kind 
of conflates a whole bucket of injustices and hurts into a blancmange of 
a campaign. But at the heart of it – and speaking as someone who comes 
from the west of Scotland where industry has utterly collapsed, and I  
used to visit my in-laws in Michigan where industry has utterly collapsed 
– some of these people have a point. The global trends of the last 30 years 
have not been kind to them and it does look like politicians aren’t really 
paying attention. Where should you look for someone who is going to pay 
attention, if you are not going to look at Trump; and let’s hope we don’t 
look at Trump. Do you have an alternative? 

Answer: Well, I think Hillary Clinton is somewhere to look. I think she’s 
been forced to look much harder at this issue by the success of Sanders and 
the success of Trump and if she gets to the White House she will ignore 
this at her peril. As I said, part of her platform deals with some of these 
issues. She is for a very strong infrastructure investment in the US which 
will create jobs. And she’s been forced to take a much closer look at how 
you deal with these issues. So I think she is the most obvious place to look 
for the time-being.

Thank you very much.
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