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In September 1989, the brand-
new Progressive Policy Institute 
published The Politics of Evasion: 
Democrats and the Presidency. 
Nearly 33 years later, this political 
study remains one of the most 
important and influential documents 
in the PPI catalogue. It holds more 
than historical interest today, 
however, as the Democratic Party 
once again must wrestle with basic 
questions of political outlook and 
electoral strategy.

The Politics of Evasion was written by two 
distinguished political scholars, Bill Galston and 
Elaine Kamarck. Their purpose was to explain a 
20-year Democratic losing streak in presidential 
elections. In the six elections between 1968 and 
1988, Democrats won only once — Jimmy Carter 
in 1976 — while averaging just 42% of the popular 
vote. 

Their analysis refuted the principal “myths” that 
the party’s establishment embraced to explain 
away these losses and avoid confronting the 
fundamental reasons voters were rejecting 
its candidates. The Politics of Evasion laid 
the political predicate for the rise of the “New 
Democrats” and Bill Clinton and their successful 
efforts to infuse new ideas into a stale governing 
agenda and snap the string of presidential 
defeats. 

Today, Democrats obviously face a very different 
political environment and set of electoral 
challenges. What hasn’t changed, however, is the 
need for unflinching honesty about the party’s 
struggles to consolidate a broad and a durable 
majority — even after four years of Donald 
Trump’s chaotic, divisive and lawless presidency.

A FOREWORD BY WILL MARSHALL, PRESIDENT 
OF PROGRESSIVE POLICY INSTITUTE
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Facing a difficult midterm election and the 
ominous prospect of a second Trump run for the 
White House, Democrats are once again in need 
of political reality therapy. Galston and Kamarck 
have obliged with a fresh analysis of the party’s 
predicament: The New Politics of Evasion: How 
Ignoring Swing Voters Could Reopen the Door for 
Donald Trump and Threaten American Democracy. 

The New Politics of Evasion is both a trenchant 
critique of contemporary myths and a 
constructive blueprint for the course corrections 
the party urgently needs to make. It should be 
required reading for Democratic candidates, 
strategists, the media, and any citizen worried 
about the health of our democracy.  

PPI is proud present this worthy successor to 
the original, and I’m personally grateful to Bill and 
Elaine, longtime friends and foxhole companions, 
for undertaking it.

I. INTRODUCTION 
In 1989, in the wake of the Democratic Party’s 
third consecutive presidential defeat, we 
offered our thoughts for the party’s recovery 
and renewal. Our diagnosis was blunt. “Too 
many Americans,” we wrote, “have come to 
see the party as inattentive to their economic 
interests, indifferent if not hostile to their moral 
sentiments, and ineffective in defense of their 
national security.”1

Worse, we argued, too many Democrats were 
explaining away these problems or denying 
them outright. Instead of facing reality, they had 
embraced a “politics of evasion” that ignored 
electoral reality and impeded needed change.

This was 33 years ago. But recent developments 
compel us to renew our warning. The resurgence 
of inflation caught Democrats flat-footed and 
was initially dismissed, making many Americans 

wonder whether Democrats were in touch with 
everyday economic reality. The way the United 
States left Afghanistan weakened confidence in 
Democrats’ management of foreign and defense 
policy, raising the political stakes in Ukraine. 
And worst of all, too many of the most vocal 
Democrats have adopted stances on fraught 
social issues — policing, immigration, public 
schools, and others — that repel a majority of 
Americans. The title of veteran political analyst 
Ronald Brownstein’s recent article told a hard 
truth: “Democrats are losing the culture war.”2  
And when they lose this war, they lose elections 
— as they did in Virginia last November.

In recent years, a substantial portion of the 
Democratic Party has convinced itself that 
Americans are ready for a political revolution 
that transforms every aspect of their lives. 
This assumption has crashed into a stubborn 
reality: Most Americans want evolutionary, 
not revolutionary, change. They want more 
government in some areas but not all, and within 
limits. And they want government that respects 
their commonsense beliefs — for example, that 
defunding the police is not the path to public 
safety, abolishing immigration enforcement is 
not the cure for our southern border, and that it is 
wrong to exclude parents from decisions about 
the education of their children.

Most Americans want evolutionary, 
not revolutionary, change. 

When we recommended that the party change 
course in 1989, the alternative was a second term 
for George H. W. Bush. Today the stakes  
are much higher. 

Thirty-three years ago, the problems Democrats 
faced seemed crucial. The Reagan Revolution 
had attacked the safety net Franklin Roosevelt 
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and successive Democratic presidents had built.  
What seemed to be at stake was the future of 
American liberalism.

Nevertheless, the Republican party in 1989 was 
still led by people like President George H.W. Bush 
and Senate Minority Leader Robert Dole. While 
we disagreed with many of their policies, they 
were leaders who respected the Constitution and 
the democratic norms that had been followed 
by American presidents, regardless of party, 
for centuries. By contrast, the Republican Party 
that Donald Trump created is much more than 
a challenge to good public policy; it is a threat to 
democracy itself. From the refusal to concede 
an election in which there was no evidence of 
widespread fraud to efforts to suppress the 
vote and politicize the apparatus responsible for 
counting the votes, the Republican Party Trump 
leads poses the most direct threat to democracy 
that the United States experienced in modern 
times.

A Democratic loss in the 2024 presidential 
election may well have catastrophic 
consequences for the country and for the nations 
that have long depended on our stability for 
their security. The party’s first duty is to protect 
democracy by winning the next presidential 
election, and every other consideration, however 
worthy, must yield to this overriding necessity.

We fear that the Democratic Party is not 
positioning itself to fulfill this duty. Once again, it 
is in the grip of myths that block progress toward 
victory; it does not recognize the new realities 
that shape American politics; and it has barely 
begun to develop an agenda on cultural issues 
that a majority of Americans can support. This 
triple failure is what we call the new politics of 
evasion, the refusal to confront the unyielding 
arithmetic of electoral success.

High ideals are important, but they mean little 
without the power to put them into practice. 
Pursuing them in a manner that undermines 
public support is self-defeating. In this paper, 
we seek to administer reality therapy to the 
Democratic Party to prepare the way for victory 
in 2024. To this end, we will critique the party’s 
self-defeating myths, explore the realities that 
must shape successful political strategies, 
and offer some guidelines for an agenda that 
can command the support of a new American 
majority. 

This triple failure is what we call the 
new politics of evasion, the refusal to 
confront the unyielding arithmetic of 
electoral success.
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II. THE MYTHS THAT CLOUD DEMOCRATS MINDS
In December of 2021, veteran strategist Doug 
Sosnik circulated a memo warning his fellow 
Democrats to disabuse themselves of beliefs 
that the 2020 presidential election and the off-
year election of 2021 have proven to be false.3 
He pointed out that Trump’s victory in 2016 was 
not, as many Democrats think, an aberration. 
Trump received 11 million more votes in 2020 
than 2016 and increased his share of the popular  
vote by about 1 percentage point. 

Second, Sosnik observed, Democrats’ belief that 
a higher turnout is always good for Democrats is 
no longer true. The shift of the Republican Party 
toward populism and a working-class orientation 
has increased its share of occasional voters 
and people who had not previously participated 
in elections, especially in the midwestern 
battleground states of Michigan, Wisconsin, 
and Pennsylvania. The result is an “arms race” 
in which both parties vie to mobilize new and 
occasional voters.

We agree with Sosnik about these two myths — 
and their implications. If Trump seeks the 2024 
Republican presidential nomination, he is likely to 
receive it. And if he does, he will be a formidable 
opponent. While Democrats must do everything 
in their power to mobilize voters who support 
them, the certainty of a strengthened Republican 
counter-mobilization means that the Democratic 
candidate must also seek to persuade swing 
voters, as Joe Biden did in 2020.

Swing voters are critical and will 
remain so for the foreseeable future.

As Democrats ponder their future, they must 
face some hard facts about the current structure 
of American national politics.  Put simply, the 
country is both deeply divided and closely 

divided, and each of these dimensions limits 
the party’s strategic options. Many political 
activists have concluded, wrongly in our opinion, 
that deep partisan divisions have increased the 
importance of mobilizing each party’s most 
loyal supporters (the “base”) while rendering 
efforts to persuade swing voters increasingly 
irrelevant. But the second dimension of today’s 
elections — how close our national elections 
have become — calls the exclusive emphasis on 
base mobilization into question. Swing voters 
are critical and will remain so for the foreseeable 
future.

Too many Democrats have evaded this truth — 
and its implications for the party’s agenda and 
strategy.  They have been led astray by three 
persistent myths: that “people of color” think 
and act in the same way; that economics always 
trumps culture; and that a progressive majority is 
emerging.4  

Myth 1: People of color think and act alike 
Early in the 21st century, many Democrats 
came to believe that long-term demographic 
trends would move the electorate inexorably 
toward a Democratic majority. The expectation 
was that decades of robust immigration from 
previously under-represented countries in the 
Western Hemisphere and the Asia-Pacific region 
would steadily increase the diversity of the U.S. 
population. As they entered the electorate, they 
would join forces with other people “of color” 
— especially African Americans and Native 
Americans — to strengthen support for the 
Democratic Party, especially its progressive wing. 
Underlying this projection was the assumption 
that these new groups would experience various 
forms of discrimination that would define their 
political identity and unite them with African 
Americans and Native Americans in demands for 
justice and equality. 
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For a while there was evidence that what some 
called the “Rising American Electorate” would 
indeed transform our politics. The coalition 
that gave Barack Obama a strong majority in 
2008 was diverse in all the expected ways, 
and younger voters brought new and often 
progressive perspectives into the political arena. 
Black turnout has remained high, Hispanics 
continue to stream into the electorate, and 
turnout among Asian Americans and Pacific 
Islanders rose by 39% from 2016 to 2020.5

But more recently, developments among the 
largest segment of this coalition, Hispanic 
Americans, have called into question the belief in 
the basic similarity among people of color. It was 
widely recognized that the term “Hispanic” — a 
census category — covered an internally diverse 
community from dozens of different countries. 
It turned out that differences of national origin 
shaped political outlooks: It was one thing to 
flee countries dominated by brutal right-wing 
dictatorships, quite another to hail from socialist 
societies like Cuba and Venezuela.  

As support for socialism surged among young 
progressive Democrats, these differences of 
origin influenced voting patterns. Nationally, 
support for Democratic presidential candidates 
fell from 71% in 2012 to 66% in 2016 and 59% in 
2020 among Hispanic voters.6 In Florida, home 
to large numbers of Cuban and Venezuelan 
refugees, Joe Biden received just 53% of the 
Hispanic vote, compared to Hillary Clinton’s 62%. 
This may have cost Biden the state with its 29 
electoral college votes.

Since the 2020 presidential election, Hispanics 
have continued to drift away from the 
Democratic Party. An Economist/YouGov survey 
conducted in late December 2021 found that 
only 48% of Hispanics approved of Joe Biden’s 

performance as president and just 47% believed 
that Biden “cares about people like you.” Forty-
three percent of Hispanics reported that they 
felt closer to the Republican Party than to the 
Democratic Party.  

At the same time, gaps widened between 
Hispanics and African Americans on key issues. 
For example, just 12% of African Americans 
viewed police misconduct as isolated incidents 
rather than systemic, compared to 40% 
for Hispanics. Not surprisingly, just 48% of 
Hispanics regarded criminal justice reform as 
“very important,” compared to 73% of African 
Americans. Across the board, Hispanics 
were less likely to support Biden’s handling of 
domestic issues, from the pandemic to jobs and 
the economy and health care.

Hispanics and African Americans also disagree 
on Critical Race Theory and its role in education. 
Only 35% of Hispanics have a favorable view of 
CRT, compared to 60% of African Americans. By 
43 to 18%, Hispanics oppose teaching CRT in 
public schools, while African Americans favor 
including it, 43 to 20%.7 

In foreign policy, Hispanics were more hawkish 
than African Americans; only 43% of Hispanics 
approved of Biden’s foreign policy, versus 60% 
of African Americans.8 Democrats have long 
assumed that immigration is the top concern 
for Hispanics, a proposition that survey research 
does not support. 

Like other immigrant groups, Hispanics have 
faced prejudice and discrimination. But because 
Hispanics are immigrants, arriving here on their 
own free will, equating their experience with that 
of African Americans is misleading. Democrats 
must consider the possibility that Hispanics will 
turn out to be the Italians of the 21st century — 
family-oriented, religious, patriotic, striving to 
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succeed in their adopted country, and supportive 
of public policies that expand economic 
opportunity without dictating results. It took 
three generations for Italians to break down 
barriers to equal participation in all aspects of 
American life, and that may turn out to be the 
case for Hispanics as well. In the end, a majority 
of Italians became Republicans. Democrats 
must rethink their approach if they hope to retain 
majority support among Hispanics.

This case-study points to a broader truth: the 
phrase “people of color” assembles highly 
diverse groups under a single banner. The 
belief that they will march together depends 
on assumptions that are questionable at best 
— in particular, that not being white is more 
important than the differences that define 
their distinct identities. American history offers 
many counterexamples to this assumption, and 
Democrats would be unwise to bet their future 
on its validity.

Myth 2: Economics trumps culture 
Ever since Franklin D. Roosevelt created the 
modern social welfare state and a plethora 
of laws designed to protect workers, the 
Democratic party has viewed itself as the party 
of working-class and middle-class voters who 
would be bound to the party by economic and 
material benefits. 

Much has changed since FDR took office nearly 
nine decades ago, but for some Democrats 
it will always be 1933. Too many Democrats 
believe that economic issues are the “real” 
issues, and that cultural issues are mostly 
diversions invented by their adversaries for 
political purposes. This gives rise to the “What’s 
the Matter with Kansas?” syndrome in which 
Americans are allegedly manipulated into voting 
against their economic self-interest.9

For Americans across the political spectrum, 
social, cultural, and religious issues are real and 
— in many cases — more important to them than 
economic considerations. These issues reflect 
their deepest convictions and shape their identity. 
Economic circumstances do not determine 
views on guns, abortion, or religion, and attitudes 
toward immigration reflect deep-seated beliefs 
about ethnic and national identity.10  

Economic circumstances do not 
determine views on guns, abortion,  
or religion. 

The myth of economic determinism has another 
political downside: It leads too many Democrats 
to believe that showering Americans with public 
resources is the surest path to victory. This is 
true in some circumstances but not others. 
First, the structure of public programs must be 
consistent with the people’s moral sentiments. 
FDR understood that programs, such as Social 
Security, to which individuals contribute in 
return for future benefits are most likely to 
enjoy enduring political support, which is why 
Lyndon Johnson went down the same road with 
Medicare. 

Non-contributory programs must pass two tests 
in the court of public opinion: beneficiaries must 
need these benefits and they must deserve 
them. Victims of natural disasters almost always 
pass these tests, and big economic downturns 
are the moral equivalent of natural disasters. 
But most people don’t understand why upper-
income Americans deserve big tax breaks like 
deducting the full amount of property taxes on 
their mansions, and most people believe that 
it’s reasonable to ask needy beneficiaries to 
reciprocate by doing what they can to improve 
their own lot.
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The myth of economic determinism goes a long 
way towards explaining why Democrats have 
had such a hard time winning back the votes of 
the white working class — and why they seem 
to be losing support among Hispanic working-
class voters as well. Announcing his presidential 
campaign in 2015, Donald Trump pledged not to 
cut Medicare, Medicaid, and Social Society.11  

In rejecting calls for “entitlement reform” in the 
name of fiscal responsibility, policies advocated 
by Speaker Paul Ryan’s wing of the Republican 
Party, Trump took away one of the Democrats’ 
best and most time-tested attacks. And by 
reorienting the Republican Party away from 
cuts in programs on which working- and middle-
class voters depended for their security, Donald 

Trump removed the key obstacle to a cultural 
appeal based on anti-immigrant sentiments 
and nationalism. This improved his party’s 
prospects in states with above-average shares 
of white working-class voters. This cultural 
appeal helped move two states (Ohio and Iowa), 
which Barack Obama won as recently as 2012, 
beyond Democrats’ reach. Democrats are now 
unlikely to win these two states until there is a 
Democratic landslide — which hasn’t happened 
since 1964. And it has made the upper Midwest 
fiercely competitive, a face-off that is likely to 
persist until the battle lines between the parties 
are redrawn.

A glance at the demography of voters in swing 
states shows why this shift is so important.

TABLE ONE: PERCENTAGE OF THE PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION VOTE IN KEY STATES

Source: CNN national and state exit polls, 2020

WHITE NON-COLLEGE WHITE COLLEGE BLACK HISPANIC

Michigan 52 29 12 3

Wisconsin 56 30 6 4

Pennsylvania 45 36 11 5

North Carolina 39 26 23 5

Georgia 35 26 29 7

Arizona 41 33 2 19

Nevada 42 23 7 23

Florida 39 24 14 19

Texas 34 26 12 23

NATIONAL 35 32 13 13
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With the exception of Georgia and Texas, 
white non-college voters in these swing states 
comprise a substantially larger share of the 
electorate than Black and Hispanic voters 
combined. Seven of these nine states have 
shares of white non-college voters above the 
national average, while the remaining two 
(again, Georgia and Texas) are at the average.  
Conversely, five of these states have below-
average shares of white college-educated voters, 
three are average, and only one (Pennsylvania) is 
significantly above average. Black voters are well 
above the national average in two swing states 
(North Carolina and Georgia), while Hispanic 
voters are significantly above average in four 
states (Arizona, Nevada, Florida, and Texas). Of 
these states where Hispanics are strong, Biden 
won just two. Florida is the only swing state 
where Trump increased his winning margin in 
2020 over 2016, while Biden’s gains in Texas, 

though significant, fell short of expectations.

As Table Two shows, compared to Hillary 
Clinton, Joe Biden scored significant gains 
among both college-educated and non-college 
white voters and equaled her showing among 
Black Americans. In every state Biden won, the 
critical change was that he managed to improve 
her performance among white non-college 
voters. If he had not done so, he would have lost 
in Georgia, Arizona, and Wisconsin, wiping out 
his advantage on the Electoral College.

By contrast, as the last column of Table Two 
indicates, Biden fell short of Clinton’s share 
among Hispanics in seven of nine swing states 
and could do no better than match it in the 
remaining two. Unless Democrats can improve 
their performance among Hispanics, Florida will 
remain out of reach, and their hopes of turning 
Texas blue will remain unfulfilled.

TABLE TWO: VOTING SHIFTS IN DEMOGRAPHIC GROUPS, 2016 TO 2020 (PERCENTAGE CHANGES IN DEMOCRATIC SHARE)

Sources: 2016 and 2020 state exit polls

WHITE NON-COLLEGE WHITE COLLEGE BLACK HISPANIC

Michigan 8 10 - -4

Wisconsin 7 3 - -3

Pennsylvania 2 6 - -5

North Carolina -4 11 3 -

Georgia 5 16 -1 -5

Arizona 5 9 - -

Nevada 7 3 - -3

Florida 4 8 5 -9

Texas 5 11 6 -3
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Democrats who think that the mobilization of 
their base will be sufficient to win elections 
overlook the sheer number of white non-college 
voters in key states. This does not mean that 
Democrats should ignore their base, but it does 
mean that they need to walk a fine line between 
mobilizing their base and attracting enough 
white non-college voters to win. In 2020, COVID 
had created an economic and social crisis that 
brought just enough of these voters back to 
the Democrats in key swing states. But these 
successes must not blind Democrats to the fact 
that these voters often have found Republicans’ 
cultural claims more persuasive than the 
Democrats’ economic arguments. 

Myth 3: A progressive ascendency is emerging 
The Democratic Party is a broad coalition of 
left-wing progressives, center-left liberals, 
and moderates. In the country as a whole, 
both conservative and moderate voters are 
more numerous than are those who consider 
themselves liberal or progressive. But despite 
these well-known statistical truths, many 
Democrats have convinced themselves that a 
new “very liberal” or “progressive” majority was 
emerging, in the party and in the country.  

There is little evidence that this is true today 
or that the attitudes of the electorate are 
moving in this direction. The most recent 
survey of voters’ ideology found that only 7% 
of the electorate considers itself very liberal.12  
Another survey found that only 9% of voters 
associated themselves with policies identified 
with leaders such as Senator Bernie Sanders 
and Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, 
compared to 26% who supported the center-left 
positions identified with Joe Biden.13  

It is true that Americans turn to government 
when problems arise that the market cannot 

solve (or even exacerbate). Measures to expand 
investments in infrastructure, education, 
research, and technology enjoy broad public 
support, as do efforts to rein in the cost of 
prescription drugs. When economic inequality 
becomes blatant, Americans will support efforts 
to reduce it — for example, by increasing taxes 
on large corporations and wealthy individuals. 

At the same time, decades of declining trust 
in the competence and integrity of the public 
sector have left Americans wary of government 
as the solution to social problems. Capitalism 
has its excesses and deficiencies, they believe, 
but socialism is not the answer. And when 
government responses to real issues — such 
as the hardships created by the pandemic — 
contribute to new problems such as inflation, 
support for an activist public sector quickly 
wanes. There is scant evidence that Americans 
will accept the costly government-led economic 
agenda of which progressives dream.  

Nowhere is the myth of the progressive 
ascendency more powerful than in the sphere of 
culture. Many Democrats believe that the most 
progressive cultural attitudes enjoy the support 
of a popular majority. These Democrats are living 
in a bubble defined by education, income, and 
geography. Time after time, Republicans use 
progressives’ overreach in areas such as crime, 
immigration, and education to drive wedges 
between swing voters and the Democratic Party. 
This pattern will not end until Democrats break 
out of the mindset that dominates deep blue 
areas, familiarize themselves with the rest of the 
country and then carefully craft stances on these 
issues that move the country forward — and that 
a majority of Americans can embrace.14 

Much of this cultural bubble is a consequence of 
changing educational patterns in the electorate. 



THE NEW POLITICS OF EVASION:  HOW IGNORING SWING VOTERS COULD REOPEN 
THE DOOR FOR DONALD TRUMP AND THREATEN AMERICAN DEMOCRACY

P10

Starting in 2000, whites with four-year college 
degrees moved towards the Democrats as 
whites without four-year degrees maintained 
their long-term movement away. Biden’s 

Among all voters with a four-year degree or 
higher, Biden got 61% of the vote, up from Hillary 
Clinton’s 57% in 2016. This total included 57% 
of white voters with a college degree or more, 
69% of college-educated Hispanics, and 92% of 
college-educated African Americans. The gap 
in support for Biden among whites with and 
without college degrees was 24 points; among 
Hispanics with and without college degrees, 14 
points. (By contrast, there was no education gap 
whatsoever among Black voters.)16

A college degree matters in two ways: it 
contributes to higher incomes; and independent 

candidacy continued the shift of educated voters 
toward the Democratic Party while reversing only 
modestly the shift of voters without four-year 
degrees in the opposite direction.

of income, college-educated voters have a 
cultural outlook that on average leans in a more 
liberal or progressive direction.

As Democrats have gained ground among 
college-educated voters while losing support 
among less-educated voters, they have 
increased their support in upper-income 
jurisdictions. Although the popular vote in 2016 
was fairly close, Hillary Clinton won counties 
accounting for 64% of GDP. Although the popular 
vote remained relatively close in 2020, Biden won 
counties totaling an astounding 71% of GDP.

FIGURE 1: DEMOCRATIC SHARE OF MAJOR PARTY VOTE FOR PRESIDENT AMONG NON-HISPANIC WHITES,  
BY EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT

Source: The New York Times15
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TABLE 3: CANDIDATES' COUNTIES WON AND SHARE OF GDP IN 2016 AND 2020

Source: Brookings17

The cultural bubble is also the result of the 
increasingly intense geographic polarization 
that has shaped the outlook of a new generation 
of political activists. In deep blue states like 
Massachusetts and California, the political 
spectrum runs from the far left — where a 
concept like democratic socialism, for example, 
is very popular — to the center. In these states, 
groups like Justice for All, wage war against 
officials in the center, whom they often refer 
to as “corporate Democrats.” A generation of 
political office holders and activists has come 
of age never having to speak to evangelical 
Christians, pro-life advocates, or just plain old 
Republicans.18 

In sum: for reasons of education, income, and 
geography, many Democratic voters and leaders 

are far removed from the daily experiences 
and cultural outlooks of non-college voters. 
For example, in the wake of the George Floyd 
murder in Minneapolis, whites joined Blacks all 
over the country to protest police brutality. Out 
of this was born a reinvigorated interest in police 
reform as many whites learned more about 
the experiences of African Americans at the 
hands of the police. Much of the work on police 
reform was broadly popular since it focused 
on commonsense measures to make policing 
more accountable and getting others to do the 
work that diverts police from their mission of 
fighting crime.19 But then advocates settled on 
a disastrous slogan — defund the police — to 
describe their aims.  For prosperous whites living 
in safe urban neighborhoods or the suburbs, this 

YEAR CANDIDATE COUNTIES WON TOTAL VOTES AGGREGATE SHARE 
OF US GDP

2016

Hillary Clinton 472 65,853,625 64%

Donald Trump 2,584 62,985,106 36%

2020

Joe Biden 520 81,283,098 71%

Donald Trump 2,564 74,222,958 29%

Note: 2020 figures reflect unofficial results from 99% of counties. Figures for 2020 represent results from 100% of counties for which 2018 GDP 
data are available. Some county equivalents have been consolidated into counties to match the geography of BEA GDP data.
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label and the polices were unfortunate, but not a 
deal breaker. But for whites and others living in or 
near neighborhoods with high crime rates, it was.

In sum: for reasons of education, 
income, and geography, many 
Democratic voters and leaders are far 
removed from the daily experiences and 
cultural outlooks of non-college voters.

As it turned out, African Americans in high-crime 
neighborhoods didn’t think much of the idea 
either. A reform ballot initiative in Minneapolis 
(George Floyd’s city) and the mayoral candidate 
who supported it went down to defeat. The 
opposition to this initiative included African 
American voters, 75% of whom were opposed to 
shrinking the size of the police force.20

Although most high-profile Democrats explicitly 
rejected the “defund the police” language, 
Republicans worked overtime to ensure that the 
public knew the phrase and associated it with 
the Democrats. Congressman Jim Clyburn, the 
Majority Whip in Congress, believes that it cost 
the party as many as a dozen seats in the House 
of Representatives in the 2020 election.21

This should not have come as a surprise. 
Since the late 1960s, Republicans have made 
unprincipled but effective use of Democrats’ 
vulnerabilities on social and cultural issues, 
especially those with racial overtones. There’s 
a straight line from Willie Horton, the Black 
rapist and murderer who featured prominently in 
George H. W. Bush’s 1988 campaign, to rhetoric 
used in the fight around “defund the police” and 
“critical race theory,” which figured prominently in 
the 2021 Virginia gubernatorial campaign.

A similar story played out in recent elections that 
featured renewed interest in socialism. Among 

the young, favorable attitudes towards socialism 
are much stronger than they are among older 
people.22 But there is an important generational 
difference; younger people tended to equate 
socialism with a robust welfare state along 
Scandinavian lines, while to older people it meant 
state control of the means of production. Even 
though Biden often said —clearly and forcefully 
— “I am not a socialist,” the image stuck to the 
party like glue. For important segments of the 
population, especially those who can remember 
the Cold War and those who escaped from 
socialist failures in Eastern Europe and Latin 
America, socialism was nothing short of a 
disaster, and a party that seemed sympathetic  
to it was unacceptable.

When we first wrote about the politics of evasion 
over three decades ago, Democrats had allowed 
the public to form an impression of them as the 
party that sympathized with criminals more than 
with their victims — that is, a party outside the 
moral mainstream. Although many of today’s 
cultural issues are different, the problem remains 
the same, and Democrats will remain on the 
cultural defensive until they pursue social change 
with policies and language — and at a pace — 
that can command a sustainable majority.

A new survey commissioned by the Democratic 
Congressional Campaign Committee may finally 
get the party’s attention. The poll found that 
when Democratic candidates leave Republicans’ 
cultural attacks unanswered, the GOP lead on 
the generic ballot increases from 4 to 14 points. 
These attacks are especially potent among 
swing voters, including centrists, Independents, 
and Hispanics.  A strong Democratic response 
— supporting the police and border security, 
for example — undoes much but not all the 
damage.23,24 If this survey doesn’t wake up the 
Democratic Party and its candidates, Democrats 
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face a brutal reckoning in November, and the 
problem will persist until the party, led by the 
president, clearly signals that it is rejoining 
America’s cultural mainstream.

III. REALITIES THAT DEMOCRATS MUST FACE: THE 
NEW STRUCTURE OF AMERICAN POLITICS  
Everyone senses that partisanship is more 
intense and more comprehensive than it was 
four decades ago, and that building bipartisan 
coalitions is far more difficult. The share of 
safe House seats where party primaries settle 
the outcome of general elections has soared, 
making it more difficult for moderates to be 
nominated since their party will retain the seat 
even if nominees are far outside the mainstream. 
The sorting out of the electorate into increasingly 
homogenous geographical areas has created 
echo chambers that intensify partisan beliefs 
and sentiments.

But there is another, less discussed structural 
feature of contemporary politics — how closely 
divided we are along partisan lines, and how the 
absence of a stable majority shapes competition 
between the parties.

When we assess our national politics over the 
past century, a remarkable pattern emerges. 
Of the 17 presidential elections between 1920 
and 1984, 10 were settled by margins of 10 
percentage points or more in the popular vote, 
and five yielded landslides in which the winner’s 
margin exceeded 20 points. But in the nine 
elections between 1988 and 2020, no candidate 
has come close to a 10-point victory margin, and 
five of the past six have been settled by margins 
of less than 5 percentage points. In five of these 
elections, the winner failed to secure a majority 
of the national popular vote; in two, the candidate 
who lost the national popular vote prevailed in 
the Electoral College. During this 32-year period, 

neither political party has been able to establish 
a stable national majority, and the White House 
has changed hands between the parties five 
times. Of the roughly 1 billion votes cast for the 
major party candidates in the past nine elections, 
Democrats received 51.2% compared to 48.2% 
for Republicans.

Our conclusion: Even though deepening 
partisanship has reduced the number of swing 
voters, the narrow margins of our recent national 
elections have made these voters more important 
than ever. This reality will dominate national 
politics until one party breaks the deadlock of 
the past three decades and creates a decisive 
national majority. 

As evidence, consider the difference between 
the election of 2016, which the Democratic 
presidential nominee narrowly lost, and 2020, 
which the Democratic nominee narrowly won. 
Hillary Clinton bested Donald Trump by 2.2 
percentage points in the national popular vote, 
while Joe Biden beat him by 4.4 percentage 
points, and the additional two points proved 
decisive.

Even though deepening partisanship 
has reduced the number of swing 
voters, the narrow margins of our 
recent national elections has made 
these voters more important than ever.

The 2020 election witnessed a massive increase in 
the popular vote, with the highest turnout in more 
than a century. But the mobilization extended 
across the political spectrum. Joe Biden received 
15.4 million more votes than Hillary Clinton and 
increased the Democratic share of the popular 
vote by 3.1 percentage points, while Donald Trump 
raised his vote total by 11.2 million over his 2016 
performance, and his share of the popular vote by 
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0.8 points. Meanwhile, votes cast for independent 
and third-party candidates, which had soared to 
nearly 6% of the electorate in 2016 fell back to 
1.8%, roughly the average in the past two decades.

Here is the crucial point: because voters in both 
parties surged to the polls in record numbers, the 
shape of the electorate changed only marginally. 
Compared to 2016, white Americans’ share of the 
electorate fell by 2 points, matching the average 
decrease in recent quadrennial cycles. The Black 
share rose from 10 to 11 points, while Hispanics 
remained steady at 10.25 Looking across most 
sub-groups, including age and geography, the 
same pattern prevails. Joe Biden won the 2020 
presidential contest not by changing the shape of 
the electorate, but rather by improving his share of 
the vote in key parts of the electorate.

Because voters in both parties surged 
to the polls in record numbers, the 
shape of the electorate changed only 
marginally. 

For example, Biden won 48% of the male vote, up 
from Clinton’s 41%, while raising Democrats’ margin 
of victory among white college-educated men 
from 3 to 10 points. He even managed to raise the 
Democratic share of the white working class men’s 

vote — the heart of the Trump coalition — to 31%, 
versus Clinton’s weak 23% showing. 

Although Joe Biden made incremental gains 
across most parts of the electorate, there is no 
guarantee that these swing voters will stick with 
him next time, and recent polls suggest that 
they are pulling away.26 None of these changes 
fundamentally transformed the Democratic 
coalition or broke the partisan stalemate. 

We are likely to face a close contest for the 
popular vote in 2024. But as every high school 
student should know, the national popular vote 
does not determine the outcome of presidential 
elections; it is the state-by-state vote.

None of these changes fundamentally 
transformed the Democratic coalition 
or broke the partisan stalemate.

It seems logical that as the number of close 
presidential elections has increased, so would the 
number of swing states.  But just the opposite has 
happened: as swing elections have become the 
norm, swing states have been disappearing.

Consider four presidential elections over the 
past six decades, each resolved by less the 5 
percentage points in the national popular vote.

TABLE FOUR: THE SHRINKING POOL OF SWING STATES, 1960-2020

YEAR STATES WITH LESS  
THAN 5 PPT MARGINS

STATES WITH 
 5-10 PPT MARGINS  TOTAL

1960 20 14 34

1976 20 11 31

2000 12 10 22

2020 8 6 14
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Although the number of swing states has 
decreased by more than one-half over the past 
six decades, they continue to determine the 
outcome of presidential contests. If Biden had 
received 11,780 fewer votes in Georgia (0.2% of 
the total), 10,458 in Arizona (0.3%), and 20,683 
fewer in Wisconsin (0.6%), his 306-232 Electoral 
College victory would have turned into a 269-269 
tie, and the election would have been thrown into 
the House of Representatives, handing Donald 
Trump another four years in the Oval Office. If 
Biden’s national popular vote had been 3% rather 
than 4.4%, Trump probably would have prevailed 
outright in the Electoral College.

The explanation is familiar but bears repeating: 
because Democrats are highly concentrated in 
a handful of states, Democratic candidates win 
these states by huge margins that do not improve 
their prospects in the Electoral College. Biden won 
the five states with the largest Democratic edge 
in the popular vote by a total of 11.3 million votes. 
By contrast, Trump won the five states with the 
largest Republican popular vote edge by only 3.0 
million votes. Biden won California’s 55 electoral 
votes by 5.1 million popular votes, while Trump 
won Texas’s 38 EVs by only 600,000. 

Whatever the moral arguments in favor of 
electing presidents by national popular vote, a 
constitutional change of this magnitude will not 
occur anytime soon, if ever. In the meantime, 
Democrats must play the hand they have been 
dealt. Presidential elections will be won or lost 
in the Electoral College, and — fair or not — 
some states have more impact than others in 
determining who wins. This reality does not 
please progressives, many of whom come from 
solidly blue states, and it often eludes Democratic 
activists who hail from deep blue states. But 

unless they want to spend their careers in a 
minority party, they must acknowledge the need to 
win swing states — and the political implications 
of this necessity.

Until one political party breaks the 
stalemate and forges an enduring 
national majority, close elections will 
remain the rule, swing voters in swing 
states will remain the key to victory, 
and grandiose interpretations of 
victory will prove to be hollow if not 
downright dangerous.

We cannot rule out the possibility that one of 
the two political parties will run an unappealing 
candidate with an unpopular message, creating 
a surge of support for the other major party 
candidate. Nor can we rule out a national crisis of 
some sort that results in a one-time rejection of 
the incumbent party. Such crises occurred in 2008 
at the onset of the Great Recession, and in 2020 
with the onset of the COVID pandemic. But until 
one political party breaks the stalemate and forges 
an enduring national majority, close elections 
will remain the rule, swing voters in swing states 
will remain the key to victory, and grandiose 
interpretations of victory will prove to be hollow if 
not downright dangerous.

Swing states, swing voters
If swing voters in swing states are the key to 
victory, we must understand what and who they 
are. Table Five, which compares outcomes in 2016 
and 2020 for states decided by 10 percentage 
points or less in 2016, helps identify the analytical 
questions.
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TABLE FIVE: ELECTION OUTCOMES IN SWING STATES, 2016-2020

STATE DEMOCRATIC MARGIN, 2016 DEMOCRATIC MARGIN, 2020 MARGIN CHANGE

[Democrats lost in 2016, won in 2020]

Michigan -0.2 2.8 3.0

Pennsylvania -0.7 1.2 1.9

Wisconsin -0.8 0.6 1.4

Arizona -3.5 0.3 3.8

Georgia -5.2 0.2 5.4

[Democrats won in 2016 and 2020]

Minnesota 1.5 7.1 5.6

Maine 3.0 9.1 6.1

New Hampshire 0.4 7.4 7.0

Colorado 4.9 13.5 8.6

New Mexico 8.2 10.8 2.6

Nevada 2.4 2.4 -

[Democrats lost in 2016 and 2020]

North Carolina -3.7 -1.4 2.3

Texas -9.0 -5.6 3.4

Florida -1.2 -3.4 -2.2

Ohio -8.1 -8.0 0.1

Iowa -9.4 -8.2 1.2
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As we see in Table Six, Biden moved five crucial states from the Republican to the Democratic column 
by making large gains among swing voters in the heart of the electorate, especially moderates and 
independents.

Consistent with these developments, Biden 
increased the Democratic share of the suburban 
vote, where moderates and independents are 
dense on the ground, from 45% in 2016 to 
54% in 2020 while failing to improve on Hillary 
Clinton’s dismal showing in rural areas, where 
conservative voters cluster.27 

Unfortunately, recent surveys indicate that during 
his first year in office, Biden has surrendered 
these gains. For example, an Economist/YouGov 
survey conducted in February 2022 found that 
only 46% of moderates and a dismal 30% of 
independents approve of Biden’s performance 
as president.28 The outcome of the Virginia 
gubernatorial race points in the same direction.  
According to an analysis by the Democratic 
Governors Association, while Joe Biden won 
Virginia’s independents by 17 points, Terry 
McAuliffe lost them by 10.29 

TABLE SIX: DEMOCRATIC GAINS, 2020 VERSUS 2016 (PPTS)

A recent report from the Pew Research Center 
offers addition evidence of substantial losses in 
the center of the electorate.30 

In early 2021, when public approval for 
President Biden was at its peak, support 
among independent voters who say they “lean” 
toward the Democrats was nearly as high as 
among voters who identify as Democrats, and 
differences between strong and not-strong 
Democrats were insignificant. Since then, 
the gap between these groups has widened 
significantly. While the president’s ratings among 
Democrats have declined by 19 percentage 
points (from 95% to 76%), they have declined by 
32 percentage points among “leaners.” A similar 
gap has opened between those who say they are 
“strong” and “not strong” Democrats. 

STATE MODERATES INDEPENDENTS

Arizona +12 +9

Georgia +8 +12

Michigan +10 +15

Pennsylvania +5 +11

Wisconsin +8 +14
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Other findings from the Pew study show that 
differences among these three groups of 
Democratic supporters are closely correlated 
with ideology. The erosion of support for Biden 
has been greatest among not-strong Democrats 
and independents leaning Democratic, groups in 
which conservative and moderates outnumber 
liberals. 

Other survey data support Pew’s findings. For 
example, compare two polls conducted by the 
Economist and YouGov, the first in mid-March of 
2021,31 the second in the third week of January 
2022.32 

TABLE SEVEN: PRESIDENT BIDEN’S CHANGING JOB APPROVAL

If the next presidential election were held 
tomorrow, these losses in the center of the 
electorate mean that Biden would lose all the 
swing states he moved from the Republican to 
the Democratic column in 2020, setting the stage 
for an Electoral College defeat. 

But what about Donald Trump?  Will the voters 
who switched from Trump to Biden in 2020 vote 
to return a uniquely destabilizing and divisive 
figure to the Oval Office? No one knows for sure, 
of course, but recent surveys are not reassuring. 
Two recent surveys placed the current and 
former president in a dead heat, and the most 

respected Iowa poll found Trump leading Biden 
by 11 points in the Hawkeye State, 3 points 
better than Trump did in the 2020 election. 
Democrats dare not assume that Trump’s 
conduct as president (and afterwards) has made 
him unelectable.

Our conclusion: Despite intense partisan 
polarization, swing voters form the heart of 
the electorate in swing states, and Democrats 
cannot win without them. Reversing losses 
among moderate and independent voters will be 
key indicators of success between now and the 
2024 election.

MARCH 2021 JANUARY 2022 CHANGE

All voters 53 38 -15

Moderates 66 44 -22

Independents 47 26 -21
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IV. THE PATH AHEAD: RENEWING THE  
DEMOCRATIC PARTY
It is beyond our power to offer a comprehensive 
plan to win the 2024 election and defeat the 
threat Donald Trump poses to constitutional 
democracy. But we can make a start. Simply 
stated, Democrats need an agenda that 
advances their policy aims in a manner that a 
majority of Americans can support, and they 
need an operating manual to ensure that bad 
execution does not undermine good intentions.

A.The agenda
Economics for the kitchen table
In a rapidly changing economic environment, 
unexpected events often outrun specific policy 
recommendations. Still, we can offer some 
guidelines for the Democrats’ long-term agenda.

The American people favor policies that expand 
opportunity and mobility while protecting them 
against negative economic developments with 
which individuals and families cannot cope on 
their own. And they favor fairness, including 
asking corporations and wealthy individuals 
to contribute more to build an economy that 
works for all, not just a favored few. They do not 
favor limited government as Republicans have 
long defined it, they want protection against the 
excesses and inadequacies of the market, but 
they do not want socialism. The administration 
should offer policies within this framework, and 
it should defend them by appealing to these 
widely held values. In addition, the administration 
should: 

• Make it clear that the party pursues growth 
that is both inclusive and non-inflationary. 
In current circumstances, this means fully 
funding new programs with revenues that 
match the pace of outlays. Until inflation has 
been brought under control, a policy of “Buy 

now, pay later” would be irresponsible.

• Invest in programs that increase supply — 
including labor supply — for the long-term. 
This includes legislation to boost domestic 
production of computer chips to programs, 
such as universal pre-K, that help potential 
workers — especially women — return to the 
paid labor force.

• Focus less on omnibus bills known mainly 
for their price-tag and more on targeted 
legislation whose benefits for average 
families can be explained briefly and 
persuasively.

• Design benefit programs that aid people 
who need assistance, not those who don’t. 
Policies that help families making $400,000 
or more per year are hard to justify and even 
harder to pay for.

National security in a new era
During the Obama administration, it became 
fashionable to assert that conflicts among 
nations were giving way to transnational threats 
such climate change, mass migration, and 
nuclear proliferation. Progressives welcomed 
this shift on the grounds that transnational 
problems required international cooperation 
rather than competition that required expensive 
armed forces and sometimes led to war. 
We need to shift away from “an artificially 
constructed system of 195 countries,” says a 
leading proponent of this view, and “put people 
first,” wherever they may live.33

Unfortunately for progressives, reality has not 
conformed to their aspirations. A new axis 
of autocracy now stretches from the Baltic 
to the Pacific, and a new era of great power 
competition has begun. Presidents, regardless 
of party, will be judged by how they meet its 
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challenges. A Russian takeover of Ukraine would 
be debited to Joe Biden’s account, as would a 
Chinese invasion of Taiwan. 

After two decades of unending war, the American 
people do not want another one. But neither 
do they want to endure defeat and national 
humiliation. President Biden must do his best 
to preserve our vital interests by deterring our 
adversaries from committing acts of aggression. 

But deterrence is not cheap. Progressives were 
dismayed when mainstream Democrats added 
$25 billion to the president’s defense budget 
request. This probably won’t be the last time. In 
current circumstances, it would be irresponsible 
to use reductions in the defense budget to fund 
domestic programs, a perennial progressive 
strategy. Deterring aggression in both Europe 
and the Asia-Pacific region may well require 
spending more than the 3.7% of GDP that we 
now devote to national defense.

After a year in office, 63% of Americans — 
including 59% of moderates, 65% of suburban 
residents, 75% of independents, and 59% of 
Hispanics — see President Biden as a weak 
leader.34 Another major national security reverse 
on top of his chaotic exit from Afghanistan, 
would reinforce this belief, undermining his 
party’s credibility as well as his own. He cannot 
allow this to happen, which means that he will 
have to face down Democrats who do not want 
to do what is needed to prevent it. 

Social issues in a culturally moderate country
As we have argued through this report, the 
progressive cultural agenda does not enjoy 
majority support and weakens Democrats’ 
electoral prospects whenever it is seen as the 
dominant force within the party. On all these 
issues, however, there is an honorable middle 

ground that enjoys wide public support. Most 
Americans favor both humane treatment for 
immigrants, including a path to citizenship for 
Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) 
recipients or DREAMers and other longtime 
residents, along with vigorous enforcement to 
secure our border. Most Americans don’t want 
fewer police; they want better police, along 
with reforms that hold bad cops responsible 
and weeds them out. Most Americans favor 
teaching both the positive and negative sides 
of our history, including slavery and racial 
discrimination, but they will not tolerate 
pedagogy they see as dividing students along 
racial and ethnic lines. And they favor keeping 
the schools open for their children as we recover 
from the COVID pandemic.

During the 2020 campaign, Joe Biden 
understood these distinctions. He made sure 
that slogans such as “Defund the police” and 
“Abolish ICE” were excluded from the party’s 
platform. He was willing to draw lines when 
necessary. More recently, he met with Eric 
Adams, the new mayor of New York City, to 
underscore his agreement with Adams’ support 
for both strong policing and police reforms. "The 
answer is not to defund the police," Biden said. 
"It's to give you the tools, the training, the funding 
to be partners, to be protectors. The community 
needs you."35 And on February 13, House Speaker 
went on national television to emphasize that 
defunding the police was not the position of the 
Democratic Party and that “public safety is our 
responsibility.”36

These statements represent an important 
return to the balanced stance President Biden 
adopted during the 2020 election. But neither 
he nor the party can afford to stop there. Led 
by the president, Democrats must embrace 
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defensible positions on other social issues — 
from immigration to the role of parents in public 
education — that the center of the electorate  
can accept.

Articulating these positions will cause some 
strains within the party’s coalition, but there 
is no alternative. While the president’s desire 
to preserve party unity is understandable, he 
cannot afford to do so at the cost of weakening 
his prospects in 2024. As Terry McAuliffe 
discovered, social issues often arouse intense 
passions. By seeking to sidestep Critical Race 
Theory rather than confronting the political 
challenge, he allowed himself to become 
associated with a way of thinking that the 
majority of his state could not accept. Because 
Joe Biden may be the last man between Donald 
Trump and the Oval Office, he cannot afford to 
repeat this mistake.  

B. Implementing the agenda: some notes  
for the operating manual
In government as in other important activities, 
it’s not only what you do, but how you do it — and 
how you talk about it. Implementation failures 
can undermine parties and presidencies, and 
communication failures can create barriers to 
public understanding and acceptance of key 
policies. Many Americans identify confusing and 
conflicting advice from public health officials as 
a core defect of the administration’s pandemic 
policies.37 In this spirit, we offer President Biden 
some operational advice. 

How you do it: Pay attention to how your 
government runs
President George W. Bush suffered greatly from 
the mess that was the federal government’s 
response to Hurricane Katrina and from failing 

to develop an effective plan for Iraq after the 
U.S. invasion succeeded. President Obama 
suffered from the crashing of the Affordable 
Care Act health care marketplace websites and 
from the scandal at the Veterans Administration 
that resulted in the deaths of several veterans 
for lack of timely care. Both presidents suffered 
these implementation failures in their second 
terms, and both were succeeded by presidents 
of the opposite party. As President Harry Truman 
famously said, “The buck stops here.” Because 
Democrats have been the party of government 
ever since the New Deal, every failure that befalls 
the party of government hurts it even more than 
it hurts Republicans.

The chaotic Afghanistan withdrawal was a major 
implementation failure from which President 
Biden has yet to recover, and his plans for 
overcoming the pandemic have suffered from 
over-promising, shifting tactics, and unclear 
communications. Between now and 2024, 
Biden and his senior officials must pay more 
attention to the nitty-gritty of implementation.  
For example, the distribution of infrastructure 
funds must be efficient and scandal-free, 
immigration policy must deploy personnel and 
resources to adjudicate refugees claims quickly 
and fairly, and pandemic policy must do a better 
job of anticipating problems such as new COVID 
variants and shortages of home-based tests.
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CONCLUSION
A remarkable scene took place in Congress on 
January 6, 2022. Accompanied by his daughter, 
Representative Liz Cheney (R-Wyo.), former Vice 
President Richard Cheney came to the floor of 
the House for ceremonies in remembrance of 
the attacks on the Capitol the year before. One 
by one, Democrats warmly greeted the former 
vice president, whom they had reviled little more 
than a decade earlier for his role in fomenting the 
ill-fated Iraq War.  

The stakes had changed. Following his 
daughter’s lead, Dick Cheney had become one 
of the few Republicans speaking out firmly 
against the threat to democracy that the Trump-

dominated Republican Party had come to 
represent. Saving constitutional government is a 
paramount goal that overrides policy differences, 
however deep. 

In these extraordinary times, only a Democratic 
president stands between Trump and the Oval 
Office. It is the president’s duty to do everything 
he can to win the 2024 election. There is no 
greater cause. To do so will require subordinating 
everything else to this goal — and bringing the 
Democratic Party along. This will not be easy, but 
the alternative is defeat — and the further erosion 
of American democracy.
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