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OPINION |  REVIEW & OUTLOOK

The Trump Referendum
The public likes his policy results, but his chaotic governance may cost him a second term.

By 
Updated Oct. 31, 2020 11�37 am ET

The Editorial Board

Listen to this article
7 minutes

‘The case for Donald Trump is political disruption.” So we wrote four years ago, and the
Trump Presidency has certainly delivered that, for better and worse. His policies and
breaks from convention have accomplished much that was needed. But his divisive
governance and personal flaws have put him in danger of losing to a Democrat whose
campaign theme is essentially that he isn’t Donald Trump.

President Donald Trump in Green Bay, Wisconsin on October 30.
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This presidential dichotomy is summed up in the recent Gallup poll finding that 56% of
Americans say they are better off than they were four years ago. That’s higher than
Ronald Reagan (44%) when he ran for re-election in 1984, George W. Bush (47%) in 2004,
or Barack Obama (45%) in 2012. They won a second term.

Yet Mr. Trump has never had an approval rating higher than 50% in four years. The
Occam’s razor explanation is that most people like Mr. Trump’s policy results but dislike
the way he has conducted his Presidency.

***

Mr. Trump’s first-term accomplishments are real, and better than we expected in 2016
given his apparent unconcern for policy. Though an outsider, he allied himself with Paul
Ryan and House Republicans on tax reform and deregulation, and Mitch McConnell and
the Senate GOP on judges.

The confirmation of Justice Amy Coney Barrett means that Mr. Trump has appointed a
third of the Supreme Court and about 30% of the federal appellate bench. More important
is the philosophy of these judges, who we hope will enforce the proper separation of
powers, rein in the administrative state, and protect the Bill of Rights from progressive
assault.
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He also deserves policy credit for the pre-pandemic economy. The idea that he inherited a
boom in 2017 is factually wrong. The economy skirted recession in 2015-2016. Mr. Trump
gave the expansion a second wind by easing the dead weight of political regulation and
liberating animal spirits.

Tax reform made U.S. corporations more competitive and encouraged the repatriation of
hundreds of billions in capital. Unleashing energy production created tens of thousands of
well-paying jobs and made the U.S. less dependent on foreign oil. The growth acceleration
created a tight labor market that raised wages for millions left behind by the slow-growth
Obama years. Wages for the less-skilled and less-educated rose faster than for the
affluent.

Contrary to the left’s narrative, his policies have also helped minorities—prison reform,
opportunity zones, support for alternatives to failing public schools. Protecting and
expanding these gains post-Covid would be a main project of a second Trump term.

***

Mr. Trump’s trade and immigration policies were counterproductive, though they could
have been worse. His biggest trade blunder was leaving the Trans-Pacific Partnership that
provided leverage against China, but he didn’t blow up Nafta. He missed an historic
chance for a Dreamers-for-border-security deal on immigration in 2018, and he has since
let restrictionist aide Stephen Miller shrink even legal immigration. This bodes ill for a
second term.

On foreign policy, Mr. Trump has been better than his rhetoric. His Twitter bullying and
impulsive talk of withdrawing U.S. forces alienates friends and raises doubts about
America’s commitments. His transactional view of foreign policy, and a belief in his own
persuasive charm, has produced fruitless courtships of dictators such as Kim Jong Un.

Yet his disdain for convention has led to decisions in the national interest that no other
recent President would have made: leaving the flawed Iranian nuclear deal and the
Potemkin Paris climate accord, killing Iranian terror chief Qasem Soleimani, and moving
the U.S. Embassy to Jerusalem. The latter has led to a major breakthrough in Arab-Israeli
relations that Joe Biden might ruin if he follows Barack Obama in appeasing Iran.

Mr. Trump is also the first U.S. President to force China to pay a price for breaking global
norms. Others griped but did little. Mr. Trump has isolated Huawei and built more robust
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strategic ties with India, Vietnam, Japan, South Korea and Taiwan. We wish he had done
similar alliance-building on trade, rather than impose tariffs that hurt the U.S. as much as
Beijing. But even Joe Biden won’t be able to return to the Obama status quo with China.

***

A different Republican President with this record would be sailing to re-election, yet Mr.
Trump has trailed in the polls for months. He has certainly faced the most fanatical
opposition of any modern President. The idea that he’d lead some anti-democratic coup
was always absurd. More realistic was that the bureaucracy and a partisan press would
work together to undermine the political rookie’s ability to govern.

So they have, and to a degree even we didn’t anticipate. The Russia probe was an FBI
attempt to stop his election, and then undermine his Presidency, fomented by the Clinton
campaign. Insiders leaked his conversations with foreign leaders, and Democrats were
determined to impeach him for something, which they did without evidence of high
crimes or misdemeanors.

Yet Mr. Trump’s own chaotic governance has too often handed his enemies a sword. His
narcissism made him think he could control FBI director James Comey, and his indulgent
tweet about taping Mr. Comey triggered a special counsel. He is often reckless and makes
needless enemies. He is not the only cause of America’s political divisions, but he has
contributed to them. He has had four chiefs of staff, four national security advisers, and he
often trashes good people as they depart.

As we warned in 2017, Mr. Trump has also squandered his ability to persuade with false
claims. That lack of credibility came home to haunt with Covid-19. Mr. Trump’s policies—
on vaccines and resources—are better than his critics claim. But his habit of personalizing
everything, engaging in petty feuds, and making Panglossian claims of “rounding the
turn” have cost him support, especially among seniors.

There’s no reason to think Mr. Trump’s governance would change in a second term. His
disruption worked in 2016 against Hillary Clinton, but he has returned to the same
playbook this year when the public is in a different frame of mind. Americans want calm
realism on Covid. For all of his cunning and marketing flair, he has missed this change in
the national mood. By focusing so much on himself, he has helped Mr. Biden make the
election a referendum on the incumbent rather than a choice.
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***

The best argument for re-electing Mr. Trump is as a brake on a Democratic Party that is
increasingly radical on the economy and the culture; Mr. Biden won’t be able or willing to
do it. A GOP Senate could also be that brake, though the Senate’s fate may depend on how
well Mr. Trump does. Covid and partisan passions make this election even harder than
usual to handicap. Voters who want a centrist President Biden should split their tickets.

If Mr. Trump does lose, and takes a Republican Senate down with him, the cause will not
be weak Republicans, incompetent campaign staff, or even the relentless partisanship of
the press. Joe Biden and the Democrats couldn’t make Mr. Trump the fourth incumbent in
a century to be fired after a single term. Only Donald Trump could do that.

Correction: An earlier version misstated the number of Presidents defeated after a single
term.
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