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Presidency of Donald
Trump and American
Democracy: Populist
Messages, Political
Sectarianism, and
Negative Partisanship

NISHIKAWA MASARU

In this article, the following three subjects are identified: (1) as the quantitative
evidence shows in the first section of this article, democracy in the US has
deteriorated since 2016; (2) there could be multiple possible causes for the
deterioration of American democracy. In particular, conjunctural
opportunities give populist leaders an opening to project authoritarian
schemes in the US against the backdrop of political sectarianism and the rise
of negative partisanship; (3) the presidency of Donald Trump could be
regarded as a cause of degradation of American democracy. Many of Trump’s
traits and actions as president of the United States were damaging to
American democracy. However, because Trumpism has not thoroughly
permeated the Republican party, a barrier exists against further deterioration
or even a transition to authoritarianism.

Introduction

On November 3, 2020, the reelection bid of Donald Trump failed. After that,
Dr. Samantha Power wrote as follows:

“Some Americans are confident that after four years of Trump, the relief in
foreign capitals will be so immense that U.S. leadership on key issues will be
readily welcomed… reeling from a deadly pandemic, alienated by the United
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States’ xenophobic turn, and hungering for a form of governance that is accoun-
table to the people. They would also remind the world not of the nebulous “return
of U.S. leadership” but of specific U.S. capabilities. These assets, squandered or
neglected by Trump, remain core strengths that only the United States has the
means to project (Power, 2021, 12, 24).”

Dr. Power thought Trump’s administration threatened American democracy,
and the end of his administration calmed serious concerns raised regarding the
democracy of the US. However, Trump supporters, such as U.S. Congresswoman
Marjorie Taylor Greene (R-GA), insisted the presidential election “was stolen,”
and she saw “a lot of evidence of voter fraud.”1 She claimed the Democratic-
run government was “tyrannically controlled” and denounced the impeachment
trial of Donald Trump as a “circus.”2

After the defeat, in response to Trump’s “stop the steal” campaign, Trump
supporters gathered to protest the election results in the streets of Tokyo, Japan,
the country in which the author lives. Hours before the storming of the U.S.
Capitol, a crowd of a few hundred people in Tokyo got together and chanted
“Fight for Trump” for the embattled US president.3 On the other hand, Japanese
media published numerous opinions and articles criticizing Trump’s demeanor
which they asserted harmed the integrity of the US electoral system.4

Oddly, the pros and cons for Trump both claimed, “American democracy is
under serious threat,” and they insisted on acting to “defend”American democracy
from the collapse caused by the other side. However, as the author wrote in a
different article, we need to “learn more before we make assertions (Nishikawa,
2020 pp.359-360).” Before we make unfounded arguments, we first need to under-
stand the following questions: (1) is the democracy of the US deteriorating? If so,
is there any quantitative evidence to support the claim? (2) What are the possible
causes of this upset that took place in American democracy? (3) Can the
presidency of Donald Trump be regarded as a cause of degradation of American
democracy? If so, to what extent has Trump altered American democracy?
In seeking the answers, the author refers to articles published in top-ranked
international journals.

Is the quality of democracy in the United States
deteriorating?

“After the Cold War ended, it looked like democracy was on the march. But that
confident optimism was misplaced. With the benefit of hindsight, it is clear that it
was naive to expect democracy to spread to all corners of the world. The author-
itarian turn of recent years reflects the flaws and failings of democratic systems
(Mounk, 2021, 163-173).”
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So wrote political scientist Dr. Yascha Mounk: some scholars and pundits
point out that democracy is eroding, and authoritarianism is resurging worldwide.
According to Dr. Larry Diamond, a scholar in the field of democracy studies, the
expansion of freedom and democracy has faced a protracted stagnation. Moreover,
the average level of freedom in the world had deteriorated slowly since 2006. Dr.
Diamond warned that “the decline of democratic efficacy, energy, and self-confi-
dence in the West, including the United States,” was worrisome (Diamond, 2015,
142-144). Likewise, Dr. Roberto Foa and Dr. Mounk (2016, 7) argued that citizens
in several supposedly consolidated democracies in North America and Western
Europe had grown more critical of their political leaders. Furthermore, the citizens
had also likely lost a positive attitude toward democracy, were less hopeful and
more cynical about their own ability to influence public policy at all, and more
willing to express support for authoritarian regimes and leaders.

These scholars and pundits warn that there is a fair reason for concern that
“democratic recession,” “democratic backsliding,” or “deconsolidation of democ-
racy” may be gradually advancing around the world. That is to say, in many
countries around the world, the formal political institutions and informal political
practices that people need to continue to make demands of their governments are
diminishing (Frantz, 2018, n.p.; Haggard and Kaufman, 2021, n.p.).5 Experts
suggest that at any moment it could deepen into and tip over to become something
much worse (Diamond, 2015, 153; Foa and Mounk, 2016; Mounk and Foa, 2018).

Whether democracy around the world has been eroding is highly debatable.
For instance, Dutch political scientist Dr. Erik Voeten insisted that millennials
—much to the surprise among the millennials in the United States—were to
some extent in favor of military rule and strong authoritarian leaders to govern
their countries; however, he wrote in 2016 that we could not say for sure that
overall support for democracy had been eroding (Voeten, 2016, 7). Although in
2018, Levitsky and Ziblatt (2018, 205; Sunstein, 2018) stated that European
democracies face many problems, there was little evidence in any of them of
the kind of fundamental erosion in democratic norms is proceeding. In the
United States, they claimed democratic norms such as “forbearance” and
“mutual tolerance” that had been a seawall of American democracy had
wavered for decades. Hence, serious concern about the survival of democracy
was raised, even in the United States. Significantly, the 2016 election of Donald
Trump challenged the widespread assumption that liberal democracies were
robust and unassailable against broad and serious authoritarian challenges
(Levitsky and Ziblatt, 2018, pp.97-117; Weyland, 2020, 389; Haggard and
Kaufman, 2021, n.p.).

Has American democracy actually weakened? There is much quantitative evi-
dence that should be of great concern. First, Carey et al. (2019, 701) refers to the
expert surveys and the public surveys conducted by Bright LineWatch. They show
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there are steady increases in the quality of US democracy during the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries. Although US democracy had scored high in the past
several decades, the value had plummeted in the last few years, from 2017 to
2019 (Carey et al., 2019, 701). Likewise, as seen in Figure 1, the Polity Score,
which captures the regime authority spectrum on a 21-point scale ranging from
-10 (hereditary monarchy) to +10 (consolidated democracy), scored US democ-
racy as 8 in 2016, 2017, and 2018. The score declined to 7 in 2019 and finally
to 5 in 2020. The Polity scores can also be converted into regime categories in
a suggested three-part categorization of “autocracies” (-10 to -6), “anocracies”
(-5 to +5), and “democracies” (+6 to +10).6 For the first time since 1800, the
score of the US fell below 6: the US is now categorized as “anocracy.”

In Figure 2, the “Liberal Democracy Index” is shown. The index is a measure
to analyze the level to which a democracy places importance on protecting individ-
ual and minority rights against the tyranny of the state and the tyranny of the
majority. Figure 3 shows the “Electoral Democracy Index,” which is an index
to see whether a country embodies the core value of making rulers responsive
to citizens through electoral competition.7 We can recognize clear and sudden
drops in the two indexes.

Furthermore, the watchdog organization Freedom House categorized the
United States as “Free” in 2020. However, we find gradual declines in both
civil liberties and political rights. Although the United States obtained 92 points
in 2015, it was down to 86 points in 2020 (Frantz, 2018, n.p.).8

To put it simply, this quantitative evidence shows there is much concern over
the severe decrease in the level of democracy in the United States—although not
with a transition to authoritarianism (Frantz, 2018 n.p.). Although it is early to tell
whether the long-term quality of democracy in the United States will suffer, if it

Figure 1 Polity Score of the United States, 1901-2020
Source: Center for Systematic Peace: The Polity Project Homepage.
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declines even further, the United States’ political regime could move toward a
hybrid regime such as “flawed democratic” or “defective democratic” system.
As we see in the next section, signs of potential degradation are widespread
(Frantz, 2018, n.p.; Carey et al. 2019, 699).

Causes of democratic deterioration in the United
States

Dr. Erica Frantz, specializing in authoritarian politics with a focus on democrati-
zation, points out that democratic backsliding is often set in motion by a series of
events across multiple domains, such that there is rarely a single event that sig-
nifies its occurrence. Instead, as Dr. Frantz points out, “degradations of democracy
happen in a number of areas, primarily in terms of the competitiveness of elec-
tions, government accountability, and civil and political liberties” (Frantz, 2018,

Figure 2 Liberal Democracy Index of the United States, 1900-2020
Source: V-Dem Dataset, Version 11.1.

Figure 3 Electoral Democracy Index of the United States, 1900-2020
Source: V-Dem Dataset, Version 11.1.
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n.p.). Regarding this point, according to Dutch political scientist Dr. Cass Mudde,
the rise of extremism, authoritarianism, radicalism, and, notably, the surge of
populism erodes fundamental values of liberal democracy. Concerning the
relationship between populism and democracy in particular, some scholars
argue that populism can be hostile to “liberal” democracy. It may not be compa-
tible with liberal institutions, minorities, and reason: it is accompanied by the
danger of the “tyranny of the majority.” On the other hand, other scholars argue
that populism is not inherently and not always a negative force, or even that popu-
lism can be a force of good (Mudde, 2018, 1-8; Laclau,2005; Mouffe,2018).

Dr. Kurt Weyland, specializing in democratization and authoritarian rule,
shows two conditions necessary for populism to smother democracy: (1) insti-
tutional weakness when populists try to challenge democracy, and (2) conjunctural
opportunities that help populist leaders to force through the authoritarian way
(Weyland, 2020, 30). It seems unlikely that the US will ever fully transition to
an authoritarian regime from an institutional perspective. That is because insti-
tutional factors such as federalism, bicameralism, and separate elections for
national office prevent authoritarian leaders from easily and rapidly gaining
support. However, an alarm is raised as there have been some events that could
possibly become conjunctural opportunities for populist leaders: the gradual
erosion of defining features of liberal democratic rule, the protection of political
rights and civil liberties, and norms of compromise with opponents may be pro-
ceeding to create a conjunctural opportunity for populist leaders to pave the
way for authoritarian rule (Kaufman and Haggard, 2018, n.p.; Lee, 2020, 371).

Furthermore, as Dr. Frances Lee points out, the two major political parties in
the US today are both less resistant to populist attempts to challenge them from
within than earlier points in history. Compared to the past, information trans-
mission technology has developed in the US, and political elites and party
leaders are unpopular (Lee, 2020, 371). Before President Trump was sworn into
office, partisans had already become more intransigent than ever because of the
extreme level of party polarization, and they have not hesitated to express
animus toward their opponents (Iyengar, 2016, 219-224). As Levitsky and
Ziblatt (2018) claimed, norms that had been a seawall of American democracy
had already wavered with the rise of political polarization.

Political polarization has some adverse effects. In a recent book, Dr. Stephan
Haggard and Dr. Robert Kaufman (2021, n.p.) indicate that political polarization
reduces support for moderate political leaders and organizations and increases the
risk of moving toward extremes for existing political parties. In this way, author-
itarian anti-system parties gain traction. Dr. Haggard and Dr. Kaufman also claim
autocratic leaders and their parties tend to appeal to voters by adopting radical
agendas, and they try to make most of the polarization to gain executive office
and legislative majorities. Therefore, the autocrat’s electoral victory to form a
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majority in Congress constitutes an institutional foundation for democratic back-
sliding (Haggard and Kaufman, 2021, n.p.).

The American party system has undergone significant changes since the mid-
1960s, racially, culturally, and ideologically. When President Lyndon B. Johnson
signed the Civil Rights Act of 1964, conservative whites in the Southern states,
who disliked the legislation, began to switch to support the Democratic Party.
Additionally, in the early 1980s, President Ronald Reagan successfully attracted
politically awakened religious conservatives to the Republican Party by appealing
to Christianity and traditional family values. As Dr. Alan Abramowitz and Dr. Jen-
nifer McCoy illustrated in their article, it was in the 1970s and 1980s that these
voters began to change. This change was the starting point for an even more ideo-
logically cohesive American electorate in the 1990s and 2000s. The ideological
divergence of voters was reflected in the major political parties through elections,
with the Republican Party becoming more conservative and the Democratic Party
becoming more liberal. The moderates disappeared from both parties, and the
parties no longer compromised on policy and ideology (Abramowitz and
McCoy, 2019, 138).

For many years, political scientists understood polarization as an increase in
the distance between political parties over ideology. In recent years, however,
polarization is understood as not exclusively over only ideology or policy
(Finkel et al., 2020, 533). Finkel et al. named this non-ideological type of polariz-
ation “political sectarianism” and other scholars sometimes synonymously labeled
it “political tribalism” or “affective polarization” (Chua, 2018; Abramowitz and
McCoy, 2019). There are three important features of “political sectarianism:”

“othering—the tendency to view opposing partisans as essentially different or
alien to oneself; aversion—the tendency to dislike and distrust opposing parti-
sans; and moralization—the tendency to view opposing partisans as iniquitous
(Finkel et al., 2020, 533).”

These three characteristics—“othering,” “aversion,” and “moralization”—are
the key components of “negative partisanship.” People do not support their politi-
cal parties because they value ideology or policy principles. They support their
party based upon their social identity: their political sophistication is considered
to be low. Likewise, there is no apparent reason for them to dislike the other
party. They reject opponents whose identity is different from their own. Most trou-
bling of all, it has been pointed out that as political sectarianism progresses, elec-
toral candidates try to appeal to voters by using anti-democratic tactics (Finkel
et al., 2020, 533, 535; Egan, 2020, 701-702).

When Barack Obama won the 2008 and 2012 presidential elections,
those concerned about rapid demographic change in the US society—whites,
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evangelicals, and conservatives—began to feel that they needed to take action. In
the 2016 presidential election, Trump’s message is believed to have resonated with
these people. Hence, those who supported Trump and the Republican Party were
no longer motivated by ideology but by race, gender, and other identities (Sides
et al., 2018). According to Dr. Abramowitz and Dr. McCoy, Trump’s campaign
rhetoric was polarizing and demonizing toward his adversaries; “dividing the
country between ‘Us’-the ‘real’ Americans who hungered for a return to an ideal-
ized past when industrial jobs provided for upward mobility and white males were
in charge in the workplace and the family, and ‘Them’-the immigrants, minorities,
and liberal elites who had wrought an ‘American carnage’” (Abramowitz and
McCoy, 2019, 138-139).

The anger, anxiety, and opposition of the white working class, which felt
threatened by Obama’s electoral victories, was exploited to advance Trump. In
a sense, the ongoing ideological polarization and political sectarianism laid the
groundwork for Trump’s populist message to resonate more easily with his sup-
porters and activated a broader “identity crisis” especially among disadvantaged
white voters (Abramowitz and McCoy, 2019, 139; Sides et al., 2018).

Now the Republican Party has become the party that embodies white, Chris-
tian, conservative, and heterosexual identities, while the Democratic Party has
increasingly become the party that represents the identities of sexual, racial, and
religious minorities. The two political parties are at odds over identity and
refuse to make a compromise. Social sorting is evident at both mass and elite
levels, paving the way for Americans to receive populist messages that appeal
to their identity (Egan, 2020, 700). Furthermore, three components of “negative
partisanship”—othering, aversion, and moralization—have been worsening.
Democrats and Republicans both say the other party’s members are hypocritical,
selfish, close-minded, and incompatible. They are unwilling to work, marry, date,
conduct business with, and even to partner with opponents in a variety of activities
(Iyengar et al., 2019, 130; Egan, 2020, 702). For instance, studies have shown that
neither Republicans nor Democrats want to live near people who are politically
different. Many voters live with virtually no exposure to voters from the other
party in their residential environment: as Brown and Enos write in the article, geo-
graphic segregation does exist (Brown and Enos, 2021, 1-2). In 1960, only 4% to
5% were upset when their children married someone from the opposite party.
However, now one-third of Democrats and one-half of Republicans feel uncom-
fortable if a family member marries someone of the other party (Iyengar et al,
2019, 132). Many Republicans and Democrats are convinced that the other
party is making America miserable. Nowadays, Democrats and Republicans
rarely switch their party support, and it has become also rare for them to vote
for any candidate on the ballots other than those running for office from their
party (Dost, et al., 2019, 1-2).
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As confirmed in this section, two influential trends—political sectarianism
and the rise of negative partisanship—affecting the American electorate
contributed to give the populist leader (i.e., Donald Trump) overwhelming
support for projects that deteriorated the quality of American democracy (Abramo-
witz and McCoy, 2019, 140). In short, political sectarianism and negative partisan-
ship functioned as conjunctural opportunities. As Gary Jacobson indicates in his
article, after Trump was sworn in as president, he continuously contributed to wor-
sening negative partisanship as shown in the results of multiple surveys (Jacobson,
2020, 769). In the next section, how Trump made the most of conjunctural oppor-
tunities and disrupted democracy in the US is verified.

The Trump presidency and democracy in
the United States

As McCoy and Somer point out, polarization serves either a constructive or
destructive purpose for democracy. Polarization can clarify the ideological differ-
ences between the political parties and hence offer a clear choice to the voters. In a
manner of speaking, parties with apparent ideological differences will seek to
realize their policies as responsible parties after winning elections and try to
keep their promises to their supporters. Therefore, polarization can serve as heur-
istics and can be expected to increase the democratic responsiveness of political
parties (McCoy and Somer, 2019, 235). On the other hand, the worst consequence
of polarization, especially political sectarianism, for American democracy is that
the rise of negative partisanship will prevent political consensus and beneficial
compromise from being formed. It can be a severe threat to American democracy
(Somer and McCoy, 2019, 9). In short, as Dr. McCoy and Dr. Murat Somer point
out “whether polarization serves a constructive or destructive purpose for democ-
racy depends on the behavior of both incumbents and oppositions, new political
actors and traditionally dominant groups (McCoy and Somer, 2019, 235).”

What about Donald Trump? Unfortunately, Trump’s presidency worsened the
situation rather than fixing it, since the president exhibited many authoritarian-like
traits. He stoked underlying ethnic divisions in supporting xenophobic immigra-
tion policies, misogyny, white supremacy, and demonization and delegitimization
of his opponents as “Crooked Hillary,” “Lyin’ Ted,” “Little Marco,” “Pocahon-
tas,” “low-energy Jeb,” for example. Trump labeled those who did not do his
bidding and those who opposed him traitors. Among those were Rex Tillerson,
Herbert McMaster, Adam Schiff, James Comey, Andrew McCabe, and Brad Raf-
fensperger (Pfiffner, 2021, 97-98). Trump is also well-known for his relentless
attacks on the media as “enemies of the people” and “fake media.” He seemed
to weaken the protection of civil and political liberties and challenged the indepen-
dence of the courts and the federal law enforcement organizations and intelligence
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apparatus. In addition, Trump openly questioned the validity of the electoral
results and showed his disregard for scientific knowledge and reported facts
(Lieberman et al., 2018, 470-479; Kaufman and Haggard, 2018, n.p.; Bermeo,
2019, 229-230).

Furthermore, Trump’s populist rhetoric extended to trade, security, and diplo-
macy, where bipartisan agreement had been maintained until recently. The admin-
istration was so nationalistic and protectionist (“America First”) that it renounced
free trade and climate agreements and imposed tariffs on a broad array of imported
goods (Boucher and Thies, 2019, 712). Although the Trump administration had
been skeptical of its allies, it did not bother to hide its praise for authoritarian
leaders such as Vladimir Putin, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, Xí Jìnpíng, and Kim
Jong-un (Pfiffner, 2018, 154; Boucher and Thies, 2019, 712).

Dr. James Pfiffner, professor of public policy, pointed out that Trump’s lies
differed significantly from those of previous presidents. Some of his lies were
insignificant, trivial, and mere braggadocio. However, Dr. Pfiffner claimed some
of his lies were consequential such as that Muslims in New Jersey celebrated
the 911 attack, Obama created ISIS, or his baseless claims on COVID-19.
Dr. Pffiner also wrote that Trump had degraded political discourse by piling on
the lies and distorting the facts, which are common characteristics of many author-
itarian leaders. According to Pffiner, Trump’s assertion that there is not always one
reality and that there can be “alternative facts” undermined democracy. Many
people had no way of ascertaining whether his claims were true or false
(Pffiner, 2021, 100-102).

A spike in hate crimes and online harassment targeting minorities followed
Donald Trump’s election. Whether Trump’s actions caused the hate crimes and
the harassment is still debatable. However, Dr. Marco Giani and Dr. Pierre-Guil-
laume Meon (2019, 1) suggest that the increase in hate crimes and harassment may
reflect a change in social norms. In the United States, after the election of Obama,
attitudinal trends in support of racial equality led to widespread optimism about
the future of race relations and even the arrival of a post-racial society.
However, Donald Trump’s victory might indicate that social norms shifted
toward accepting public displays of racist attitudes.

Trump’s tweets lacked civility and moderation. Some hints are gained from an
article by Dr. Allyson Benton and Dr. Andrew Phillips (2019). According to the
article, Trump’s tweets on Mexico-related policy and the U.S. dollar-Mexican
peso caused fluctuations in the exchange rate: investors used Trump’s tweets as
“heuristics” when his actual policy stance was unknown. Tweets made by
Trump mattered (Benton and Philips, 2019, 169-190). It is unclear whether this
insight might apply to other controversial tweets, especially those related to
racial and gender discrimination or white supremacy. However, before making a
causal inference between his tweets and his supporters’ discrimination or white
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supremacy, above anything else, we can fairly say it is morally inappropriate for a
US president to namecall and belittle opponents, or, even worse, to call on protes-
ters via Twitter to march toward the Capitol.

Months after Joe Biden won the 2020 election, Trump still had not conceded
loss. Even worse, with Trump’s repeated claims alleging voter fraud in the 2020
election and doubt of electoral meddling by Russia, Americans now face a
severe crisis of faith in the electoral process. If voters’ confidence in the fairness
of elections in their own country is shaken, the stability of the democratic system
will be severely undermined in the long run. Only when the people have unwaver-
ing faith in the electoral system can their trust in the entire democratic system of
the country—including the judicial, the administrative, and the legislative
branches—be solidified (Daniller and Mutz, 2019, 46).

Dr. Andrew Daniller and Dr. Diana Mutz point out that “Americans’ degrees
of concern about allegations of voter fraud are closely tied to the perceived effects
of the alleged fraud on a preferred candidate’s chances of winning” (Daniller and
Mutz, 2019, 47). That is to say, the side that has lost the election is prone to con-
spiratorial thinking, such as that the winning side may have committed fraud or
that the election results may be wrong. Researchers from a university consortium
of Northwestern, Harvard, Northeastern, and Rutgers surveyed more than 24,000
individuals across the country between November 3 and November 30, 2020. They
found that 38% of all Americans lacked confidence in the fairness of the 2020 pre-
sidential election. However, 64% of Republicans had doubts about the 2020 pre-
sidential election, and the number went up to 69% among Trump supporters. On
the other hand, only 11% of Democrats and 8% of Biden supporters were skeptical
about the result of the presidential election.9

Are Republicans more vulnerable to populist messages? Probably not. Dr.
Ariel Malka et al. presented two key findings related to “green light” authoritarian
actions within the consolidated Western democracies. First, it is pointed out that
those with culturally conservative orientation are more likely to be open to author-
itarian governance. Dr. Malka et al. illustrate those who value traditional gender
roles and religion and those who dislike immigrants from abroad as examples.
For conservatives, authoritarian governance may be perceived as an effective
means of restoring traditional social order, maintaining religious values, and coun-
tering the trends of an increasingly diverse society. Second, it is suggested that
those who support leftist economic policies are also more likely to support author-
itarian regimes. Malka et al. concluded that the combination of right-wing cultural
and left-wing economic attitudes correlates with the high degree of acceptance
people show toward authoritarian regimes in English-speaking countries, includ-
ing the United States (Malka et al., 2020, 2-15).

In the United States, the combination of right-wing cultural attitudes and
support for left-wing economic policies remains rare. The majority of Republican
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supporters consist of pro-business “Core Conservatives” or anti-immigration and
anti-global “County First Conservatives.”10 Republicans’ support for left-wing
economic policies such as health care, increasing affordability of college edu-
cation, and solutions to economic inequality is low. If anything, the majority of
the Republicans are still the staunch supporters for smaller government, lower
taxes, and deregulations.11 This twist of attitude and policy support among Repub-
licans might prevent them from increasing support for authoritarian governance.

However, we should discuss carefully whether Trump and Trumpism have
transformed Republican Party ideology and conservatism. If so, in what way
did he help to redefine the party and conservatism? How far have the GOP suppor-
ters sympathized with the Trump presidency in embracing the new ways of think-
ing and acting? Trump continued to use traditional Republican rhetoric such as
deregulation and tax cuts; however, in many ways, such as free trade, immigration,
government spending (e.g., infrastructure spending), and even government inter-
vention (e.g., entitlement spending reform), Trump’s rhetoric was different from
traditional Republican ideology (Lewis, 2019, 1-2). If the Republican Party will
discard the old rhetoric and embrace and use more new discourses and narratives
posed by Trump, the combination of a right-wing cultural attitude and support for
left-wing economic policies will prevail. If that happens, the GOP will likely be
more vulnerable to leaders who send populist messages (Lewis, 2019, 1-2).

It is noteworthy that voters who voted for Trump in the 2016 election
switched to support the Democratic Party in the 2018 midterm elections partly
because of the increasing sexism and racism tendencies and appeals made by
Trump and his supporters. The Republican Party has been given a penalty for
engaging in sexism and racism in 2018 and perhaps in 2020 as well. Trump’s
unconventional rhetoric might have changed the party’s brand. However, if the
electoral penalty for adopting Trumpism continues, that will make the Republicans
rethink the (dis)advantage of embracing Trumpism (Schaffner, 2020, 1-9).

Discussion and conclusion

The following three results are identified:

1: As the quantitative evidence shows in the first section of this article, democ-
racy in the US has been deteriorating.

2: There could be some possible causes for the deteriorating of American
democracy. In particular, conjunctural opportunities give populist leaders an
opening to project authoritarian schemes in the US against the backdrop of politi-
cal sectarianism and the rise of negative partisanship.

3: The presidency of Donald Trump could be regarded as a cause of degra-
dation of American democracy. Many of his traits and actions were damaging
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to American democracy. However, because Trumpism has not thoroughly perme-
ated the Republican party, a barrier exists against further deterioration or even a
transition to authoritarianism. Finally, what should be done to prevent American
democracy from further deterioration? As political polarization is the most signifi-
cant cause of the democratic decline in the US, we should think about repairing
interparty antagonism and reaching an agreement. As the author claimed in a pre-
vious article, both parties have to endeavor to create variety of opinion within each
party and find ways to enhance interparty trust (Ishii et al., 2021, 1-9). The author
will discuss this in detail in a future study.
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