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The New Main Street Coalition
What it will take to win in 2024.

Essay by Jeffrey H. Anderson

Claremont review of books
Volume XXI, Number 4 , Fall  2021

Just nine months in, the biden adminis-
tration has already shown that it combines 
the ideological ambitions of the Wilson, 

Roosevelt, Johnson, and Obama Administra-
tions with the incompetence of Jimmy Carter’s. 
So it’s never too early to start thinking about 
2024. Before Republicans begin to contem-
plate the next slugfest, however, they would 
do well to take stock of developments over the 
past three presidential elections and the ways 
in which the electoral map has changed as a 
result. The salient fact is that Donald Trump 
won more Midwestern swing states over the 
span of two elections than Republicans had 
won over the prior seven presidential elections 
combined, dating back to 1988. This is evi-
dence of a budding Main Street coalition. But 
it remains to be seen whether Republicans 
will nurture and cultivate that coalition or let 
it die on the vine, a reminder of an unconven-
tional president whom many establishment 
Republicans would sooner forget.

After Mitt Romney lost to Barack Obama 
in 2012, the Republican National Commit-
tee (RNC), not generally known for its forays 
into forensic medicine, performed an “au-
topsy.” Romney had lost all five Midwestern 
swing states—Ohio, Michigan, Wisconsin, 
Minnesota, and Iowa—along with six other 
swing states: Florida, Pennsylvania, Virginia, 
Colorado, New Hampshire, and Nevada. Al-
most worse, the closest he had come to victory 
in any of those states, aside from Florida, was 
three percentage points. The RNC autopsy 

concluded that Romney’s defeat resulted 
not from his inability to prosecute the case 
against Obamacare (shortly after the election, 
he declared “Obamacare was very attractive”), 
not from his inexplicable choice to go into a 

“prevent defense” after his fine performance in 
the first debate, and not even from his having 
looked to many voters like the big-city multi-
millionaire who buys the local mill in order to 
sell it for its parts and ship the jobs overseas. 
No, the autopsy concluded, Romney had been 
the helpless victim of an overpowering demo-
graphic wave. The solution was not to advance 
a Main Street agenda that appeals to Ameri-
cans of all stripes, but rather to try to appeal 
to subgroups of Americans with specific poli-
cies, starting with open-borders immigration 

“reform.” This was the only way, according to 
the RNC, to surmount the fabled “Big Blue 
Wall,” which was allegedly formidable enough 
to keep a Republican nominee from winning 
the presidency even if that nominee were nar-
rowly able to win the popular vote.

Four years later, after Senator Jeff Ses-
sions had successfully led the effort to block 
the bipartisan Gang of Eight’s “comprehen-
sive” immigration legislation, Republican vot-
ers mutinied against the GOP establishment 
that had produced both the autopsy and that 
bill. With 17 choices available, many with 
impressive credentials, GOP voters picked as 
their nominee someone who hadn’t so much 
as been the mayor of a small town. Donald 
Trump ran as an immigration hawk and a 

free-trade skeptic, and those and other Main 
Street issues carried him not only to the nom-
ination but to the presidency. Exit polling 
from the National Election Pool, a network 
consortium comprising CBS, ABC, NBC, 
and CNN, found that among the 13% of vot-
ers who thought that immigration was the 
most important issue in the 2016 campaign, 
Trump beat Hillary Clinton by 31 percent-
age points (64% to 33%). Among the plurality 
(42%) who said that international trade “takes 
away U.S. jobs,” Trump won 64% to 32%. 
Overall, he won 6 of the 11 swing states that 
Romney had lost, scaling the “Big Blue Wall” 
without even winning the popular vote. 

Winning on the Issues

In 2020, the combination of trump’s 
personality and the novel coronavirus did 
him in. He lost despite exit polling show-

ing that, among the plurality of voters (35%) 
who said the economy was the most impor-
tant factor in their vote, five out of six (83%) 
backed him over Joe Biden. What’s more, the 
11% of voters who said that crime and safety 
was their number one issue supported Trump 
by 44 percentage points (71% to 27%). Trump, 
however, never gave the serious yet hopeful 
addresses that Franklin Roosevelt, John F. 
Kennedy, or Ronald Reagan would have rel-
ished giving during the COVID crisis, and 
therefore Americans never had a clear sense 
of where things were headed or why. Despite 
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Trump’s impressive efforts to help spur the de-
velopment of a vaccine in record time, among 
the one sixth (17%) of voters who said the 
coronavirus was their biggest issue, Joe Biden 
beat Trump, 81% to 15%. (Trump lost even 
worse—92% to 7%—among the 20% of voters 
who listed “racial inequality” as their top issue, 
but in more than two thirds of swing states, 
the coronavirus beat out “racial inequality” 
on the list of biggest concerns.) Trump didn’t 
play up immigration or trade enough in 2020 
to motivate those doing the exit polling to ask 
specific questions about those issues. 

In separate exit polling conducted by Fox 
News and the Associated Press, 61% of all 
voters in 2020 said Trump was not honest 
and trustworthy. But perhaps the best evi-
dence of how tired voters were of Trump’s 
unorthodox way of comporting himself in 
the White House is provided by how poorly 
they thought of Biden, even as a majority cast 
votes for him. In the Fox News/A.P. polling, 
only 6% said they always agreed with Biden’s 
positions on important issues, while 33% said 
they never agreed with him on important is-
sues; only 53% said he was healthy enough to 
serve effectively as president, and only 52% 
said he had the mental capacity to do so; just 
39% said he was better able to handle the 
economy than Trump was; only half (50%) 
said he was honest and trustworthy, and less 
than half (48%) said he was a strong leader. 
It appears that, as in 2016, the issues largely 
favored Trump, but this time he lost the elec-
tion to a weak opponent on the basis of the 
more intangible qualities of personality and 
leadership style.

That said, Trump did remarkably well 
in many bellwether counties and in several 

states that usually swing the election—such 
as Florida, Ohio, and Iowa, each of which 
he won convincingly—yet he lost because he 
did poorly among relatively affluent subur-
banites in places like Arizona, Georgia, and 
the Philadelphia suburbs. One remarkable 
aspect of Trump’s rise and fall, therefore, is 
that voters in places that usually decide elec-
tions—presumably the most prized targets 
in any campaign—seem largely to have been 
won over to his Main Street agenda: strong 
at the border, skeptical toward “one world 
nation” trade policy, tough on crime, circum-
spect about foreign engagements, and com-
mitted to defending the traditional Ameri-
can way of life.

The fact that he lost his reelection bid any-
way points to four major possibilities for 2024 
and the future:
• The first is that the next Republican 

presidential nominee could shift away 
from this Main Street agenda, thereby 
forfeiting the inroads Trump made with 
these swing voters, while attempting to 
reclaim the affluent suburbs and restore 
the old party-affiliation map. 

• A second possibility is that the next 
Republican nominee could run on the 
Trump agenda, minus Trump, but be de-
feated—either by losing the bellwether 
voter (because that voter turns out to 
have been more attracted to Trump than 
to his policies), or else by failing to re-
gain the support of enough of the afflu-
ent suburbs, because such suburbanites 
have learned to love progressive and even 
woke policies. 

• A third possibility—more likely, it would 
seem—is that a Republican running in 

the Trump policy lane, but not being 
Trump, could keep together most of this 
new Main Street coalition, and perhaps 
even expand upon it, while reclaiming 
many affluent suburbanites who were 
turned off mostly by Trump rather than 
by his policies. Such a nominee would test 
whether Democrats can really win future 
elections as the party of the affluent and 
the dependent but not of the everyday 
American. 

• A fourth possibility is that Trump him-
self could run again at the age of 77, hope 
that GOP voters will focus on his first 46 
months in office rather than his last two, 
and again become the party’s nominee.  
Voters in the general election, recalling the 
prosperous but tumultuous Trump years 
and the reporting on the Capitol Hill riot, 
would then have to decide whether to 
reward Trump with another term.  It is 
anyone’s guess whether he will run again 
or how his potential candidacy would play 
out.  Either way, Trump has provided the 
GOP with a blueprint for the future.

Bellwether Backing

Nationwide exit polling by the 
network consortium shows that in 
2020 Trump improved upon Rom-

ney’s 2012 margins by 11 points among His-
panic voters (from down 44 points to down 
33 points), and by 12 points among black vot-
ers (from down 87 points to down 75 points). 
Trump beat Romney’s margins by even more 
among black men (16 points better than 
Romney) and Hispanic women (14 points 
better than Romney). For that matter, in their 

1988–2012
The seven presidential elections between Reagan and Trump 

2016–2020
The two Trump elections

Republican Party Presidential Victories in…
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respective reelection campaigns, Trump’s 
margin among black voters in 2020 (down 
75 points) was slightly better than George 
W. Bush’s in 2004 (down 77 points), despite 
Trump’s having fared seven points worse with 
the electorate as a whole (down 4.5 points 
versus up 2.5 points). Such evidence makes it 
hard to dismiss Trump’s success in bellwether 
counties, as statistician Nate Silver’s website 
FiveThirtyEight does, as being mostly attrib-
utable to those counties being “much whiter 
and less college-educated than the country as 
a whole.”

Much has been made of the fact that 
Trump won 18 of the 19 bellwether counties 
in 2020 that had always voted with the na-
tional winner across the ten elections from 
1980 to 2016. This stat is true but is less re-
vealing than is often suggested. A more tell-
ing review of Trump’s performance in bell-
wether counties would rewind the clock to 
2016. Prior to that election, there were 35 
counties that had backed the national win-
ner in every election from 1980 to 2012. In 
2016, Trump won only 19 of these 35, break-
ing the streaks of 46% of them. The 18 that 
he won again in 2020, therefore, were some-
what self-selecting; they had already backed 
Trump once while many other bellwether 
counties hadn’t. 

Still, the fact that Trump won all but one 
of these bellwether counties again, despite 
losing nationally, is impressive. Also impres-
sive is that he won back two of the bellwether 
counties that he’d lost in 2016. The nature 
of those two reclaimed counties is revealing. 
One, Alamosa County, in south-central Colo-
rado, is nearly half (48%) Hispanic. The other, 
Val Verde County in Texas, is on the Mexican 
border and went from backing Hillary Clin-
ton by 8 points in 2016 to backing Trump by 
10 points in 2020—an 18-point swing. Val 
Verde County is 82% Hispanic. 

Overall, of the 35 bellwether counties 
that had perfect records in mirroring the na-
tion from 1980 to 2012, Trump won 57% in 
2020 while Biden won just 43%. What’s more, 
Trump beat Biden by double digits in 12 of 
these counties (and by more than 9.5 points 
in three more of them), while Biden won only 
seven by double digits, with each of Biden’s 
wins coming in counties with mostly subur-
ban populations. But while Trump was win-
ning most of these bellwether counties, often 
handily, Biden did dominate in another re-
spect: he swept the ten counties nationwide 
with the highest median incomes—all but 
two of which are within striking distance of 
Washington, D.C. or Silicon Valley—by an 
average margin of 70% to 28%. It remains 
to be seen whether a campaign so attuned to 

elitist sensibilities offers a blueprint for future 
Democratic success.

In relation to the previous electoral map, the 
new map following the 2020 census is slightly 
more favorable for Republicans. Under the new 
map, a Republican nominee who wins all of the 
Republican-leaning swing states (Florida, Ohio, 
North Carolina, Georgia, and Arizona) must 
still do one of the following to achieve 270 elec-
toral votes: 1) win Colorado, plus either Nevada 
or New Hampshire; 2) win Virginia, plus ei-
ther Nevada, New Hampshire, or the congres-
sional districts around Omaha, Nebraska, and 
in upstate Maine; or 3) win at least one swing 
state, in addition to Ohio, in the Great Lakes 
or Midwest region. In other words, if Republi-
cans don’t think they can win in Virginia (de-
spite Glenn Youngkin’s recent reminder that 
it remains a swing state) or Colorado—where 
they haven’t come within three points of victo-
ry in any of the past four presidential elections, 
and where ever-growing legions of federal lob-
byists and marijuana enthusiasts don’t suggest 
favorable trends for the GOP—then they will 
have to win in Big Ten country, and not just in 
the Buckeye and Hoosier states. Specifically, 
they will need to win one of the region’s big-

of the Reagan Administration in 1988, un-
til Trump did so both in 2016 (when he won 
Michigan) and in 2020 (when he lost it by 
less than he lost nationally). In Wisconsin, 
Trump (in 2016) became the first Republican 
to win since Ronald Reagan. Not even Rea-
gan ever won Minnesota—no Republican 
has since Nixon in 1972, the longest current 
Democratic streak among the 50 states—but 
Trump lost it by just 1.5 percentage points in 
2016, the first time the state had been to the 
right of the nation since Dwight Eisenhower 
first ran in 1952. Finally, and most impor-
tantly, the last time Pennsylvania had been 
to the right of the national presidential vote 
was when its voters backed Thomas Dewey 
over Harry Truman in 1948, until it was 
to the right of the nation both in 2016 and 
2020. These striking results are indicative 
of the appeal of a Main Street agenda across 
this crucial and likely decisive region.

Trump also did quite well in Florida. That 
state, the nation’s largest swing state and a 
must-win state for the GOP, has been to the 
right of the nation in every election since Jim-
my Carter won it in 1976, but it was more to 
the right of the nation when Trump won it in 
2020 than it had been in any year since 1988. 
(Texas, meanwhile, is not a swing state, and 
the prospect of winning it remains a Demo-
cratic fantasy, except in the context of a na-
tional landslide or perhaps a home-state can-
didate. The Lone Star State has been at least 
10 points to the right of the nation in seven 
consecutive presidential contests.)

Trump fell short in 2020 because he didn’t 
pull as many of the Great Lakes states into his 
column as in 2016, because he couldn’t quite 
pull out Nevada (losing it by 2.4 points, just 
as in 2016), because he wasn’t competitive in 
Virginia, Colorado, or New Hampshire (los-
ing each by at least seven points, after having 
been within 0.4 points in New Hampshire 
in 2016), and because he fell a sliver short in 
Arizona (by 0.3 points) and in Georgia (by 0.2 
points), at least officially. 

Georgia and Arizona were, nevertheless, 
more than four points to the right of the 
nation in 2020—as they have been in every 
presidential election since 1992, when Ross 
Perot got almost 24% of Arizona’s vote—
even though neither state took much of a 
shine to Trump. A large portion of those two 
states’ populations live in relatively affluent 
suburbs around either Atlanta or Phoenix, 
and such voters played as Trump’s weakest 
suit. Given the pro-GOP track record of 
those states, and Trump’s unique ability to 
turn off suburban voters who want a presi-
dent who comports himself more like a patri-
cian, Republicans should feel confident that a 

gest prizes (Pennsylvania or Michigan), two of 
its smaller prizes (Wisconsin, Minnesota, or 
Iowa), or one of its smaller prizes plus Nevada 
or New Hampshire (or perhaps both Nevada 
and New Hampshire, if the smaller prize were 
Iowa). The party’s future presidential prospects, 
therefore, presumably hinge on how well it can 
perform in states bordering the Great Lakes or 
the upper Mississippi River.

Swing States Swinging Right

In big ten country trump’s perfor-
mance was remarkable. He made win-
ning Iowa look easy, but it isn’t. No Re-

publican in the prior seven presidential elec-
tions had won that quintessential swing state 
by even a full percentage point until Trump 
won it by more than eight—twice. Ohio had 
been within five points of the nation every 
year from 1964 to 2012, until it was more 
than ten points to the right of the nation 
twice under Trump. The last time a Repub-
lican presidential contender had fared bet-
ter in Michigan than nationwide was when 
George H.W. Bush had done so at the end 

Good policy makes for 
good politics.
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history and heroes all require leadership in 
response that goes beyond doing the bidding 
of corporate America.

At its best, a Main Street coalition is 
pro-American and possesses a healthy 
skepticism toward cosmopolitan elites. It 
embraces policies designed to make it pos-
sible for everyday Americans—regardless 
of income, race, or creed—to prosper. This 
does not mean increased government hand-
outs but merely having the government do 
its job with at least marginal competence or, 
more often, get out of the way. Such a coali-
tion focuses more on Main Street than on 
Wall Street, more on small businesses than 
on multinational corporations, and more on 
the priorities of all 50 states than on those of 
the Acela corridor, Silicon Valley, and Hol-
lywood. It embraces traditional American 
mores and resists attempts to fundamentally 
transform America. 

The Main Street agenda appeals in Big Ten 
country, as Trump demonstrated. Exit poll-
ing in Pennsylvania, Ohio, Michigan, Wis-
consin, and Iowa in 2016 found that voters 
in those states were generally more inclined 
than voters nationally to think that interna-
tional trade takes away, rather than creates, 
U.S. jobs (by an average margin of 13 points 
across those five states, versus a margin of 3 
points nationally). Meanwhile, voters most 
concerned about immigration favored Trump 
by an average of 55 points in those five states, 
versus 31 points nationally.

Trump lost by about the same amount na-
tionally in 2020 (4.5 points) as Romney did 
in 2012 (3.9 points). Yet Trump fared 4.2 
points better than Romney in Pennsylvania 
(losing by 1.2 points rather than 5.4), 6.3 
points better in Wisconsin, 6.7 points bet-
ter in Michigan, and a whopping 11 points 
better in Ohio and 14 points better in Iowa. 

(Trump also fared 4.2 points better in Flor-
ida.) If Republicans are to win in the Great 
Lakes and upper Mississippi River region, as 
they almost certainly must do if they are to 
win the presidency, their path to victory will 
presumably involve maintaining and build-
ing upon the Main Street coalition pieced 
together in large part by Trump. 

To discount the generally decisive impor-
tance of the five states that form a ribbon 
from Pennsylvania, through Ohio, Michigan, 
and Wisconsin, to Iowa is to ignore not only 
the electoral map but also electoral history. 
In the 41 presidential elections dating back to 
Abraham Lincoln’s victory in 1860, the can-
didate who has won a majority of those five 
states has won the election 83% of the time. 
(Over the past century, that percentage has 
been essentially the same: 84%.) More than 
60% of the time (26 out of 41 elections), one 
candidate has swept these five states, with 
those candidates posting a national win-loss 
record of 25-1 (96%), including Trump in 
2016. (The sole exception was James Blaine 
in 1884.) 

A Republican nominee who champions 
a Main Street agenda in 2024—and has the 
track record to show that he or she means it—
would provide the GOP with the best chance 
of winning across this ribbon of five states as 
well as nationwide. The question is whether 
Republicans will embrace and advance this new 
Main Street coalition, which they have inher-
ited more than built, or will revert to their old 
Big Business-focused, Chamber of Commerce-
pleasing, establishment ways. The answer may 
well determine the outcome in 2024.

Jeffrey H. Anderson is president of the American 
Main Street Initiative and served as director of 
the Bureau of Justice Statistics at the U.S. De-
partment of Justice from 2017 to 2021.

future GOP nominee other than Trump can 
reclaim these two states. A much more chal-
lenging feat will be to match Trump’s success 
in the Great Lakes and upper Mississippi 
River region. The party, therefore, would 
seemingly be well served to run a nominee 
who can hold together the Main Street coali-
tion that fared so well in that region. 

All-American Agenda

It is often the case that good poli-
cy makes for good politics, and in many 
respects a Main Street agenda will be 

even more timely going forward than it was 
in 2016. The Biden-induced border crisis 
has made immigration even more of a press-
ing concern. International adventurism was 
dealt a further blow by Biden’s unconscio-
nably inept withdrawal of U.S. forces from 
Afghanistan. COVID-19 lockdowns, mask 
mandates, and other sundry decrees have 
disproportionately hurt small businesses, 
blue-collar workers, and Americans who lack 
the financial means to let their kids escape 
the public schools. The need to adhere to 
the separation of powers and federalism was 
made more evident by these kingly COVID 
decrees of executives and public health of-
ficials as they usurped legislative powers, by 
the vast differences in COVID policies across 
states (showcasing the virtue of federalism), 
and by the decision to exit Afghanistan as 
we entered—with a president, rather than 
Congress, taking it upon himself to decide 
whether we will be at war or at peace, con-
trary to what even Alexander Hamilton said 
the Constitution requires. Law and order, 
another aspect of a Main Street agenda, is at 
an ebb, while woke attacks against the likes 
of two biologically determined sexes, the 
hard-won colorblind ideal, and America’s 
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Book Review by Andrew E. Busch

Are Fair Elections Possible?
Rigged: How the Media, Big Tech, and the Democrats Seized Our Elections, by Mollie Hemingway.

Regnery Publishing, 448 pages, $29.99

Our Broken Elections: How the Left Changed the Way You Vote, by John Fund and Hans von Spakovsky.
Encounter Books, 288 pages, $28.99

The 2020 elections raised serious 
questions about foul play in the Ameri-
can voting process. Many observers 

voiced concerns about election integrity in 
both a narrower sense—the processes and 
administration of elections—and a broader 
sense—the overall context in which elec-
tions play out. Mollie Hemingway’s Rigged 
and John Fund and Hans von Spakovsky’s 
Our Broken Elections: How the Left Changed 
the Way You Vote address these issues in dis-
tinctive but overlapping ways. Hemingway, a 
senior editor of the Federalist blog and senior 
journalism fellow at Hillsdale College who 
earlier this year won the prestigious Bradley 
Prize for her writing, examines the broader 
context of the 2020 election and concludes: 

“The powers that be did whatever it took to 
prevent Trump from winning his re-election 
bid in 2020.” Her subtitle discloses who those 
powers are: How the Media, Big Tech, and 
the Democrats Seized Our Elections. Fund is a 
journalist and von Spakovsky a legal scholar 
who served a stint in the U.S. Department of 
Justice, both with a longstanding interest in 
studying and preventing election fraud. Their 
focus is on election integrity more narrowly 
defined, both in 2020 and before.

Hemingway provides a very good overview 
of the forces working against Donald Trump’s 
presidency and re-election: an unhinged Left, 
a seemingly interminable Russiagate investi-
gation based largely on cooked information, 
a coronavirus pandemic, race riots welcomed 
(if not fomented) by Trump’s adversaries, a 
mainstream media that acted as an adjunct of 
the Democratic Party, social media curators 
who picked favorites and censored conserva-
tive opinions, biased debate organizers and 
moderators, a massive get-out-the-vote drive 
funded by Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg 
and aimed at Democratic voters, and an un-
precedented legal push by Democrats and 
their allies to revise election rules radically in 
their own favor. Republicans, Hemingway ar-
gues, saw themselves as “victims of an election 
that was rigged from the day Trump won the 
presidential election in November 2016.”

She carefully describes and documents 
many of these factors, providing example after 
example of “a media complex that moved from 
extreme partisan to unabashed propaganda in 
the defense of the Democratic Party.” The press 
accused Trump of everything from standing by 
while Russia paid the Taliban to kill American 
soldiers to pleading with Georgia Secretary of 

State Brad Raffensperger to conjure up 11,780 
new votes. The “Russian bounties” claim proved 
bogus, and Hemingway argues that Trump 
was really asking Raffensperger to identify in-
eligible voters who voted, not fabricate votes 
where there were none. She also exposes the 
hypocrisies of many of Trump’s critics, starting 
with Democratic challenges to the legitimacy 
of Republican election victories in 2000, 2004, 
and 2016. As she notes in her first paragraph, 

“the last time Democrats fully accepted the le-
gitimacy of a presidential election they lost was 
in 1988.” And there are many other instances 
of “situational thinking.” Democrats down-
played the danger of the novel coronavirus 
prior to March 2020, at which point it served 
their political interests to reverse course and 
become COVID hawks. They also shared con-
cerns about Dominion electronic voting sys-
tems with Republicans until November 2020, 
when they suddenly abandoned those concerns.

Our broken elections, like rigged, 
is well-written, easy to read, and 
worthwhile. Fund and von Spak-

ovsky focus on a narrower range of issues over 
a longer period of time. They amply demon-
strate that American politicians have strug-
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gled for decades to balance the conflicting 
priorities of ballot access and ballot security. 
They conclude that “[c]ontrary to the claims of 
many on the left, election fraud is a very real 
problem.” From the 1997 Miami mayoral race 
to the 2018 election in the 9th Congressional 
District of North Carolina to the 2020 may-
oral contest in Paterson, New Jersey, elections 
have been vacated (by courts or state election 
board) and re-run when demonstrable fraud 
occurred in large enough amounts to exceed 
the original margin in the race. In each case, 
one of the campaigns made coordinated ef-
forts at widespread election fraud.

Armed with examples and studies estimat-
ing the frequency of such fraud, the authors 
outline multiple ways in which fraud can in-
fect the electoral system, including petition 
fraud, fraudulent voter registration, vote count 
alteration, vote buying, repeat voting, illegal 
assistance, voter impersonation, and voting 
by ineligible individuals such as felons, non-
citizens, and those under 18 years of age. The 

“tool of choice for vote thieves,” however, is the 
absentee ballot or mail-in ballot, the power 
of which is magnified when activist groups or 

“ballot brokers” collect and deliver large num-
bers of ballots at once. The standard name 
for this practice is “ballot harvesting,” though 
today, activists consider “ballot harvesting” a 
term of opprobrium and prefer “ballot collec-
tion.” But the new euphemism makes little 
difference: there is no term attached to the 
practice that will not quickly become a pejo-
rative once people understand what it is re-
ferring to. Most of the recent large-scale vote 
fraud schemes that populate the pages of Our 
Broken Elections involved harvesting mail-in 
ballots.

Fund and von spakovsky note sev-
eral other shortcomings of American 
elections which call out for a remedy. 

Voter registration lists often contain a large 
number of moved, deceased, or otherwise 
ineligible voters. Similarly, it is probable that 
a large number of non-citizens vote in every 
election: a 2014 study led by Old Dominion 
University’s Jesse Richman indicated that as 
many as 1.2 million non-citizens may have 
voted in the 2008 presidential contest. And 
election officials are frequently too noncha-
lant about ineligible people voting. Around 
1,000 people voted twice in the 2020 Geor-
gia primary election, but none was prosecut-
ed. When 63 undercover agents from the 
New York City Department of Investigations 
(DOI) tried to pass themselves off as someone 
else in a 2013 election, 61 of them got away 
with it. The New York Board of Elections re-
sponded by attacking the DOI for running 

the operation. Fund and von Spakovsky offer 
a set of proposals for strengthening election 
integrity, many of which have found their way 
into recent state election law reforms.

Rigged and our broken elections 
both devote considerable space to 
two topics crucial for understanding 

the 2020 election: the Left’s use of lawfare to 
force “emergency” changes in election law and 
their use of private funds to control and di-
rect election administration. Some of the legal 
gambits were turned aside by state or federal 
courts, but many were not. Insidiously, Demo-
crats accomplished much of what they wanted 
through so-called “collusive lawsuits” or “sue-
and-settle” tactics. They would sue a state or 
local election office and the Democratic secre-
tary of state or county clerk would obligingly 
reach a settlement, giving the plaintiffs almost 
anything they wanted rather than defending 
the existing law in court. This collusive wave 
of sue-and-settle was Democrats’ payoff for 
working to elect their preferred secretaries 
of state over the past decade. In some cases 
(including Georgia), Republican election of-
ficials also settled, perhaps not fully realizing 
the implications. And President Trump’s own 
legal strategy was chaotic and ineffective from 
beginning to end: as Hemingway notes, insid-
ers now recognize that the campaign “should 
have been heavily involved in the legal ef-
fort long before March [2020].” Instead they 
mostly stood by as a rash of states, including 
some of the most crucial ones, massively ex-
panded mail-in voting, reduced or eliminated 
signature verification or witness requirements, 
required or allowed use of insecure ballot 
return methods such as unsupervised drop-
boxes and ballot harvesting, and expanded 
the window of time following the election 
that mail-in ballots had to be accepted. The 
number of voters who utilized mail-in ballots 
surged in 2020, and they were disproportion-
ately Democrats.

Also boosting turnout, especially among 
Democrats, was the $400 million in grants 
given through Mark Zuckerberg’s Center 
for Tech and Civic Life (CTCL), ostensibly 
for the purpose of facilitating neutral elec-
tion administration. There was little fanfare 
about the “Zuck Buck” grants at the time, 
and important facts have dribbled out only 
gradually. To assuage concerns about this 
privatization of elections, Americans were 
initially told that Democratic- and Republi-
can-leaning jurisdictions were equally likely 
to receive a CTCL grant. This left out two 
central features of the program. First, as 
Hemingway notes, “Democratic areas regu-
larly received massively more funding than 

Republican counties, whether in terms of 
total dollar amounts or per capita”—Biden 
states received 88.4% of the funding. Second, 
the grants typically came with strings at-
tached, such as requiring the election office 
to partner with particular “approved” orga-
nizations, invariably left-wing activist groups. 
In some cases, representatives of these orga-
nizations actually became the de facto heads 
of the election office, illegally taking over re-
sponsibilities and decision-making authority. 
Fund and von Spakovsky conclude that “[i]n 
essence, Democrats were using local govern-
ment as their get-out-the-vote program for 
the presidential election.” The outcome?

For the Republicans, the funded coun-
ties’ votes increased by 46 percent more 
than the rate at which votes in the 
unfunded counties increased. For the 
Democrats, the funded counties’ votes 
skyrocketed upward 81 percent more 
than they rose in the unfunded counties.

At the end of the day, Arizona, Georgia, 
Michigan, and Pennsylvania—four key states 
that flipped from Trump to Biden—received 
more than half of all the funds. “This priva-
tization of election administration,” writes 
Hemingway, “tainted the entire election.”

Both books also contain detailed 
analysis of other alleged irregularities 
during the election. Hemingway fo-

cuses particularly on Wisconsin, Pennsylvania, 
and Georgia. Fund and von Spakovsky zero 
in on Wisconsin and Georgia. Between them, 
they document a large number of deviations 
between what election law requires and what 
actually happened in those states on or before 
election day. Some election observers were de-
nied access to counting centers, for example, 
and ballot collection boxes were illegally placed 
in parks. These and other irregularities were 
widely reported at the time. Wisely, however, 
the authors do not dilate on the more fantas-
tical and extreme claims about fraud in 2020 
that emanated from the president and some 
of his legal advisors. Fund and von Spakovsky 
explain in detail why the much-ballyhooed 
computer problems in Antrim County, Michi-
gan were not evidence of widespread Domin-
ion-based fraud, as some Trump supporters 
claimed. They also show how Trump’s original 
claim that more than 144,000 ineligible people 
illegally voted in Georgia was whittled down by 
early 2021 to 12,547, a number not much larg-
er than Biden’s margin of victory. If that figure 
was correct—and, given ongoing dispute about 
the numbers, it was far from clear that this too 
was not an exaggeration—Biden would have 
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had to win 12 of every 13 illegal votes to owe 
them his victory. Hemingway also dismisses 
the Dominion conspiracy and, like Fund and 
von Spakovsky, affirms that extravagant accu-
sations of fraud discredited more plausible le-
gal claims. After the election, attorneys such as 
Rudy Giuliani, Sidney Powell, and Lin Wood 
consistently mishandled matters, focusing on 
fraud charges for which they had insufficient 
(or no) evidence rather than pursuing less dra-
matic legal arguments that nevertheless held 
more promise.

The clear implication from both 
accounts is that, while fraud occurs in 
the United States, and while Demo-

crats went out of their way to create condi-
tions favorable to more fraud in 2020, the 
greatest threat to Trump lay in legal votes 
resulting from changed election laws and 
the CTCL voter turnout program. Hardball 
politics, to be sure—unethical, even. And in 
some instances illegal (when activists usurped 
elected officials’ duties) or unconstitutional 
(when courts changed election law without 
approval of the state legislature). But all these 
changes were also facilitated by the fact that 
Republicans and the Trump campaign did 
not effectively oppose them and in some re-
spects did not even understand them. What 
happened months before the election made 
more difference than what may or may not 
have happened in Georgia’s State Farm Arena 
on election night.

Although Our Broken Elections furnishes 
skillful refutations of some media myths 
about election integrity, the rationale behind 
the book’s organization is not always clear. It 
is at times repetitive, and certain chapters—
such as one on Democratic super-lawyer Marc 
Elias—seem plopped down at random. A 
penultimate chapter on the long-term history 
of voter fraud in the United States would have 
been more helpful as an introduction. 

A loose interpretation of Hemingway’s 
title—Rigged—would simply imply that the 
playing field was tilted against President 
Trump. Although Hemingway easily makes 
that case, her title promises more than it deliv-
ers. Taken literally, it might mean that things 
were arranged so Trump could not possibly 
win under any circumstances. That claim is 
not defensible unless one argues that a wide-
spread and coordinated fraud campaign was 
in place to make sure Trump lost even if he 
won. But Hemingway declines to make that 

argument, and Trump—who did make it—
did not come close to proving it. 

More generally, Rigged could have benefit-
ted from a less forgiving approach to Trump. 
For example, a substantial section early in the 
book covers the Trump campaign’s success-
ful effort to change the Republican Party’s 
rules for selecting delegates, choosing state 
party leadership, and scheduling primaries 
so as to gain the upper hand against any po-
tential intraparty challenge. Hemingway 
clearly admires this strategic acumen, but she 
never asks: Doesn’t this mean Trump rigged 
the primaries? And why is that any better 
than Democrats rigging the general election? 
Hemingway uses substantial material from 
personal interviews with the former president, 
a coup for any journalist. This material often 
provides interesting insights and occasionally 
reveals a bit of self-reflection by Trump, such 
as when he acknowledges that he was overly 
belligerent in the first presidential debate. On 
some occasions, however, Trump’s pronounce-
ments call out for a challenge that never comes. 
At one point, Trump declares, “I was winning 
by so much prior to the Chinese virus that 
George Washington with a running mate of 
Abraham Lincoln couldn’t have [beaten me].” 
Although this claim was amusing and typical 
of Trump’s incessant salesmanship, it was also 
not even close to being true. Yet Hemingway 
simply uses it to buttress the (improbable) 
view that the election was Trump’s to lose in 
February 2020.

Perhaps the biggest shortcoming 
of Rigged is its failure to come to grips 
with Donald Trump’s contribution to 

his own defeat. One has to read to the 333rd 
page before the author admits, “That’s not to 
say that Trump didn’t say or do unwise things, 
about the coronavirus and many other things.” 
This tardy and perfunctory concession doesn’t 
do justice to the problem. In reality, Trump 
made a very large number of unforced errors 
throughout his presidency and was so offensive 
to so many Americans that his average job ap-
proval rating as measured by RealClearPolitics 
never exceeded 47%. He was “underwater,” his 
average approval outweighed by disapproval, 
every single day of his presidency after Janu-
ary 27, 2017—that is, after exactly one week as 
president. From day one, his personal favorabil-
ity ratings were underwater and usually worse 
than his job approval ratings, with an election-
day average of 41%. And at no point during his 

presidency did the percentage of Americans 
who thought the country was on the “right 
track” approach the percentage who thought 
it was on the “wrong track.” On Election Day, 
poll respondents said that the country was on 
the “wrong track” rather than the “right track” 
by nearly a two to one margin. 

Exit polls showed that while Trump led 
narrowly among voters who said issues were 
most important to their vote selection, he lost 
two to one among the quarter of voters who 
said personal qualities were most important. 
From 2016 to 2020, Trump went from lead-
ing independents by four percentage points 
to losing them by 13 and from leading sub-
urbanites by four to losing them by two. He 
also suffered serious deterioration among his 
natural constituencies: though he still led 
among rural voters and military veterans in 
2020, his margins in these key demographics 
declined, respectively, from 27% to 15% and 
from 26% to 10%. Hemingway glides over all 
of this. She notes that Joe Biden treated the 
election as a referendum on Trump, but she 
infers nothing from this fact except that Dem-
ocrats were united only by their hatred of the 
president. She argues that, following his first 
impeachment acquittal, “Trump was back on 
track for victory in November” and “Trump’s 
opponents would need a miracle to stop him.” 
Actually, the president trailed Biden in head-
to-head polls from mid-2019 on. He was nev-
er “on track for victory.” Biden’s referendum 
strategy was one any challenger would adopt 
when facing an incumbent with Trump’s un-
impressive record of public support. As we 
saw in 2016, none of that meant that Trump 
couldn’t pull a rabbit out of his hat and win 
the electoral vote anyway. But it would never 
have been a landslide, and no one should have 
been surprised that he lost. 

Of course, one should not expect Rigged to 
offer a full exposition of Trump’s self-inflicted 
wounds alongside a full exposition of the way 
the game was tilted against him. Then the 
book would have had twice as many pages and 
no clear theme. It is impossible, however, to 
weigh the importance of the factors outlined 
in Rigged without taking into account a realis-
tic assessment of Trump’s weaknesses. Of all 
the factors working against the president, the 
most intractable was himself.
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