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Populism in American politics

Image 1. Donald Trump speaking at a campaign event in Fountain Hills, Arizona, in 2016, before the Republican Primary. Photo by: Gage
Skidmore/Wikimedia.

President Donald Trump was repeatedly described as a populist during the 2016 presidential race.

"Trump styled himself as a populist during his flamboyantly provocative campaign," the New York

Times wrote. He claimed that he could "hear, understand and channel the working-class

Americans so wrongly ignored by other leaders." Other news outlets made similar

observations. But what exactly does it mean to be a populist? And what is populism? This political

movement includes many different ideas and positions.

Definition Of Populism

Populism is generally defined as a way of speaking and campaigning on behalf of the needs of "the

people" or "the little man." Populists, as a rule, are opposed to the wealthy and politically

powerful. Their rhetoric often frames issues such as the economy as a struggle between angry and

neglected citizens against corrupt oppressors, whoever those oppressors may be. 

George Packer is a political journalist for The New Yorker magazine. He described populism as a

"stance and a rhetoric more than an ideology or a set of positions. It speaks of a battle of good
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against evil, demanding simple answers to difficult problems."

History Of Populism

Populism has its roots in grassroots movements of the

late 1800s. Among farmers and laborers, there was a

widespread belief that the government was dominated

by the rich and powerful. The Populist Party was

founded in 1891, and fought for public ownership of

railroads and the telephone system. It also proposed

an income tax that would demand more from

wealthier Americans. The party's platform outlined

populist grievances:

"We meet in the midst of a nation brought to the verge of moral, political and material ruin. The

urban workmen are denied the right to organize for self-protection, imported pauperized labor

beats down their wages, a hireling standing army, unrecognized by our laws, is established to

shoot them down. The fruits of the toil of millions are boldly stolen to build up colossal fortunes

for a few. From the same prolific womb of governmental injustice we breed the two great classes —

tramps and millionaires."

The Populist Party died in 1908, but many of its ideals linger on today.

Populist Ideas

Modern populism typically is sympathetic to the struggles of white, middle-class Americans. It

portrays Wall Street bankers, undocumented workers and foreign trade partners as evil. Populist

ideas include heavily taxing the wealthiest Americans, tightening security along the U.S. border

with Mexico and raising the minimum wage. It also supports expanding Social Security and

imposing stiff tariffs on trade with other countries. Another goal is to keep American jobs from

going overseas.

Populist Politicians

Although the term "populism" in the U.S. derived from the Populist Party, there have been

populist attitudes that predate the 1890s. One famous example was Andrew Jackson, who became

president in 1829. Quite a few similarities can be drawn between Trump's presidential candidacy

and Jackson's. Though he had served in Congress, Jackson was seen as an outsider who went

against the political establishment of his age. He presented himself as a man of the people, who

swore to protect the interests of ordinary citizens against the corruption of the elite. On top of that,

Jackson had an aggressive bent, which shocked his critics and rallied his supporters.

Yet the most famous populist in American history is perhaps William Jennings Bryan. The Wall

Street Journal once described Bryan as "the Trump before Trump." His speech at the Democratic

National Convention in 1896 was said to have "roused the crowd to a frenzy." It aimed to advance

the interests of small Midwestern farmers who felt they were being taken advantage of by the

banks.

Huey Long, who served as Louisiana's governor and then U.S. senator from 1928 until 1935, was

also a populist. He railed against "wealthy plutocrats" and their "bloated fortunes." Plutocrats are
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people who use their wealth to gain and manipulate

political power. He proposed imposing steep taxes on

the richest Americans and distributing the revenue to

the poor during the Great Depression.

In a similar vein, Trump routinely spoke against the

establishment in his successful 2016 presidential

campaign. He regularly promised to "drain the

swamp" in Washington, D.C., an unflattering

portrayal of the Capitol as a corrupt playground for

plutocrats, lobbyists and out-of-touch lawmakers. 

"We have to break the cycle of corruption, and we

have to give new voices a chance to go into

government service," Trump stated.

Donald Trump And Populism

So is Donald Trump a populist? He is a very wealthy

businessman who before becoming president rarely

had shown sympathy for the poor or working class.

He certainly used populist expressions during his

campaign, portraying his supporters as hard-working

Americans who have not seen their financial situation

improve since the end of the Great Recession which began in 2008. Trump has drawn much of his

support from blue-collar, struggling middle-class voters who believe the economy is rigged against

them.

Michael Kazin, the author of "The Populist Persuasion," told Slate in 2016:

"Trump expresses one aspect of populism, which is anger at the establishment and various elites.

He believes Americans have been betrayed by those elites. But the other side of populism is a sense

of a moral people, people who've been betrayed for some reason and have a distinct identity,

whether they are workers, farmers or taxpayers. Whereas with Trump, I don't really get much of a

sense of who the people are."

President Barack Obama, who Trump succeeded in the White House, also questioned Trump's

populist credentials. He said:

"Somebody else who has never shown any regard for

workers, has never fought on behalf of social justice

issues or making sure that poor kids are getting a

decent shot at life or have health care ... they don't

suddenly become a populist because they say

something controversial in order to win votes."

Some of Trump's critics have accused him of phony

populism. They claim he used populist rhetoric during

the campaign but abandoned these populist ideas

once in office. For example, some analyses of Trump's
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tax proposals found that the biggest beneficiaries would be the wealthiest Americans. Trump also

recruited fellow billionaires and lobbyists to play roles in his White House. He also walked back

some of his fiery campaign rhetoric on corruption and cracking down on Wall Street. He may talk

like a populist, these critics say, but he does not govern like one.
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Quiz

1 Read the list of sentences from the article.

1. He claimed that he could "hear, understand and channel the working-class Americans so
wrongly ignored by other leaders."

2. Among farmers and laborers, there was a widespread belief that the government was
dominated by the rich and powerful.

3. He presented himself as a man of the people, who swore to protect the interests of ordinary
citizens against the corruption of the elite.

4. In a similar vein, Trump routinely spoke against the establishment in his successful 2016
presidential campaign.

Which two sentences taken together BEST support the idea that populist politicians appeal to people's belief that they have
been treated unfairly?

(A) 1 and 3

(B) 2 and 3

(C) 1 and 4

(D) 2 and 4

2 According to the article, populism has its roots in the idea that those in power create systems unfairly designed to maintain that
power, and populist leaders use dramatic language to describe this as an epic, life-or-death conflict between opposing forces.

All selections below support the above ideas. Which selection provides the BEST EXAMPLE of the above ideas?

(A) President Donald Trump was repeatedly described as a populist during the 2016 presidential race.
"Trump styled himself as a populist during his flamboyantly provocative campaign," the New York Times
wrote. He claimed that he could "hear, understand and channel the working-class Americans so wrongly
ignored by other leaders."

(B) "We meet in the midst of a nation brought to the verge of moral, political and material ruin. The urban
workmen are denied the right to organize for self-protection, imported pauperized labor beats down their
wages, a hireling standing army, unrecognized by our laws, is established to shoot them down. The
fruits of the toil of millions are boldly stolen to build up colossal fortunes for a few. From the same prolific
womb of governmental injustice we breed the two great classes — tramps and millionaires."

(C) Modern populism typically is sympathetic to the struggles of white, middle-class Americans. It portrays
Wall Street bankers, undocumented workers and foreign trade partners as evil. Populist ideas include
heavily taxing the wealthiest Americans, tightening security along the U.S. border with Mexico and
raising the minimum wage. It also supports expanding Social Security and imposing stiff tariffs on trade
with other countries. Another goal is to keep American jobs from going overseas.

(D) Yet the most famous populist in American history is perhaps William Jennings Bryan. The Wall Street
Journal once described Bryan as "the Trump before Trump." His speech at the Democratic National
Convention in 1896 was said to have "roused the crowd to a frenzy." It aimed to advance the interests of
small Midwestern farmers who felt they were being taken advantage of by the banks.

3 How effective is the first paragraph at introducing the topic of populism in American politics?

(A) Effective; it provides quotations about populism in American politics and provides answers to common
questions about populist politics.

(B) Effective; it summarizes observations about the most recent populist in American politics and uses
questions to outline the article's purpose.

(C) Not effective; it focuses on the campaign of the current American president without addressing the
article's primary subject.

(D) Not effective; it describes the effects of populism on the American president but does not address its
causes or historical context.
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4 Read the two sentences from the section "Donald Trump And Populism."

"Trump expresses one aspect of populism, which is anger at the establishment and various
elites."

Trump also recruited fellow billionaires and lobbyists to play roles in his White House.

The two sentences develop the view of Trump's populism presented in the article by ____.

(A) showing his populist actions and other politicians' reactions

(B) presenting a cause and an effect of his populism

(C) contrasting his earlier statements with his later actions

(D) demonstrating a problem and a solution of his populism


