
Populist conservatism or conservative
populism? The Republican Party, the
new Conservative Revolution and the
political education of Donald Trump

Introduction 

The American experience with populism – both empirical and theoret-
ical – is very dissimilar to the European or even Latin American ones.
The partisan framework of the nascent American democracy, its
staunchly liberal intellectual foundations, but also the inbuilt racial and
social tensions at the heart of the system, shaped along the 19th and
20th century a peculiar understanding of the main political categories
of polity, politics and policy. These elastic labels make a pertinent in-

ternational analysis of the content of the pop-
ulist – or for that matter of the conservative –
label a difficult and challenging endeavor.
Our paper will strive to map out the intellec-
tual roots and the ideological expressions of
an uniquely American form of populism, in
the context of a federal republic whose expe-
rience of democracy and liberalism, both at
national and state level, is fundamentally dif-

ferent from that of other Western developed countries. After briefly en-
gaging in a theoretical exploration of the two main labels used in this
study – namely populism and conservatism -, we aim to further ques-
tion the nature of the trumpian breed of anti-establishment politics and
the intricate relationship it developed with on the one hand the “main-
stream” Republican conservative, and on the other hand with the far-
right nebulae crystallizing in the murky no-man’s-land at the right of
the Grand Old Party. The quintessential trumpian formula, with its ro-
bust blue collar appeal, was essentially a balancing act between the tra-
ditional conservative ethos (embodied by Trump’s 2016 vice-presiden-
tial running mate, Mike Pence) and more populist, unorthodox
inspirations from the right-wing fringes (the figure of Steve Bannon,
former chief executive chairman of the far-right news outlet Breitbart
News, comes to mind); it would be therefore of particular interest to
track how both components interacted, interweaved and were ultimate-
ly metabolized within this new Janus-faced synthesis. 
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Finally, this paper will attempt to address the overarching dilemma looming large over our
current political horizon: the impact of this populist surge of the democratic infrastructure
upon which not only the constitutional system, but our entire modern political culture, is built.
With two attempted impeachments , multiple major scandals (ranging from Trump’s own tax
returns to the altogether more serious allegation of collusion with a foreign power) and a ratch-
eting-up of violent rhetoric against political opponents and democratic watchdogs, the hectic
and eventful first mandate of Donald Trump presidency prompted with even more burning ur-
gency such angst-laden questioning: was the election of a vitriolic outsider hell-bent on “drain-
ing the swamp” the chance to revitalize an exhausted system (or at the very least a deceptive
red herring hardly masking the “business-as-usual” periodic cycle of Democratic-Republican
alternance), on the contrary, a mortal threat to the very foundation of democratic culture. The
nation which, emerging triumphant and with its political model unrivalled from the Cold War,
had professed the “end of history” and had regarded authoritarianism as a simple matter of for-
eign policy is now at grips with the sense that its core democratic values may not be, after all,
eternal and immutable1. 

Populism: the “variable geometry” 
of a hypertrophied concept

The term “populism” itself has an uncertain intellectual genealogy. While it is beyond the
scope of this article to trace its exhaustive unfurling throughout the last two centuries, a suc-
cinct conceptual and historical mapping is still necessary to grasp the mechanisms of intellec-
tual construction of the populist formula. Proto-populist movements appeared in Europe as
early as the French Revolution, with radical revolutionary factions such as the sans-culottes
and the Enragés led by figures such as Jacques-René Hébert or Jacques Roux rising against
what was perceived as the capture of the Revolution by bourgeois elites2. In America the De-
mocratic Party of Andrew Jackson was the first coherent expression of populist resentment
against the coastal merchant elites that dominated the era of the “market revolution”3. The
Jacksonians’ tirades against the bankers (and especially foreign bankers and investors) laid the
foundation of a nativist ethos that integrated a robust social-protectionist streak that will come
to define later avatars of populism, especially the People’s Party at the end of the 19th centu-
ry. A parallel version of populism also blossomed during the mid-19th century in Russia, with
the narodnik movement who sought a profound return to the “untainted” agrarian masses as
the ultimate source of moral redemption but also, crucially, of political sagesse4. 

The most interesting and pertinent historical analysis of the construction of the populist po-
litical culture, still highly relevant today, belongs to French historian Pierre Rosanvallon: in his
seminal work, La Démocratie Inachevée, he explores one of the first avatars of what he calls
illiberal democracy (a term that ought to sound familiar to those with an interest in contempo-
rary populism) in the mid- and late-19th century France5. Rosanvallon’s insight on bona-
partism (which he called, oxymoronically, democratic caesarism) was completed by Zeev
Sternhell’s piercing vivisection of boulangisme in the last quarter of the 19th century6. Both
authors map out the emergence of an innovative political model. Political instability, corrup-
tion and the stark inequalities of the unfettered capitalism allowed anti-parliamentary and au-
thoritarian solutions to gain traction, but what set this particular dynamic of contention radi-
cally apart from earlier anti-revolutionary thinkers such as de Maistre, de Bonald or La Tour
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du Pin was the fusion of anti-liberal principles such as order and authority with a radical de-
mocratic and anti-oligarchic critique of the “bourgeois” regime. 

The study of historical populisms across Europe and the globe highlights the main ideation-
al invariants of the populist narrative, upon which there is a relative scholarly consensus: the
“pathos of the little man7”, the fundamental dichotomy between the “pure people” and the
“corrupt elites”, the distrust of professional politicians, the refusal of the institutionalisation
and implicitly of the competitiveness of politics (the elites being perceived as extraneous to
society or to the people, there could be no conflict within the people itself – if segments of the
non-elite population happened to be resistant to populist rhetoric, it could only be as a result
of a faulty understanding of their real interests due to propaganda and manipulation), and last
but not least the emphasis on the unifying, quasi-sacred bond between the people and a charis-
matic leading figure8.

But given that populism, thus defined by this minimal core values, encompasses ideologies,
regimes, parties and public figures ranging from late 19th-century proto-fascists9 to 21st-cen-
tury Latin American free-market enthusiasts10, some voices question the very academic utili-
ty of this overstretched concept and proposed its relegation to the realm of the media, as a nor-
mative synonym for demagogy and brazen opportunism. Put through the acid test of the
Sartori’s proverbial ladder of abstraction11, it certainly wouldn’t fare exceptionally well. Isa-
iah Berlin famously coined this scholarly dilemma “the Cindarella complex”: 

There exists a shoe – the word “populism” – for which somewhere there must exist a foot.
There are all kinds of feet which nearly fit […] The prince is always wandering about with
the shoe. And somewhere, we feel sure, there awaits a limb called pure populism. This is the
nucleus of populism, its essence12.

To cut through the Gordian knot of ideational definition of the populism phenomenon, Cas
Mudde proposed a different conceptualization, whose backbone would be the notion of “thin-
centered ideology”. Mudde’s theoretical model was comfortable with one of populist studies’
most thorny issue: how can so many ostentatiously diverse, even antagonistic ideas and move-
ments (e.g. Occupy Wall Street and The Tea Party, Bernie Sanders and Donald Trump), be hud-
dled together under a unifying label? The young Dutch scholar contended that if populism is
truly ideologically thin or hollow, than it has to attach itself to more robustly fleshed out “ide-
ological hosts” to survive, for example socialism, nationalism or fascism13. 

Does populism truly exist, after all? The scholarly dispute over the nature of generic pop-
ulism risks becoming a never-ending moot point. Given the limited scope of the present paper,
a shift to empirical populism – populism in one given national or regional context – might
prove more fruitful. One might see it as turning around the “Cinderella complex” on its head:
start with a real foot and tailor the shoe so that it fits right. 

The American populist myth: 
from Jacksonian democrats to Trump

The American case study is rife with insight of the nature of populism. The Market Revo-
lution era was the crucible of one of the defining foundational populist movements, the Peo-
ple’s Party of the late 19th-century, whose ruggedly blue-collar ideological legacy still looms
large over current populist political culture despite its short-lived political existence. The pop-
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ulist lineage of the United States harks back to the Jackson presidency (1829-1837), when for-
mer militia leader Andrew Jackson was elected on a platform of opposition to the financial and
banking aristocracy of New England. His trademark move was vetoing the the recharter of the
Bank of the United States in 1832, on the grounds the Bank was an instrument in the hands of
an affluent elite (and more specifically of a foreign elite, as rich European investors heavily
supported the Bank), estranged from the interest of the American nation and its people. The
so-called Bank War waged by Jackson also had a distinct nativist bent: 

If we must have a bank with private stockholders, every consideration of sound policy and
every impulse of American feeling admonishes that it should be purely American. Its stock-
holders should be composed exclusively of our own citizens […]14

Early on, American populism had thus operated the junction with nationalism and anti-for-
eign sentiments, which were to remain leitmotifs in later populist outgrowths, from the the
anti-catholic Know-Nothing Party or anti-Chinese Workingman’s Party of the mid-19th centu-
ry to the mid-20th century presidential bids of third party candidates such as George Wallace15. 

Another salient feature of American populism was its proletarian tropism and the heavy
emphasis it laid on social issues. Therefore, while its nationalist, anti-foreign and frequently
racist undertones were rather right-leaning, its social preoccupation anchored it firmly in a left-
wing political culture. The People’s Party, who officially introduced the term populism to the
American political lexicon, articulated a markedly left-leaning critique of the capitalist prac-
tices of the late 19th century America. While not stricto sensu “socialist” (the farmers were es-
sentially small-scale entrepreneurs, very fondly attached to private property and that would
have been appalled by the marxist calls to eradicate it), The People’s Party platform integrat-
ed radical demands such as the nationalization of railroads, telegraph lines or natural re-
sources, progressive income taxation, direct legislation through the means of public referenda,
and even the expropriation of “all lands now held by railroads and other corporations in ex-
cess of their actual needs16”. For the observer more familiar to the Tea Party-style anti-statal-
ist populism, such readiness to entrust the federal government with ample swaths of the econ-
omy and social life is certainly bewildering. But the populist ideological lineage is rarely pure,
excelling in hybridisations of disparate intellectual traditions. At its core, populism is an ideo-
logical collage. 

Though this balancing act allowed populism to eschew being totally digested and “domes-
ticated” by the Democrat-Republican dichotomy, one cannot fully grasp the particular nature
of American populism outside the framework of the political and cultural bipolarism govern-
ing American political life. In Europe, populism rose as a damning indictment of traditional
parties and developed and matured, both ideologically and organizationally, outside the con-
fines of the political system: France’s Front National was chastising since the early 1980s,
through different formulas – “the gang of Four17” (for the then-four dominant parties in the
French Assembly), the “UMPS18” (from the acronyms of the two main parties, center-right
UMP and centre-left PS), the “LRPS19” (updated to reflect the new acronym of the party Les
Républicains, formerly UMP) – what they condemned as the monolithic political bloc of the
“establishment”, regardless of each party’s placement on the left-right divide, a divide whose
very relevance they often empathically contest20. In the UK, the UKIP and the Brexit Party
campaigned forcefully against the first-past-the-post system, alleging its propensity to favor
large, established parties21. Indeed, despite sharing an ideational platform with the Conserva-
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tive on key elements, Britain’s populists remained hopelessly insulated at the fringes of the
system, cut off from the political mainstream by their etiolated coalition potential22. In short,
European populism largely nested in the mounting societal contempt and the disillusionment
against the main parties, and expressed itself politically as a desire to eradicate them and the
traditional narratives of conflict ( e.g., the left-right cleavage) attached to them23. In the Unit-
ed States, populism more often than not fused with Republican or Democrat political cultures,
re-infusing them with radicalism.

The winning formula was not the boisterous, Wallace-style, third-party presidential bids,
but rather the Tea Party-like silent infiltration of mainstream conservatism. If Donald Trump
had adopted the former rather than the latter, one might contend that “trumpism” as a doctrine
would never have taken roots. The key to the understanding of the Trump populist moment lies
in the complex dynamics of ideological fluxes between mainstream Republicanism and more
heterodox traditions of thought in search of a political vehicule. 

The Trump formula, the alt-right and the G.O.P.

It is increasingly clear that the fault lines of pro-Trump versus anti-Trump have largely re-
aligned with the traditional Republican-Democrat partisan rift, as the impeachment support
trackers have consistently shown. Polls aggregators highlighted a consistently robust support
for the removal of Donald Trump from office on the part of Democrat-identifying respondents.
The numbers varied between roughly 71% in September when the House Speaker, Nancy
Pelosi, announced the impeachment inquiry, and 87% in mid-January, following the beginning
of the Senate trial and new revelations in the Ukraine scandal. Only 12% of Republican-lean-
ing respondents, on the other hand, supported impeachment. The numbers of self-identifying
Republicans drop even lower, to only 8%, when the question is framed as support for the re-
moval of Donald Trump from office (see figure 1)24. 

Make no mistake, the Republican base’s renewed support for Donald Trump – its approval
rates consistently hovering around the high 80% range25 – is the major shaping force at play in
the shift from the early anti-systemic trumpism to “White House trumpism”. As it moved from
the periphery of the political system (and implicitly from the fringes of the G.O.P.) to its beat-
ing heart, trumpism morphed in more than one respect, although it never diluted fully into main-
stream conservatism. Although Trump matured politically in an ideological space forcefully
marked with the seal of law-and-order conservatism – as it transpires from his infamous “Bring
back the death punishment. Bring back our police” political ad run in New York’s newspaper
in April 198926 – his personal footing was always uncertain and ambiguous. Suffice is to say
Trump was never a long-standing member of the Republican Party: in the 2000 he was a regis-
tered member of The Reform Party, on which behalf we considered running for president in
2000, then a Democrat, before finally joining back the Grand Old Party in 201227. Nor was he
markedly right-wing: when in 2000 the “paleoconservative” Pat Buchanan announced his pres-
idential bid on behalf of the Reform Party (thus directly challenging Trump), Trump lambasted
him for his far-right platform and his alleged racism, anti-semitism and homophobia:

He’s a Hitler lover. I guess he’s an anti-Semite. He doesn’t like the blacks, he doesn’t like
the gays. It’s just incredible that anybody could embrace this guy. And maybe he’ll get four
or five percent of the vote, and it’ll be a really staunch right wacko vote. I’m not even sure
if it’s right. It’s just a wacko vote.28
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If Donald Trump’s positioning along the traditional left-right continuum was blurry, his po-
litical identity crystallized around an anti-establishment and anti-politician rhetoric. Trump’s
cowboyish, alpha entrepreneur persona supplied the ideological scaffolding of trumpism, the
doctrine hardening around two main pillars: the conviction that a non-politician with ample ex-
perience of the workings of the “real world” could outperform in government any “stale pro-
fessional politician29” (“I believe non-politicians represent the wave of the future […]” he
wrote in a piece published in the Wall Street Journal in 199930) and the sacredness of the orig-
inal American Dream. His own of success story was interwreathed with the foundational
American narrative of the pioneer and the self-made man to forge a political brand with an ev-
ident broand, cross-class and cross-party appeal: 

Here is the bottom line: any politician that won’t face the future head on is putting the Amer-
ican Dream at risk. The Dream made it the best country in history. It’s the dream the father
and my mother dreamed, the one they made come true for my family. It’s the one that took
me to the top. When you mess with the American Dream, you’re on the fighting side of Don-
ald Trump31. 

A strong populist undercurrent pervades the trumpian political imaginary: the rejection of
the establishment, of professional politicians and of the traditional political game was mani-
festly the ideological anchor of Trump’s identity32. Early trumpian populism was initially dis-
tinctly wary of attaching itself to the Left or the Right, harshly chestizing the alienating polar-
ization of American politics:

I am considering a run only because I am convinced the major parties have lost their way.
The Republicans are captives of their right wing. The Democrats are captives of their left
wing. I don’t hear anyone speaking for the working men and women in the center.

In this respect, early trumpism resembles other forms of inchoate, centrist populisms, even
drawing on some of the traits of the catch-all model sketched by Otto Kirchheimer33; it was
not dissimilar, at least in the general philosophy of its approach to politics, from campaign
macronism. Both nurtured to an extent a palingenetic but pragmatic approach in terms of pol-
icy, and a distrust of the “old politics” and professional politicians, while emphasis the persona
of a dynamic, outsider leader active in the “real economy”.

But trumpism rapidly evolved under the pressure of an apparently inexorable right-bound
tropism, metabolizing in the process nationalism (oriented outwards, towards foes like China or
Iran) and nativism (oriented inwards against illegal immigrants or minorities) and fitting them
into his palingenetic “Make America Great Again” narrative. The word “conservative” entered
Donald Trump’s lexicon. At the 2015 Conservative Political Action Conference, Trump fawned
over his audience with this very term: “You’re my kind of people. You’re conservative. You
work. You love your country. It’s very simple34”. As the fault line of a new, more bellicose
trumpism came into focus, so did its synergy with Republican political culture. Michael J. Lee
called trumpism a “performance of conservative”, staged for a conservative audience35.

Nevertheless, Trump’s strategy was distinct. The resentment he exploited were rooted in
three different but overlapping dynamics. The first was socio-economic: the social costs of the
tertiarization of the economy, accelerated by globalization and free trade agreements, was dis-
proportionately absorbed by the rural, small-town or peri-urban working class; the second one
was securitarian, with a heavy emphasis on the islamic terrorist menace; the third one, and pos-
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sibly the most important, was cultural36. Rancor against elites was articulated into an increas-
ing exasperation with what was perceived as their foremost cultural code: political correctness.
Political correctness became the hallmark of the political and cultural alterity of elites, whether
it was media, intellectuals or professional politicians. A study sampling 8000 individuals indeed
highlighted that income and education largely predict relative support for political correctness,
much more than age and race. For example, while 87% who have never attended college think
that political correctness has grown to be a problem, only 66% of those with a postgraduate de-
gree share that sentiment37. Trump’s persona rowdily magnetized this diffuse resentment by
posturing as the perfect antithesis of the politically correct politician type, participating also in
a redefinition of straight-shooting, “common sense”, blue-collar Americanism: 

Our great first lady always says: ‘Don’t use certain words, please’. And I say: ‘But the au-
dience wants me to do it.’[…] If you tell a joke, if you are sarcastic, if you have fun with an
audience […] That’s where we are, folks, that’s where we are: we are in the swamp of Wash-
ington DC.38

The notion of free speech is a central ideologeme of American conservatism, steeped in two
of its most potent and mobilizing mythologies: anti-totalitarianism and anti-statism. The “anti-
PC culture” discourse, carefully choreographed as a fight against control of speech, strongly
resonated with the conservative imaginary. But it crucially also made the junction with a pop-
ulist undercurrent, as it clearly designated the enemy – “woke” liberal elites, the establishment,
mainstream media, insulated progressive intellectuals and activists – and pitted it against the
“silent majority”39. This synthesis of populist and conservative tropes not only proved elec-
torally fruitful but also succeeded in bridging ideologically the rifts of a divided right-wing po-
litical culture, from mainstream liberal-conservatives attached to the sacredness of the First
Amendment to fringe alt-right groupuscules. 

Conclusions: populism and the challenge 
to liberal democracy 

Donald Trump won much to the surprise of most observers and political pundits. With the
2016 electoral battle set to go down as an indelible milestone of American political history,
much like Andrew Jackson’s 1829 or Ronald Reagan’s 1980 election, the “Trump moment”
begged the question of what new America will emerge from it. It was indeed in many respects
a premiere in recent history, which had seen numerous populist surges both inside and outside
the big tent of Republicanism but had never actually witnessed the institutionalization of a
populist administration at the federal echelon. 

To open the conservation about the impact of the Trump presidency on democratic process-
es is, first and foremost, to engage in a debate on the consequence of populism on the struc-
ture of liberal democracy. We will first review the ever-growing literature trying to articulate
the intimate yet uneasy kinship between populism and democracy, before trying to narrow our
focus and specifically apply these considerations to the United States context, who exhibits
both some paradigmatic traits and some remarkable idiosyncrasies. 

Dissecting 19th century bonapartism, one of the earliest political experience of populism,
Pierre Rosanvallon extracts a common philosophical matrix of democracy and authoritarian
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populism: the principle of the sovereignty of the people. Rosanvallon very pertinently empha-
size the fact that the philosophical distance is far greater between bonapartism and monarchi-
cal absolutism than it is between the former and democracy. However, the ideological nucle-
us of populism lies in the triple framework forged to define and organise democratic
expression: a philosophy of representation emphasizing direct and non-mediated consultation
instruments, such as referenda; a entrenched distrust of intermediate bodies, such as parties,
syndicates or associations (already forcefully denounce by Rousseau), seen as parasitizing the
will of the people; and a belief that democratic will must be incarnated into the person of a
charismatic leader. Illiberal democracy, posits Rosanvallon, is founded on the interaction and
synergy of a central politico-philosophical “couple”: the Man-people (l’Homme-peuple) and
the People-as-One (Peuple-Un). This quasi-ontological merging of the figure of the leader
(“The Emperor is not a man, he is a people”, declared Arthur de la Guéronnière, one of
Napoleon the III closest advisor) and the people defines the very essence of populism40. The
conception of representation as modus of monolithic embodiment exploits one of democracy’s
major aporia, by decoupling liberalism and democracy per se. 

The idea of a widening fracture of liberalism and democracy – the essences of which are,
respectively, the rule of law and the popular will – permeates populism studies, and it often
singled out as a root cause of the current ideological turbulences. In The People vs Democra-
cy, Yascha Mounk stresses the rise of two deficient political formulas derived from the same
democratic matrix: “rights without democracy” (the undemocratic liberalism generated by the
overreach of unelected technocratic institutions such as independent agencies, courts and state
bureaucracies) and “democracy without rights” (authoritarian and plebiscitarian populist
regimes). In Mounk’s account, populism is simultaneously the symptom and the cause of the
present period of democratic stress: like a bout of fever, it indicates an ailment metastasizing
in the deep structures of the democratic organism41. 

Chantal Mouffe and Ernesto Laclau also affirm the decoherence of the liberal democracy
canon. Unlike Mounk, however, they see in populism a salutary demotic political proposition
that is fundamental to the establishing radical democracy. Laclau and Mouffe oppose this
model of permanent conflict (for but also crucially against power) to liberal democracy’s
model of enforced and obsolete “centrist” consensus. Populism, through its acceptance of an-
tagonism, is thought as a carrier of essential nutrients for democracy42. Mouffe in particular
calls therefore for an extension of populist strategy to left-wing parties and mouvement43.

A more balanced and exhaustive approach is developed by Cas Mudde and Cristobal Rovi-
ra Kaltwasser, who argue that populism can be both a corrective and a threat to democracies.
One might view populism as a product of the very existence of democracy. Since the latter is
based on the periodic free and fair elections, it provides mechanisms by which the people can
channel their dissatisfaction with the political system. The competitive nature of politics in
democracies – whether they are liberal or not – fuels and sharpens antagonism: populism is
fundamentally a particularly virulent form of social and political dissension, falling on the far
end of a continuum of democratic contention that is naturally occurring in any open society.
When populism is seen as a corrective to the quality of democracy, emphasis is mostly put on
the inclusion of marginalized groups and the extension of political participation to “apathetic”
or “disenchanted” sectors of the electorate traditionally unresponsive to mainstream discourse.
It can also increase democratic accountability by re-incorporating into the political realm is-
sues and policies (such as environment, trade, economy or asylum rights) that had been ante-
riorly technocratized and depoliticized. However, the authors also stress the negative effects of
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populism on democratic quality, ranging from the weakening of the checks and balances of
constitutional government to the exacerbation of ideological polarization and the circumvent-
ing of minority rights44. 

In the American context, the term populism long benefited from a positive bias (see John
D. Hicks45 or Henry Olsen46), but Trump’s victory shattered the consensus of the benign, or
even rejuvenating, nature of populism. Despite a history of democratic resilience, Trump’s
presidency is rarely depicted as a normal-politics challenge to a settled liberal policy order.
The commentary focuses on two key area: the race-laden undertones of Trump’s rhetoric47,
and the nepotism and corruption allegations48 that coalesced into a historic impeachment trial
in 2020. Other aspects are also worth taking into consideration, however, such its relentless de-
rision and attacks on non-affiliated media and the hyperpolarization of political life as an elec-
toral strategy. However, the American case is singular because of the entrenched nature of the
Constitution, which means that unlike strongmen like Orban or Erdogan, Donald Trump oper-
ates in a political framework that largely is out of his reach. Trumpism is therefore contingent-
ly conservative – and thus less likely to trigger significant regime stress – because it is tribu-
tary to a political culture fundamentally averse to any institutional design change not cautioned
by tradition. 
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Appendices 

Figure 1. Support for impeachment by party affiliation

Source: https://projects.fivethirtyeight.com/impeachment-polls/.
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