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In just four years, Donald Trump has single-handedly pulled the Republican party

away from traditional American conservatism. In the GOP of the past, strict adherence to

partisan ideals such as fiscal responsibility and tax cuts comprised the core of the party.

Today, Trump has infused the party with a new brand of both economic and social

populism where loyalty and demagoguery reign supreme.

To see the effect that Donald Trump has had on the GOP, one has to look no further

than his six-foot-tall golden statue at the 2021 Conservative Political Action Conference

(CPAC), a fitting symbol of Trump’s deity-like status among devoted supporters. Despite

his popularity with Republicans, the party is anything but unified.

Almost everyone who attended CPAC in February is at least tolerant of Trump’s

performance so far:  in a straw poll, 97% said they approved of Trump’s job as president.

The major division among Republicans, however, comes in their vision of the party’s

future. Only 68% of attendees said they wanted him to run for president again in 2024.

Despite his defeat in the presidential election, Donald Trump’s participation in the

party is far from over. In the month since Joe Biden’s inauguration, the former president

has hardly wasted any time in attempting to purge the GOP of who he sees as political

opponents.
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During his speech at CPAC, Trump called out rivals within the GOP like Mitch

McConnell, who despite voting to acquit the former president delivered a scathing

critique of him on the Senate floor. He then proceeded to list the 17 Republican

lawmakers who had voted in favor of his impeachment by name, prompting jeers from the

crowd. Trump saved GOP congresswoman Liz Cheney for last, calling her a “warmonger,”

before adding, “get rid of them all.”

In some ways, the two-party system of the United States inherently fosters

divisions within the parties. Voters cannot and should not be expected to conform to one

of the only two electable political parties, but rather to support the party that best

represents their beliefs. The difference of ideas found within America’s two parties has

always existed and will continue to exist under our two-party system.

There is, however, one crucial difference between the divisions that have always

existed within America’s political parties and the divisions being created by Donald

Trump’s rise in the GOP. In the past, divisions within the two parties have been over party

ideology. One such example is the rift that emerged during the 2016 election between the

moderate wing and the progressive wing of the Democratic party. These conflicts always

involve debate over policy and ideas rather than party leadership.

Donald Trump’s brand of populism has created a new type of conflict within the

GOP. Put simply, this conflict is between Trump and all those who publicly oppose him. In

the Republican party, the lines between political ally and opponent have blurred as the

support of policy becomes less important than the unquestioned loyalty to the former

president. To Trump, the conservative policymaking and political positions of the 17

Republicans who voted in favor of his impeachment are irrelevant; they are merely

opponents who must be purged from the party.

The GOP is slowly losing its identity to Trumpism. What was once the party of tax

cuts and responsible spending has begun to devolve into the blind following of the former

president and his political allies. While Republican disunity may seem like an appealing

political opportunity for Democratic lawmakers, a populist identity crisis within the GOP

is harmful to the nation as a whole.

America’s political system is at its strongest when the focus of both parties is

advancing policy rather than following the ideology of a political leader. Because of this,

the traditional differences within the two parties--those based on differences in ideas and

policy--are productive to political discourse. If a political party cannot criticize its own

platform and the actions of its leaders, it is no more than a mob.

It is precisely because of this that Donald Trump’s brand of populism in the

Republican party is counterproductive to the political well-being of not only the GOP but

the United States as a whole. If Republican leaders do not feel comfortable criticizing

Trump, the GOP will inevitably lose its political legitimacy among moderate voters.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9kL9KiUNoZQ&ab_channel=NewsNOWfromFOX
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/2/14/mcconnell-on-impeachment-disgraceful-dereliction
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/2/14/mcconnell-on-impeachment-disgraceful-dereliction
https://www.npr.org/2016/11/08/501205840/2016-presidential-campaign-revealed-deep-divisions-in-the-democratic-party

