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Resolved: Is Donald Trump a Demagogue? 

 
 

Debate on 03/24/16 with Guest Speaker Professor of Government Elizabeth 
Sanders 



Speaker (Prof. Elizabeth Sanders) 
This week, Professor of Government Elizabeth Sanders joined Cornell Political Union in 

hopes of explaining the rise of Donald Trump in the 2016 election. Professor Sanders also 
discussed how to best describe Trump and his political style.  
To begin her talk, Professor Sanders explained the difference between demagogues, fascists, and 
populists. She then stated her belief that demagogue is the label that best fits Trump. According 
to her, Trump is a demagogue because he appeals to popular desires and prejudices as opposed to 
using rational arguments.  

Sanders next discussed changes in the nomination process that have allowed Trump to 
succeed thus far. Prior to 1968, party nominees were decided by party elites with little input from 
the rest of the party. However, in 1968 the disastrous Democratic convention in Chicago caused 
party leaders to seek reform. The result was a new, more democratic process that linked primary 
and caucus outcomes to delegate allocation. Soon, Republicans also adopted that method. 
Sanders believes that the current system's intense need for money allows rich, outsider 
candidates to emerge. 

Next, Professor Sanders explained Trump's major bases of support and the Democratic 
Party's abandonment of white working class voters. According to Sanders, Trump draws the 
majority of his support from downwardly mobile, working class white men. She then elaborated 
on her belief that as the Democratic Party has worked to court minority groups to join their 
coalition, working class white voters have been alienated. 

In addition to discussing the various potential labels for Trump, the student debate also 
highlighted the potential effects of Trump's campaign on the future of the Republican Party. 
Some hypothesized that a Trump nomination would fracture the GOP. Ultimately, the Union 
voted in favor of the description of Trump as a demagogue. 
 


