
IRMO BRIEF

1
07/2020

B R
I

E F

I R M O

07

IRMO
Institut za razvoj i međunarodne odnose

Institute for Development and International Relations

Ured u Zagrebu

2020

Presidential Election in November: High Stakes in the US

By Krševan Antun Dujmović

to bear in mind that the US is still the biggest 
super power in the world. American economy, 
measured by nominal GDP, is still one-third 
bigger than the Chinese economy, comprising 
21.5 trillion dollars compared to Chinese 14 
trillion. Its military has still no real match in 
the world, and along with Russia, the US is the 
only nuclear super power. The US is also at the 
core of NATO, a military and political alliance 
with no matching adversary. Still, since March 
the US has been facing an unprecedented crisis 
and has been the worst hit country in the world 
by the Covid-19 pandemic, followed by spiking 
unemployment rates and mass racial violence. 

The presidential election in the United States, 
scheduled for November 3, are perceived by 
many as decisive for the future of America and 
the world as they will respond to the crucial 
question: Is the US strong enough to preserve 
a dominant position in the multipolar world 
in which old alliances are crumbling and new 
rivalries arising? In the middle of 2020, in the 
world struck by the coronavirus crisis the pivotal 
question surpasses just the dilemma between 
US foreign policy doctrines – “America First’’ 
or “global policeman”, but rather defines the 
very structure of the world order and America’s 
position in it. While considering this, one has 
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Currently, America seems to be embroiled in its 
own problems, reluctant to manifest any global 
leadership in the worst global crisis after 1945. 
Furthermore, it seems divided more than ever 
with a polarized society supporting adamantly 
either of the two presumptive presidential 
nominees – Donald Trump and Joe Biden. 

Trump’s years in the Oval Office

Ever since he was inaugurated as president, 
Donald Trump faced harsh criticism from within 
the United States and from abroad. Even during 
the presidential primaries of the Republican 
Party, and especially after his nomination as the 
GOP presidential candidate in mid-2016, Trump 
was exposed to relentlessly negative and even 
deriding campaign against him. Major US media 
outlets, even Hollywood actors and celebrities 
from the powerful American entertainment 
industry, turned against Trump before his 
election. This campaign has not ceased until 
present day. However, Trump managed to 
fight back against the entire negative image 
surrounding him, and entering the final year of 
his tenure in early 2020 his presidency seemed 
stronger than ever. In February 2020, Trump 
scored another big victory after being acquitted 
of both charges in the Senate impeachment 
trial. Throughout his presidency, the Democrats 
sought an opportunity to impeach Trump and 
in March 2019, they launched an investigation 
of Trump for corruption, obstruction of justice 

and abuse of power. In September 2019 a 
formal impeachment inquiry was opened by the 
speaker of the of the House of Representatives 
Nensi Pelosi. 

In February 2020 Trump scored 
another big victory after being 
acquitted of both charges in the 
Senate impeachment trial.

Trump’s associates were also under constant 
pressure as many of them were either 
investigated or even convicted on various felony 
counts, and these include false tax filing, bank 
fraud, lying to Congress and witness tampering. 
Since the 2016 presidential election Trump was 
accused by the Democrats for colluding with 
Russia. These alleged links between Trump and 
is his associates and the Russian officials brought 
in the Special Counsel investigation conducted 
by special prosecutor Robert Mueller that later 
became known as the Russia investigation or 
the Mueller probe. Although Mueller Report 
submitted to the Attorney General William 
Barr concluded that the president did not 
commit a crime, the Mueller investigation 
loomed over Trump and his associates for 
almost two years till March 2019, attracting 
a lot of negativity around his presidency. The 
Mueller investigation displays the pressure 
that Trump was exposed to virtually every day 
throughout his time at the Oval Office. It also 
marred Trump’s administration efforts as the 
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President needed to invest a lot of his energy 
into protecting himself and his associates, 
rather than committing to internal American 
affairs and dealing with global issues as the 
person often referred to as the most powerful 
man in the world. Notwithstanding, throughout 
his presidency and regardless of constant 
attacks by the Democrats, Trump managed to 
implement much of his policies promised while 
he was running for president in 2016. In field 
of domestic policies, Trump signed the Tax 
Cuts and Jobs Act in December 2017 lowering 
the corporate tax rate to 21%, and reiterating 
the promises given during the 2016 campaign, 
to curb illegal migration to some extent. Still, 
he was not able to tackle the rampage of the 
opioid crisis nor to restrain the presence of 
powerful Mexican drug cartels, while the plan 
to build the wall on the border with Mexico 
saw only replacements of dilapidated barriers 
and the construction of only 15 miles of new 
border barriers. On the global scene, Trump’s 
administration was mostly reluctant to get 
profoundly involved in resolving main global 
issues. In spite of Trump’s tagging of NATO as 
an “obsolete” organization, the US remained 
committed to the North Atlantic Alliance. 
However, at the same time the US stepped out 
from UNESCO, UN Human Rights Council, Iran 
nuclear deal, Paris Climate Agreement, Trans-
Pacific Partnership (TPP) negotiations, and 
replaced NAFTA with the United States-Mexico-
Canada Agreement (USMCA). 

In spite of  Trump’s tagging 
of NATO as an “obsolete” 
organization, the US remained 
committed to the North Atlantic 
Alliance.

Trump’s alleged links with the Russians did not 
bring a thaw is US-Russia relations, and the US 
continued to deploy more troops in Eastern 
Europe, primarily in Poland. Both the president 
and the US Congress, in a rare occasion of 
unanimity, invested strong efforts to hamper 
the construction of the Nord Stream 2 pipeline 
that is to bring natural gas from Russia over 
the Baltic Sea to Germany. Introduction of Nord 
Stream 2 sanctions by the US however distanced 
Germany further away from the US, widening 
the rift between America and European allies, 
namely Germany and France, that had occurred 
during the American-led intervention in Iraq in 
2003 and that was overtly manifested during 
the NATO summit in Bucharest in 2008. Most 
importantly, Trump launched a trade war with 
China by augmenting tariffs on Chinese 
goods imported to America and ordered the 
killing of Qasem Soleimani, Iranian Major 
General and commander of IRGC Quds Force.

Covid-19 pandemic in America

Until the begging of 2020, prospects looked 
good for Trump in the election year. US 



IRMO BRIEF

4

07/2020

economy was booming and adding millions of 
jobs during his presidency, and by October 
2019 unemployment rate fell to 50-year low, 
with 160 million people working and with 
unemployment rate below 3.5%. Trump’s 
administration could also boast about not 
involving America into any new military 
interventions overseas, which was pretty 
appealing for the American voters after 
failure in Iraq and almost 19-year long US 
troops deployment in Afghanistan, making 
it America’s longest war. Analysts in the US 
and around the world looked quite confident 
that Trump was going to win the presidential 
election in November, and at the same time in 
February the Democrats were still embroiled 
in a bitter struggle between rivals for the 
Democratic candidate for the November 
election. 

Trump came at loggerheads 
with Anthony Fauci, director of 
National Institute of Allergy and 
Infectious Diseases, member of his 
own coronavirus task force.

Then in March the Covid-19 pandemic reached 
the shores of America, just three months after 
its eruption in Chinese Wuhan. The spread of the 
Covid-19 pandemic took America completely by 
surprise and national emergency was declared 
on 13 March, when it was already evident that 
the SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus was going to 

wreak havoc around the globe. Stay-at-home 
orders in diffident US states and territories 
were also issued in a span of three weeks and 
in an uncoordinated manner, contributing 
to the soaring figures of virus contractions. 
Trump has not demonstrated the ability of a 
capable crisis manager and communicator 
during the Covid-19 crisis and thus delivered 
an opportunity to his critics to blame him for 
the disaster looming over America. Almost 
30 million Americans lost their jobs during 
the crisis and unemployment rate suddenly 
climbed to almost 15%. Trump also came at 
loggerheads with Anthony Fauci, director of 
National Institute of Allergy and Infectious 
Diseases, member of his own coronavirus 
task force. Governors and mayors of major US 
cities controlled by the Democrats seized the 
opportunity to spar with the president, most 
notably Andrew Cuomo, governor of New 
York and Bill de Blasio, mayor of New York 
City. Fueling the already ongoing row with 
China that he had ignited through trade war 
by using the term “Chinese virus,” or accusing 
China for not controlling the global spread of 
the virus from Hubei province, did not help 
Trump either. The biggest stimulus package in 
US history worth 2 trillion dollars did not yield 
the expected result nor gave a boon to Trumps 
popularity. Furthermore, by mid-2020 the US 
national debt has spiked to 26 trillion from 
19 trillion dollars in 2016, just months before 
Trump assumed office. 
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One also has to bring into memory 
Trump’s bleak odds against Hilary 
Clinton in the summer of 2016, 
and that he owns the pulpit of the 
presidency.

Adding to this, by late July, there have been 
over 4 million confirmed cases and almost 150 
thousand deaths, making America the worst-hit 
country by coronavirus in the world, seriously 
mitigating Trump’s odds at the November 
election. Nonetheless, there are three months 
until the election and things could change 
dramatically if Trump manages to portray 
himself as a ‘good manager or a savior in this 
unprecedented crisis’, in case of significant 
progress in developing of vaccines for Covid-19. 
Global uncertainty linked to the second wave of 
the coronavirus in which America could finally 
impose itself as a world leader, or continuation 
of recovery of US economy, could also bring 
water to Trump’s mill. One also has to bring 
into memory Trump’s bleak odds against Hilary 
Clinton in the summer of 2016, and that he 
owns the pulpit of the presidency. Since 1992, 
every American president held two terms in the 
White House.

Trump vs. Biden

Ahead of the presidential election, stakes are 
high in America. Joe Biden has already indicated 

that Trump would try to “steal” the election 
and that he could go as far as not accepting the 
election result in case he loses. The accusations 
are getting worse as the final campaign is 
getting closer. On one side, Trump is along with 
presidents Andrew Johnson and Bill Clinton 
one of only three presidents who went through 
the impeachment trial. His presidency has 
been hallmarked with controversy, and the 
mainstream media in the US and abroad were 
always critical of his personality and rhetoric. On 
the other side, Biden does not look as a perfect 
Democratic nominee either. The weakest point 
of Biden’s liability could be his age, as he will 
turn 78 just days after the presidential election, 
which is the age of average life expectancy 
for men in the US. This is why the Democratic 
strategists are carefully scrutinizing Biden’s 
vice presidential pick. 

The weakest point of Biden’s 
liability could be his age, as he 
will turn 78 just days after the 
presidential election.

The Democrats have already pledged in March 
that Biden’s vice presidential running mate 
would be a woman, and now they want to 
make their case stronger by picking an African 
America woman. This would be appealing to the 
minority voters, especially African Americans. 
Joe Biden has already raked in a number of 
African American and other minority votes 
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after the murder of an African American man 
George Floyd in Minneapolis in May. Floyd’s 
murder has triggered mass protests throughout 
all 50 US states and around the world, picturing 
the American police as racist. After weeks 
of lockdown many protestors across the US 
took to the streets filled with anger amidst the 
unexpected economic crisis, America found 
itself in due to the coronavirus outbreak. 
Police brutality, regardless of the fact that 
demonstrations in some US cities turned into 
riots and property damages by looting and arson, 
sided many voters away from Trump. During the 
protests, America seemed as dragged into chaos 
and Trump’s opponents declared the November 
presidential election a referendum on president 
Trump. The chaos caused by the Covid-19 
pandemic, economic downturn and mass 
protests have all contributed to the opinion polls 
giving Joe Biden a widening lead over Donald 
Trump. However, two months after the murder 
of George Floyd the protests have ceased to gain 
traction, with some civil unrest still occurring 
in Portland, Oregon. Chaos has done its part 
in propelling Biden’s stakes, but installment of 
order and economic recovery after the summer 
break could raise Trump’s stakes. Things swoop 
rapidly in American politics and unexpected 
developments could hamper Biden’s odds to 
become president, including incidents like the 
sexual assault allegation placed against Biden 
by Tara Reade in 2020. 

America seemed as dragged into 
chaos and Trump’s opponents 
declared the November presidential 
election a referendum on president 
Trump.

That Biden was not immune to scandals was also 
manifested during the Trump-Ukraine scandal 
in the summer of 2019. While Trump was being 
accused by the Democrats for using presidential 
powers to obtain quid pro quo cooperation from 
the president of Ukraine Volodymyr Zelensky, 
Trump requested investigations into Joe Biden 
and his son Hunter Biden. The latter served on 
board of the Ukrainian gas producer Burisma 
Holding while his father as the US vice 
president played a major role in Ukraine after 
the Euromaidan Revolution, during the Obama 
administration. Trump’s odds look rather 
thin at the moment, but the volatility of the 
unprecedented crisis the world has found itself 
stranded in could at the end prove beneficial to 
either of the presidential candidates.

Conclusion

The eyes of the world are constantly fixed on 
America, especially in times of unprecedented 
uncertainty that has encroached the 
international community. Many see the 
Covid-19 crisis as an opportunity to declare the 
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end of the American-led world and to nominate 
China as the new world leader. Still, the lack of 
willingness of America to impose itself as the 
true leader in times of crisis, does not indicate 
that the US and China have swapped places. 
To the contrary, the fact that the coronavirus 
crisis has erupted in China, and that China tried 
to seize the opportunity to impose itself as 
the leader though dependency on its exports, 
turned away many countries form China. China’s 
assertiveness have set the alarm on in Asia, 
and countries like India and Japan are siding 
with the US and its allies including Australia to 
restrict China’s overwhelming rise. This clearly 
manifests that the US is still an attractive and 
needed ally in the Pacific and other major 
regions in the world. The election of either 
Trump or Biden will not upend this American 
attractiveness. Both Biden as vice president and 
Trump as president have also manifested their 
willingness to curb Russian influence in Europe; 
both Biden and Trump are aware that Europe is 

an irreplaceable American ally, but that the old 
continent stands divided in its foreign policy 
and relations with other big powers. The will 
always leave the door opened for the American 
presence in Europe. The US will also not be 
benevolent to the growing Russian and Chinese 
influence in Latin America, above all Venezuela, 
or in Africa. The election of Trump or Biden will 
primarily define the methods implemented by 
the US to preserve its dominant status in the 
world, and the world’s perception of the US in 
doing this.
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