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The calendar says 2024, but for Don-
ald Trump and his Republican presiden-
tial campaign, the last few days have felt
like 2016 all over again. 

Trump has ditched his post-assassi-
nation attempt unity argument and re-
buffed calls from his party’s elected
stalwarts who’d prefer their presiden-
tial nominee focus on Democrats’ poli-
cies. Instead, the former president, who
hopes voters will send him back to the
White House in November, has settled
into a familiar series of deeply personal
attacks on his Democratic opponent, in-
cluding inflammatory remarks about
race. 

Trump isn’t just battling with his par-
tisan rivals. He also continues to feud
with wayward Republicans and focus on
his personal obsessions, such as crowd
size. 

The GOP presidential nominee once
was thought to be running a more dis-
ciplined campaign, but not anymore, as
he struggles to adjust to facing Vice
President Kamala Harris instead of
President Joe Biden in a contest that
just a few weeks ago seemed over and
now is back to toss-up status. Key bat-
tleground states steadily are shifting
away from Trump’s outright favor as
Harris boosts Democratic enthusiasm,
raises large sums of money and draws
big crowds.

Unable to counteract Harris’ momen-
tum and increasingly lashing out with
harsher attacks reminiscent of 2016,
some in Trump’s party view his latest
tactics as counterproductive – even if
they previously proved effective in deli-
vering him the presidency.

“Trump should stick to issues and
values and avoid demeaning personal-
ity attacks,” former U.S. House Speaker
Newt Gingrich, a close Trump ally who
was a finalist to be his running mate in
2016, told USA TODAY. “The personal at-
tacks boomerang and hurt Trump.”

A rookie politician who had long been
famous for his real estate and media
ventures, Trump shocked and offended
much of the country nine years ago from

the moment he came down the escala-
tor in Trump Tower and declared his
presidential bid with a screed against
undocumented immigrants. 

Trump won in 2016 despite a long list
of inflammatory remarks, from the Ac-
cess Hollywood tape that captured him
bragging about grabbing women’s gen-
itals to disputing that now deceased
U.S. Sen. John McCain was a war hero
after his time as a prisoner in Vietnam. 

Trump returned to his caustic ways
in 2020, but by then the incumbent
president was facing significant back-
lash after four years of a chaotic and
controversial White House. He
slammed Biden as “Sleepy Joe,” repeat-
edly questioned his mental fitness and
accused him of running a “basement
campaign” for president during the
deadly coronavirus pandemic. The Re-
publican president ended up losing
states such as Georgia and Arizona that
Democrats hadn’t carried in years.

Many in the GOP have bristled at var-
ious times over Trump’s approach, but
most have eventually rallied around
him. Fast forward to 2024, and Repub-
licans are concerned that Trump seems
to be returning to that 2016 formula as
he struggles to change the trajectory of

Pollster Frank Luntz said voters who
in 2016 found Trump to be “candid,”
“outspoken” and “direct” are looking for
more substance in 2024. But he warned
they’re not getting it from the former
president.

“The public is starting to say, ‘enough
already,’ ” said Luntz, who conducts fo-
cus groups of voters and has worked for
GOP candidates in the past. “Enough
with being mean – just do your job.”

Trump can’t win with just his conser-
vative base, Luntz said. He has to reach
out to more moderate voters who are in-
creasingly turned off by Trump’s long-
used tactics. As a result, Harris is
emerging as a front-runner in the newly
configured presidential race.

With the Trump campaign struggling
to define Harris negatively, the Demo-
cratic convention will give her a chance
to try to cement a more positive view
among voters while honing criticism of
her Republican rival as selfish, danger-
ous and unhinged. Trump is the first for-
mer president convicted of a crime, and
he still faces additional federal and state
charges, to which he’s pleaded not
guilty.

Trump’s chaotic and slapdash cam-
paign style is exposing him to questions
about his mental acuity, the same kinds
of issues he once raised against 81-year-
old Biden. Trump turned 78 in June and
has become the oldest major-party
nominee in history; his tactics are now
being turned against him in that con-
text.

Yet even as Harris has completely
changed the dynamics of the race,
Trump still appears to have a strong
chance of winning. Political handicap-
pers have moved more swing states into
toss-up territory, but polling averages
show the race essentially remains tied
in the states that matter most.

And surveys indicate Trump still has
an advantage on key issues such as im-
migration and the economy. 

“Harris changes the race from age
and capacity to ideology and perfor-
mance,” Gingrich said. “The more
Trump can focus on the performance
gap and the issue difference, the more
likely he will defeat her.”

While Luntz said the campaign is still
Trump’s to lose, the prominent pollster
quickly added: “He’s in the process of
losing it.”

the current race. 
He has labeled Harris as “low IQ,”

questioned her racial identity and
mocked her name, which has left some
in the party uncomfortable and critics
calling him racist. While much of what
Trump has done in the past was viewed
as controversial, a mistake or undisci-
plined, he often came away without be-
ing hurt politically and in some cases his
efforts may have even helped him. Some
analysts believe Trump’s tactics may be
less effective now.

“They’re going to have a hard time
creating the same animosity toward
Harris in two months that Hillary Clin-
ton created over 25 years,” said Mike
DuHaime, a GOP consultant and the for-
mer political director for the Republican
National Committee who argued Harris
has much less baggage than Clinton and
will be harder to demonize. 

There’s plenty of evidence to suggest
that Trump’s then-unique approach to
campaigning in 2016 could be problem-
atic in 2024. Back then, many voters
found Trump’s slash-and-burn style to
be refreshing, novel and direct; eight
years later, analysts say, Trump’s ag-
gressive attacks come across as mean,
repetitive and out-of-touch.

Some say 2024 campaign
starting to feel like 2016

Zac Anderson and David Jackson
USA TODAY

Rep. Ronny Jackson, R-Texas, joins former President Donald Trump at a
campaign rally in Bozeman, Mont., Friday. NATALIE BEHRING/AFP VIA GETTY IMAGES

Trump’s personal attacks raise questions

RICHMOND, Va. – A growing number
of U.S. states are seeking to close what
critics call a loophole in the 13th Amend-
ment which abolished slavery but still
effectively legalizes involuntary servi-
tude as punishment for convicts.

The constitutional amendment,
passed in 1865, abolished slavery except
as punishment for crimes.

Voters in California and Nevada will
have a chance to weigh in during No-
vember’s elections on whether to ex-
tend the ban to prisoners – following
more than half a dozen other states that
are part of the burgeoning movement.

“It’s one of the things from the Civil
Rights era that we’re still fighting on and
that needs to be changed,” said Christo-
pher Blackwell, an incarcerated person
in Washington state who advocates for
prison reform.

Even when prisoners are paid for
their work, they’re “being forced to work
for a very, very minimal amount of mon-
ey, and that is slavery,” Blackwell told
the Thomson Reuters Foundation by
phone.

About 1.2 million people were held in
U.S. state and federal prisons at the end
of 2022. Of those, some 800,000 people
work, many of whom earn less than $1
per hour, said a study earlier this year by
consultants Edgeworth Economics re-
leased by Worth Rises, an advocacy
group campaigning for prisoners’ rights.

“Our jobs provide incarcerated indi-
viduals with marketable job skills, as
well as soft skills, that help them land
jobs when they leave our facilities,” said
Chris Wright, spokesperson for the
Washington State Department of Cor-
rections.

Prisoners’ jobs in the state pay up to
$2.85 an hour – among the highest
hourly wages in the country.

“There are waiting lists at most of our
facilities for these positions,” said
Wright. He said some jobs are offered
through voluntary sign ups while others
are assigned.

But a growing number of states are
pushing for change. Advocates working
on the anti-slavery push said more than
a dozen are eyeing potential legislation
that could protect prisoners’ labor
rights.

The current push includes both Re-
publican and Democrat-controlled
states pursuing the change, said Dennis
Febo, lead organizer with the Abolish
Slavery National Network, an advocacy
group.

“We’ve had so many white people
stand up on this and really make a
change, and we’ve had people of color
fighting (it). So it hasn’t looked like race;
it hasn’t looked like political affiliation.”

Growing momentum for change?

Rhode Island was the first state to
ban slavery in all forms through its state
constitution, in 1843.

Voters in Oregon, Utah, Colorado,
Nebraska, Tennessee, Alabama and
Vermont all passed ballot amendments
to formally end slavery as punishment
in recent years, though some are still in
the process of implementing them.

More than a dozen other states in-
cluding New Jersey, Texas, and Minne-

sota have recently weighed or are
weighing similar legislation, according
to ASNN.

In Nevada, voters will have a chance
to weigh in on a ballot question in No-
vember asking whether the state’s con-
stitution should be amended to remove
language authorizing the use of slavery
and involuntary servitude as a criminal
punishment.

In neighboring California, voters will
also consider a similar ballot initiative.

A spokesperson for the California De-
partment of Corrections and Rehabilita-
tion said they are still working on ana-
lyzing the costs of enacting the pro-

posed measure.
The legislative process was an “emo-

tional roller coaster,” said Jeronimo
Aguilar, a policy analyst with the advo-
cacy group Legal Services for Prisoners
with Children.

“The saying, ‘As California goes, the
country goes’ – I think that there’s a lot
of truth in that,” Aguilar said. “It’s been
moving nationally, and I think now
there could be even more momentum to
really ignite a wildfire that spreads
across the country.”

Lawmakers in the nation’s capital
have also been pushing federal legisla-
tion that they have highlighted around
Juneteenth, the national holiday on
June 19 that commemorates ending
chattel slavery in the United States.

Opponents of such efforts have cited
potential costs to states and disruptions
at correctional facilities if the incarcer-
ated suddenly earned higher wages or
secured rights to refuse work.

Washington state lawmakers consid-
ered raising the wages of incarcerated
people to the state’s minimum wage last
year, but the effort died amid concerns
over the cost, according to the Seattle
Times.

It would cost taxpayers $124 million
per year if all those held in the state’s
prisons earned at least the minimum
wage for their work, according to the
state’s Department of Corrections.

Another effort in California to secure
a ballot initiative was derailed in 2022
after a fiscal impact statement estimat-
ed that boosting prisoners’ wages could
cost $1.5 billion a year.

A first-of-its-kind study released
earlier this year found that ending un-
paid labor in U.S. prisons could net up to
$20 billion per year, with increased
wage costs more than offset by allowing
prisoners to better support themselves
and their families, and boost their earn-
ings after release.

“You’re in here to rehabilitate and get
ready to be back in society as a produc-
tive member,” said Blackwell, the incar-
cerated advocate.

“They should be offering you work in
here that would help you save money ...
not just use and abuse your labor.”

The Thomson Reuters Foundation is
the charitable arm of Thomson Reuters.

States move to ban prison ‘slavery’ 
Study: Ending ‘exception’
could net $20B annually
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