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There’s a large market for “Trump is bad” posts. I wrote one of them back
in May:

It’s easy to tune these posts out, for at least two reasons. One is partisan-
ship — as a reader, I'm sure you know how hard it is to separate “Trump is
bad” from “Trump made me mad”. The second is fatigue — you’'ve heard
the familiar litany of all of Trump’s outrages, and reading it one more
time is both redundant and depressing.

Today I'm going to do something a little different, which is to ask: Why,
exactly, has the second Trump presidency been such a failure?

Trump is a failure in the eyes of the nation

Before I do that, we should establish that in the eyes of the nation,
Trump’s second presidency has been a failure, at least so far. His approval
rating, going into the midterm election, is at historic lows:

America was mildly disapproving of Trump in his first term; now, only
his base is staying loyal. And even that base is eroding. On the cost of
living — one of the key issues in 2024, and likely to be a key issue in the
midterms — Republicans now disapprove of Trump:

Hilariously, a modest but growing number of people who voted for
Trump in 2024 now say they never voted for him.

And despite the widespread belief that Trump’s cult of personality
dominates the GOP, Republicans now tend to say they support the party
rather than the president himself:

[If QPartyID = 1. Republican Or QPartyLeanView = 1. Republicans, Ask]
18. [QTrumpGOP] Would you say you consider yourself to be primarily a supporter of Donald
Trump, or a supporter of the Republican Party? [RANDOMIZE 1-2]
(n=424)

Supporter of Donald Trump 34%
Supporter of the Republican Party 56%
| don't support either one 7%
Unsure 3%

[If QPartyID = 2. Democrat Or QPartyLeanView = 2. Democrats, Ask]
19. [@QDemFaction] Thinking about the different groups within the broader Democratic
coalition, which do you personally feel closest to? [RANDOMIZE SCALE 1-3, 3-1]
(n=491)

The progressive left 19%
The liberal wing 29%
The moderate or centrist wing 37%
Unsure 14%

Source: Echelon Insights via Peter Hamby

But nevertheless, the GOP is going to suffer from Trump’s unpopularity
in the midterms. Prediction markets are increasingly sure that Dems will
take the House, and they now also give Dems a better-than-even chance of
winning the Senate, despite a very difficult map:
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Source: Kalshi

Polls showing Senate races moving toward the Dems might be
overstating things, but polls have ended up understating Democratic sup-
port in special elections since Trump returned to power. Trump has
resorted to desperately promising $5000 checks to every U.S. citizen if Re-
publicans win the midterms. But so far, these wild bribe attempts are
falling decidedly flat — in fact, they’re actively driving voters away.

All this is all the more remarkable because Democrats themselves are in
disarray. The party has torn itself apart over Israel/Palestine, and the
public is still deeply skeptical of Dems’ “woke” progressive ideology. But
whereas Americans still trusted Republicans more on many issues in 2025,
now they tend to trust Democrats on issues like the economy and immigra-
tion:

Democrats are more trusted on every issue except crime
"For each of the following issues, please indicate which party you trust more."

The Democratic Party [l Neither Party [l The Republican Party Not sure

Health care

Economy m 5%
Foreign policy m 6%
Immigration X }

Corruption _ 5%
Crime 359 6%
Artificial intelligence 1%

The Argument's survey of the likely electorate was fielded nationally between Sept. 16 and 21, 2026. The data is of 1,533
complete interviews with national registered voters, with weights applied for their likelihood to vote. The margin of error for
the full survey is £2.0%.

Chart: The Argument « Source: The Argument » Embed ,}k

Source: Lakshya Jain

The GOP was more popular than the Dems as of one year ago; now that
has reversed.
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Even some of Trump’s most prominent allies are now distancing them-
selves from the president. Here’s Peter Thiel, one of the godfathers of the
Tech Right:

I can’t rule out the possibility that someday we’ll all look back on
Trump’s second presidency as a success. Perhaps winning the Al race will
prove to be so much more important than everything else that Trump’s
decision to stall Al regulation ends up swamping everything else he ever
does.

But I don’t find it very useful to indulge in this kind of “too early to tell”
speculation. The blunt fact is that Trump’s second term has already failed
in the court of public opinion. This is an incredible, world-historic failure.
And it didn’t have to be that way — Trump simply made a bunch of avoid-
able errors, for a mix of ideological and personal reasons.

Trump didn’t have to fail

CONTINUES ONLINE - https:/www.noahpinion.blog/p/the-second-trump-presidency-is-a
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e’re back! We will have new articles for you starting next week.
W In the meantime, we have reader responses to our previous
pieces. We’d love to publish your reactions as well — please email let-
ters@indevelopmentmag.com. Letters may be edited for clarity and to
conform to house style.

In response to What South Sudanese Data Can Teach Us All, and Why We
Should Care

Dear editors,

My name is Augustino (August) Ting Mayai. I am currently the Director
General of the National Bureau of Statistics.

I am grateful for your thoughts, shared in your August 6 article. Hon.
Margaret is certainly one of a kind, having experienced her outstanding
dedication in 2007, when I paid the bureau a visit as a doctoral student at
Wisconsin looking for population data for my dissertation. Margaret and
fellow demographer Eliaba Damundu gave their all to ensure I had the
data I needed to shine light on South Sudan’s health problems. Indeed, it
is people like Margaret and Eliaba who make countries and organizations
stand out.

I would also like to note that your article is particularly heartwarming.
For about 10 years now, the world hasn’t presented much positivity re-
garding South Sudan. It is encouraging to see that not everyone has given
up on us. It has personally energized me as I now prepare the country for
its first census since independence.


https://indevelopmentmag.com/what-south-sudanese-data-can-teach-us-all-and-why-we-should-care/
https://indevelopmentmag.com/what-south-sudanese-data-can-teach-us-all-and-why-we-should-care/
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Augustino (August) Ting Mayai
Director General of the National Bureau of Statistics, South Sudan

Dear editors,

I’'m a bit sad and frustrated to be writing this response. I love the idea of
this success story in South Sudan, but I was suspicious at the bold claims
that when the author was in South Sudan in 2012, “the data” “was ex-
tremely high quality” and that “at first pass, at least, it seemed accurate.”
These claims unfortunately seem straightforwardly false. When I looked
at the data, it seemed to be of low quality.

Although the author doesn’t make clear what “the data” he discusses
refers to, an earlier article which he quotes heavily makes it clear that
Margaret was referring to her work on the 2008 census. For instance, he
says in that article “the first census in 2008 involved 11,000 data collectors
... how could Labanya know if her staff had collected accurate data, if
there was nothing to compare it to?” If Dan was referring to other data
besides the 2008 census, this should have been made clear.
Regarding the 2008 census:

1. The article states that “People trusted the data they got; donors, gov-
ernment, NGOs seemed to report government data to me without the
subtext of an eye roll.” This ignores a pretty significant incident. The
government of South Sudan publicly rejected the census’ population
count and claimed the real population figure was 50% higher than in
the census.

2. When I looked at the census data, there were three red flags that the
data quality was poor:

1. The Whipple index looks at how many people end their age with a 0
or a 5. Over 175 is the worst category here, and the 2008 census
number was 178.4.

2. The male to female ratio was 108 men to every 100 women. Given
poor access to healthcare and an active conflict, this seems very un-
likely.

3. The 2008 census is incompatible with a 2021 population estimate. In
2021, the population was estimated at 12,444,018. For this to be con-
sistent with the 2008 estimate, the population would have to grow
5% per year, given plausible assumptions about migration and
mortality. This also seems unlikely.

Either one or both of these studies are inaccurate.
If this is the primary example of high-quality South Sudanese data, it
seems to undermine the article’s point.

Furthermore, the specific impressive statistical methods praised
happened well after the author was there in 2012. The High Frequency
Survey studies took place from 2015 onwards, and were largely reliant on
the 2008 census data (already flagged as inaccurate). The World Bank re-
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searchers who say the data was particularly accurate are also the ones who
conducted the research.

Lastly, I do not think the positive framing reflects the failed institutions
which typify South Sudan. Margaret Labanya stated herself that the
South Sudanese government undermined the statistics department and
effectively ran them into the ground. She says that “those with political
power began to marginalize statistics.”

South Sudan is a failed state, with millions of refugees still outside the
country. It is a completely savage dictatorship with some of the worst in-
stitutions in the world. Though the article is trying to frame things posit-
ively, it still feels a bit disingenuous to go a whole article about South
Sudan without even mentioning this situation.

In a huge, extremely poor, low-trust country with failed institutions,
sending thousands of poorly supervised, largely green enumerators
around the country will not generate very good data, no matter how fant-
astic Margaret or other leaders might be. Indeed, given the situation, I
only have more respect for Margaret Labanya.

She herself doesn’t make the author’s bold claims that the statistics are
very good. She talks about doing everything possible to get the best stats
possible. She’s also willing to criticize the South Sudanese government,
which could well have cost her dearly.

The data she helped generate can be at the same time useful, inform to
some extent programs and make a difference to people’s lives while still
being pretty inaccurate. I think it is better to be honest about these
realities rather than sugarcoat them.

Nick Laing

CEO of OneDayHealth

Response from Dan Honig:

I'm grateful to the critique’s author for taking my piece seriously
enough to dig into the evidence behind it. On some factual and presenta-
tional matters we do disagree, which I'll come to below. But I want to be-
gin with what strikes me as the most important point in the response: one
on which I think we agree almost completely. Margaret is remarkable.

Indeed, that claim is much closer to the central thrust of my article
than the accuracy of South Sudan’s 2008 census.

My interest in this story began with something I observed while work-
ing in South Sudan in 2012. In a difficult operating environment, I had the
experience (rather than systematic research/evidence, to be clear) of re-
ceiving government data that was useful, coherent and treated by the
people around me — government officials, donors and NGOs — as suffi-
ciently reliable to inform their work. That surprised me.

Years later, while researching “Mission Driven Bureaucrats,” I en-
countered Margaret Labanya and began to understand one important part
of how a statistical agency in such an environment had been able to per-
form as well as it did. She is an exemplar of what I call a mission-driven

i
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bureaucrat: someone deeply motivated by the purpose of her work, who
both exercises judgment herself and helps cultivate commitment among
those she manages.

I'm uninterested in defending (and did not mean to assert) the claim
that every statistic produced by the National Bureau of Statistics, includ-
ing the 2008 census, must have been accurate. The claim I intended to
make (and if this was ambiguous in the piece, that’s on me, and I appreci-
ate the opportunity to clarify) is: Even in a state facing institutional chal-
lenges, there can be pockets of genuinely impressive bureaucratic per-
formance. Understanding the people, management and organizational
environments that make those pockets possible is an important — and un-
derexplored — part of understanding state capacity. On this, I suspect the
author of the critique and I are much closer to agreement.

The Census, High Frequency Surveys and South Sudanese Data

The critique argues that the performance I discuss could not have
happened while I was in South Sudan in 2012, because the High Frequency
Survey took place from 2015 onward. There were multiple generations of
the High Frequency Survey, the first of which occurred before I was in
South Sudan (they did not in fact begin in 2015). And, of course, there
were other statistics agency products collecting data between the 2008
census and these surveys. It is simply not true that I observed the bureau
in 2012 and then retroactively attributed techniques developed years later
to what I had seen.

That said, I think the critique has identified a place where my writing
could have been more precise. I cite, after discussing Margaret’s approach
to building the organization, the High Frequency Survey as evidence. I in-
tended the claim to describe the surprising capacity of the bureau and the
quality of a data product that had undergone rigorous external investiga-
tion (which is of course relatively rare). I did not intend to certify every
statistic the NBS had ever produced, or to seem to use the High Frequency
evidence “for” the 2008 census or any other specific output of the South
Sudanese National Bureau of Statistics. I could have been clearer that my
general claim was that this was an agency producing generally strong data
products.

Let’s turn to that 2008 census, to which the critique devotes substantial
attention. Let me be explicit: The 2008 census is not what my description
of South Sudanese data in the article principally rests upon. That is why I
do not mention the 2008 census at any point in the piece. It is possible
some of what I was exposed to in 2012 came from that census; but I don’t
know that to be the case, nor do I think that my central claims in the
article rest upon the answer to that question.

I agree that some of the statistical claims in the critique do seem to
suggest flaws in the 2008 census, and I am happy to concede this. I don’t
believe myself to have ever made a claim that contradicts this view, in my
In Development piece or anywhere else.

And, as the critique rightly observes, Margaret herself speaks less in
terms of statistical perfection than of the extraordinary effort required to
generate the best information possible under extremely difficult circum-
stances.
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That, to me, is the important takeaway when we look at South Sudan’s
statistical products — including potentially the 2008 census. “Data qual-
ity” isnot a binary in which a dataset is either perfectly accurate or worth-
less. That the data was useful for decision-making is the main point for in-
forming how we should think about South Sudanese statistics and for
what the lessons of Margaret’s time at the agency are for the world, rather
than the technical details of a nearly 20-year-old census. The surprising
accomplishment was not creating a perfect statistical system; it was build-
ing an institution capable of generating information useful enough that
actors relied upon it under circumstances in which doing so was
extraordinarily difficult.

The critique says that the positive framing of my article feels “disin-
genuous” given South Sudan’s wider record of state failure and suggests
that in such a poor, low-trust country with weak institutions it is simply
very difficult to imagine thousands of enumerators producing very good
data. And it is true that South Sudan has faced — and continues to face —
political, humanitarian and institutional difficulties.

But as I write in the piece, states are not unitary actors. “Juba,” “Wash-
ington” or “London” do not reflect just one thing. Within governments
that perform badly overall, some organizations perform well. Within
high-performing governments, some organizations perform badly. With-
in individual agencies, some teams flourish while others fail.

Much of my In Development piece is about evidence that the same basic
phenomenon appears all over the world. Government performance varies
enormously within countries and even within organizations. Where we
find pockets of exceptional performance, we very often find committed
public servants, effective managers, meaningful autonomy, strong peer
relationships and a sense of connection to purpose.

That matters because much of the state capacity conversation starts
somewhere else. We see weak systems and reach for more rules, more
monitoring, more compliance systems to make sure mistakes cannot hap-
pen. Sometimes those things help. But people are not simply inputs into
organizational machinery. Their motivation, judgment and relationships
affect what states can and do do.

If we thought more seriously about empowered, mission-driven bur-
eaucrats — and about the organizational conditions that attract them, sus-
tain them and help others become more like them — I believe we could
achieve much more in our efforts to strengthen state capacity in
developing and developed countries alike.

In response to Why Economists Don’t Listen

Dear editors,

The post conflates two points. One is uncontroversial: Economists
should use more kinds of data. Transcripts and open-ended interviews are
evidence, and nothing in the credibility revolution excludes them. The
Nick Bloom-John Van Reenen management agenda is built on open-ended
interviews. Many of us write text-as-data papers.


https://indevelopmentmag.com/why-economists-dont-listen/
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The second point is ideological: that distance from subjects invalidates
research, that respondents should become co-analysts, that separation is a
mere “performance of objectivity.” This idea leads researchers astray. I
want to be able to check your findings, not replace verifiability with sym-
pathy. If you write a paper, I will not read it if I know you are in advance
determined to tell a given story. I don’t care whom you sympathize with;
your sympathy reduces verifiability, and the interest of your research. Yes,
separation is an aspiration more than it is always possible. But the mo-
ment we give up, and we know what the abstract and title will say before
we look at the data, then it is research itself that has become performative.

Luis Garicano

Professor of Public Policy at LSE

Dear editors,

I read Biju Rao’s piece on why economists don’t listen with a lot of in-
terest. It captures well the kinds of things my advisors told me when I
started my PhD. I'd spent two years in Vanuatu thinking about small is-
land states, how many people a country really needs to run itself and how
to get policymakers to engage with economic analyses. When I took some
of these ideas to my supervisor, he said “these are interesting ideas ... for a
newspaper article. Not an economics journal. Your job is to publish in eco-
nomics journals.” Another mentor reacted to my suggestions with “this is
a good idea for sociology. But remember, we’re economists. Our comparat-
ive advantage is doing large-n, we have to leave small-n questions to other
disciplines.”

So I have a lot of sympathy for Biju’s perspective on this subject. But his
piece left me with more questions than answers:

1. Should we have disciplinary boundaries at all? Is a field defined by its
questions or by its methods? One could interpret Biju’s prescriptions as
yet another form of economics imperialism. You could hear sociolo-
gists and anthropologists scream, “First you came for our questions,
you wrote in your papers that yet-little-is-known-about-x when there
is a LOT known about the subject in journals you don’t read, and now
you’ll take our methods too?” I generally think comparative advantage
is good, epistemic humility is good and we should find a way to reward
collaborations between economists and practitioners of other social
sciences rather than teach economists to do everything.

2. Is this nature or nurture? I don’t think we can make mixed-methods
masters of people who join economics programs. We know that qualit-
ative work is not just about “listening to people.” It is about knowing
enough to make sense of what you're listening to, to form theories
based on what you hear and don’t hear. This is a different skill from
quantitative analysis and coding. There are other disciplines that are
known for those skills, and the people who are interested in those
skills often join those programs.

3. How is cognitive empathy built? Jeremy Weinstein tells his students:
You have to be proximate to the politics you wish to study. Somewhat
less charitably, where you live has bearing on whose validation you
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seek and that then affects what you work on and what methods you
use.

If I was passing judgement here, I could say that I hope more social sci-
entists like Biju would move back to India over time, but I know life is not
so simple. The Global North has far more capital, amenities and freedoms.
To the extent that we need capital to do research, it is important to be
legible to that capital, and so really the distance that matters is not the
distance between economists and the people they study, but between own-
ers of philanthropic capital and the people they want to benefit.

Karan Nagpal

Senior Director at IDinsight
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