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The issue: After consulting with the White House, the Republican leadership in the House of 

Representatives withdrew the American Health Care Act (AHCA) on Friday, March 24th. The 

decision signifies a major setback for President Donald Trump and the Republican legislators on 

Capitol Hill. Both Trump and the legislators strongly believed that Obamacare (the Affordable 

Health Care Act) was so unpopular—even with some constituencies that historically supported the 

Democratic party—that it would be relatively easy to “repeal and replace” it. The new 

Administration was also looking for a victory in its first 100 days to gain some momentum for the 

next few months when it intends to introduce other bills of serious consequences, including one on 

tax reform. 
 

The background: President Trump was very optimistic about the chances of getting the American 

Health Care Act through the House of Representatives this past week. He went the extra mile to get 

the reluctant congressmen on board, having meetings and making calls with groups of Republican 

lawmakers. The White House particularly sought to appeal to the Freedom Caucus, as the members 

of this informal group repeatedly expressed their disappointment with the proposed bill. They 

perceived the bill as too moderate and insufficiently radical; in short, a mere modification of 

Obamacare that still gives the federal government a substantial role in administering the system. 

The Freedom Caucus and a number of other “small state” conservatives want to leave healthcare up 

to the markets and limit public provision of healthcare services. For instance, they wish to remove 

any government subsidies and would like to see tax incentives and more individual responsibility 

instead of welfare payments. 
 

The legislative defeat of President Trump should not have come as a surprise, however. Candidate 

Trump waged a verbal war against the Democratic and the Republican political elites alike. He 

promised to “drain the swamp in Washington,” or put an end to the deadlock in the capital and slash 

federal bureaucracy. As a step toward these goals, he promised to introduce term limits for 

members of Congress. The failure of the AHCA can be at least partially attributed to reprisals from 

the much-maligned political elite. The “empire” has struck back. It sent a strong message to 

President Trump that the “swamp” is alive and kicking. The new president spent considerable 

political capital on promoting his proposal for healthcare reform, and it may be that he is only now 

meeting with the realities of political life in Washington. The question is whether the President has 

learned from this lesson, or whether he will implement Steve Bannon’s recommended 

“deconstruction of the bureaucracy” and risk further retaliation. The paradox lies in the fact that 

Trump was elected in part by people who were disgusted with what was going on in Washington. 

The President, thus, seems to be in a fix; he either starts playing by Washington’s rulebook and 

risks losing much of his popular support, or he continues his fight with the political machine in the 

capital, which is likely to result in more failed bills and make him a “lame duck” early in his 

presidency. 



 
 
 

The failure of the AHCA also reveals deep fault lines within the Republican Party. Of course, both 

major U.S. political parties are “umbrella” parties, which include a number of different platforms 

and fractions only loosely united by their shared opposition to the other side. The Republican Party 

is a home for fiscal conservatives, so-called “value” conservatives, free-traders, national security 

hawks, some libertarians, born-again Christians, pro-life advocates, states’ rights advocates, and a 

growing nationalist and protectionist “America first” contingent—Trump’s main base of support. 

This time it was primarily fiscal conservatives and small-state conservatives who torpedoed the 

proposal to overhaul the healthcare system with their intransigent, dogmatic free market principles. 

It takes exceptional political skill for a president to reconcile the different views within his own 

party. However, the Republican Party cannot accurately be considered President Trump’s “own” 

party given his willingness to lambast party leaders on the campaign trail. Moreover, Trump is 

anything but a consummate politician of the caliber of Ronald Reagan, for instance, compounding 

the difficulty of unifying the party. 
 

The failed bill has also undermined Trump’s public image. On the campaign trail, he marketed 

himself to the public as the ultimate “deal-maker.” Yet the failure of his first major legislative 

initiative reveals he might not live up to his rhetoric; he flunked at the first occasion when there was 

a tremendous need for deal-making skills. Indeed, Trump’s past experience, when he was able to 

fire anyone from his business empire or from his television show, may have equipped with skills 

poorly matched to the presidency. Now, he cannot simply fire congressmen who cross his way. In 

fact, given his low popularity in the polls (currently below 40 percent), it may even be an asset for 

the congressmen, even on the Republican side, to place themselves in opposition to the president in 

next year’s midterm congressional elections. Of course, there are two sides of the coin. If some 

strongly pro-Trump constituents conclude that their congressmen have threw obstacles in the way 

of a Republican president, they may punish their congressmen as well. 
 

Another unwelcome outcome for the Republicans at large may be an energized Democratic Party. 

Although it infighting in the Republican Party ultimately doomed the AHCA, the Democrats may 

get a boost after losing the presidential election last November. Their target is now the Supreme 

Court nominee Neil Gorsuch, who despite being highly qualifications is not likely to get the 

necessary 60 votes in the Senate required for confirmation. The Democratic leaders are currently 

discussing filibustering his nomination, while their Republican counterparts (and the White House) 

are talking about the “nuclear option” in which a majority of senators may rule that a simple 

majority would suffice for Judge Gorsuch’s confirmation. It would not be unconstitutional in a strict 

sense, but it would be going against a centuries-old tradition. Again, the Democrats should be 

careful about obstruction because they may push the Republicans to forego other unwritten rules in 

the Senate and opt for pushing measures and nominations through by (over)using the so-called 

nuclear option (which, by the way, was employed by the Democrats as well). 
 

On first glance, these maneuvers do not look very encouraging. However, one of the shrewdest 

political commentators in Washington, Charles Krauthammer, has found a silver lining to the events 

of the past few days: checks and balances work. The underlying idea is that even a Trump-

presidency cannot corrupt the fundamentally healthy state of American democracy. Unfortunately, 

it is too early to say whether democracy has “struck back,” or whether opposition to the AHCA 

merely represents business as usual in the capital: a bitter fight between special interests under the 

cloak of representing the people and protecting the people’s interests. 


