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INTRODUCTION





American presidential elections are, without the shadow of a doubt, the greatest shows on earth. They combine the delectable storylines of soap opera with the expert character craft of professional wrestling, topped by healthy garnishes of self-righteousness, piety and morality. These quadrennial affairs have become a Manichean struggle between good and evil, where we root for ‘our’ candidates to uphold the banner of uprightness against the barbarian horde on the other side. We tell ourselves that the office of the President of the United States is the most powerful position in the world, with truly global implications, and we solemnly aver that we need to take the election seriously and talk about serious issues. But for the twenty-one months in which we actually weigh which candidate might do a better job as President, instead of talking and thinking about these serious issues, most of the time we’re snickering about one candidate’s weird accent or fretting about another candidate’s middle name. We do this because the United States is almost alone on Earth in electing its head of state in a popular vote, even if only indirectly. Most other modern democracies are parliamentary democracies, in which the party itself votes for its leaders, not the voters. An American presidential election is the world’s biggest, longest and most expensive popularity contest. And like any popularity contest, the candidates – and their supporters – are more than happy to say or do anything, anything at all, to get you to pull the lever for them.


There’s no question that this urge to do anything to get your vote can result in some pretty funny moments, like when Massachusetts Governor Michael Dukakis, who had a reputation as a bit of an academic lefty, decided he needed to look more martial during the 1988 election and posed for pictures while driving a tank, which effectively killed his candidacy. Or when Bill Clinton betook himself to MTV in 1992 to try to capture the youth vote (a vain attempt, it turned out) and submitted himself to questions like ‘Boxers or Briefs?’ The answer: ‘Usually briefs’,1 giving George H. W. Bush ammunition to deride his opponent as unserious and not really ready for the Oval Office. When you put people under this kind of pressure – with all eyes looking for any gaffe at all hours – ridiculous things are going to happen, some of which will define you for the rest of your political career. Dan Quayle found this out to his cost when he insisted to a New Jersey twelve-year-old that the word ‘potato’ had an ‘e’ on the end and found himself defined for ever more as stupid and dim.


This is standard political technique and has been practised in American elections, as well as those around the world, since time immemorial. Presidential campaigns are so long now – at the time of writing, the current crop of candidates have been going at it for a year and they’ve got nearly another year to go before anyone casts their vote. People literally can’t keep the interest up for the entire length of the process; they can’t talk about marginal tax rates and farm subsidies and entitlement reform for twenty-one months – we’d all go mad with boredom. So every presidential campaign will be leavened with human interest stories, which might not have a great effect on policy but keep us, the electorate, entertained. Despite news programmes solemnly intoning that they are going to keep us all informed on the issues, what producers are really hoping for is a nice juicy gaffe that will make great video and keep people talking about what happened on their show for months and months. And this kind of gaffe isn’t going to happen when you’re broadcasting candidates having an in-depth discussion of the inflationary risks of quantitative easing.


But something has irrevocably changed in American politics since the 2008 election. It’s not that politics is more contentious than it used to be; American political discourse has always been ugly and hard-fought. It’s that the desperation to win power at any cost has made us divide ourselves into enemy camps, riddled with pointless conflicts that make real leadership and actual improvement of the country almost impossible. This hunger to win has made us tear down fellow human beings, destroy reputations, hurl unfounded accusations at each other, and encouraged ordinary, tolerant people to spout forth either wildly bigoted or brashly violent language at each other. What’s happening to us?


In the late summer of 2008, we were heading into the home stretch of what seemed like an interminable election. We’d been through the epic Democratic primary battle and the slightly less epic Republican scuffle. George W. Bush was an unpopular president and the lamest of lame ducks; the media, particularly after the Republicans lost Congress in 2006, piled on him with no mercy. It was almost guaranteed that the Democratic nominee for president that year was all but a shoo-in – the Republicans were weak, George W. Bush was widely disliked, Americans were hungry for something different. And without rehashing the mess that was the Democratic primary that year, when Senator Barack Obama emerged as the nominee, it was clear that the Republican nominee would have a pretty tough row to hoe.


On paper, Obama wasn’t a terrific nominee for president of the United States. When he started running, he’d spent just over two years as the junior senator from Illinois, and had gained a reputation of being rather petulant and impatient. He had only one signature legislative accomplishment to his name – a resolution supporting democracy in the Congo – though he’d co-sponsored (i.e. put his name on but not written) numerous other Bills. A number of other initiatives that he proposed went nowhere and, when he felt particularly aggrieved about them, he’d write whiny op-eds in the Washington Post. But he was young and cute and had given a great speech at the 2004 Democratic convention and many people felt voting for him would heal the wounds caused during the Jim Crow era.


At this point, the political media, the Beltway commentariat and most progressives themselves, would have preferred it if the Republican nominee, Senator John McCain of Arizona, had given up right then and there. Old, cranky Vietnam veteran against adorable Obama with thousand-watt smile and his sweet family? Please. It shouldn’t even have been a contest. But McCain, an old Senate hand, wasn’t going to give up that easily. His signature political move, which had served him well on more than one occasion, was the Hail Mary pass. In American football, a Hail Mary pass is when the quarterback, under intense pressure, hurls the football as hard as he can at his receivers, hoping against hope that somebody will catch it and convert it into a touchdown. And that’s exactly what McCain decided to do for his vice presidential nomination – he was going to do something unexpected and go for it hard, and hope against hope that it would work.


On 28 August 2008, McCain surprised everyone when he announced his running mate. Up until then, the chattering classes had assumed he would pick someone like Senator Joseph Lieberman of Connecticut or Governor Tim Pawlenty of Minnesota; a moderate figure, at any rate, not unlike himself. However, he chose the relatively unknown and recently elected Governor Sarah Palin of Alaska. Governor Palin enjoyed the highest approval ratings of any governor in the country at the time – hovering around 80 per cent (and it had been as high as 90 per cent) – and she had a reputation of not only being a reformer, but a person who’d stood up to and beat the Republican establishment in Alaska. She’d made big strides in clearing out the corruption in her own party and had negotiated with oil companies for better deals for Alaskan citizens. For someone like John McCain, whose political trademark was being a ‘maverick’, Palin was a good complement; she embodied McCain’s vision of what an elected official should be and do. In addition, she was young – younger than then Senator Obama – and a woman, and it was hoped that her addition to the ticket would capture some of the female vote lost when Hillary Clinton failed to gain the nomination, and that her youth would take some of the shine off of Obama’s cool. My old boss, the former White House Press Secretary Tony Snow, called her ‘the future of the Republican Party’.


Her first speech in Daytona, Ohio, was very well received; The Times called the reception ‘raucous’. And in the first few days after McCain made the pick, the reaction was overwhelmingly positive. On 30 August 2008, a Zogby poll showed that Palin neutralised the Obama convention ‘bounce’, the rise in the polls that traditionally happens after each candidate has their convention. McCain raised $7 million in the twenty-four hours after the pick happened. Time magazine endorsed the selection of Palin, saying that she would ‘help McCain make the case that he was a different kind of Republican’.


So for people who supported Obama, Palin was a threat that needed to be taken out in case her youth and charisma imperilled the Obama candidacy. It was less than three months till the election, and this woman was starting to have a serious negative effect on the Obama-Biden ticket in the polls. The way Obama supporters decided to do it was not by investigating her policy positions; remember, people get bored of politics easily and Palin’s policies, which were largely moderate and focused on rooting out corruption, weren’t going to set the house on fire. Instead, the public discussion began to turn to Palin’s children, her looks and her personal background. CNN’s John Roberts wondered whether a mother of a child with Down’s syndrome should even run for such a demanding job.2 Eleanor Clift expressed her concerns about Palin being able to make the transition from governor of a small state and, prior to that, mayor of a small town, to a national political role:




She’s been in the Governor’s office since 2006 and before that, her elective experience was in the Wasilla City Council where she then became Mayor. Population five thousand, five-hundred and five. I guess that’s where she learned about the budget.3





New York Times columnist Maureen Dowd likened the selection to a ‘vacuously spunky and generically sassy chick flick’, and imagined a President Palin saying to her husband, ‘how ’bout I cook you up some caribou hot dogs and moose stew for dinner, babe?’4


And then it started getting weirder. I want to apologise for the very coarse language that’s to follow, but I want you to understand how violent, sexist and bigoted the political discourse became about Palin, illustrating how the new American politics has evolved. Canadian columnist Heather Mallick called Palin ‘white trash’ and said she had ‘a toned-down version of the porn-star look’.5 Comedian Margaret Cho said, ‘Even though I would never, ever vote for Palin, I’m kind of obsessed with f*cking her … seriously – I wanna eat her Alaskan pussy from behind.’6 Gary Kamiya, a columnist for Salon Magazine, reflected on her ‘doability’, and called her a ‘whip-wielding mistress’.7 Comedian Bill Maher is still getting laughs on television every night simply by saying ‘Sarah Palin is a dumb tw*t’. Sarah Palin’s been called ‘good masturbation material’ by comedian Tracy Morgan; she’s been designated a ‘c*nt face jazzy wonder girl’ by comedian Louis C. K.; a ‘bad Disney movie’ by actor Matt Damon; a ‘cuckoo clock’ by television anchor Chris Matthews and ‘Sarah bin Palin’ by radio host Tom Hartmann. Has there ever been any losing vice presidential nominee that has gotten people so hopped up? Do people publicise their sexual fantasies about Sargent Shriver or compare Jack Kemp to terrorist leaders? (Hint: no.)


When Sarah Palin was picked as John McCain’s running mate, there is no doubt that one could ask serious questions about her experience as an elected official and as a state executive. Of course, one could have asked those questions about Barack Obama and John Edwards as well, but strangely no one did. One could also have asked legitimate questions about her policy positions and her approach to governance. But nobody did; they were too busy obsessing about her looks, her kids and having sex with her. You could point out that the language about Obama was equally rough, and in some cases, it was. But nobody publicly explored their rape fantasies about Barack Obama. Nobody cursed him on television night after night. They might not have been the nicest to him on talk radio, but nobody called him the N-word, whereas Palin got called the female equivalent all the time. And most importantly, reasonable criticism of Obama (as opposed to crackpot stuff like the location of his birth certificate) was based in fact – his twenty-year membership in Jeremiah Wright’s Church, his lack of executive experience, his enthusiasm for redistributive income systems. Palin didn’t get that courtesy.


I’m not so naïve as to think that 2008 was the first time propagandists made stuff up for their own political advantage. One of the reasons that Napoleon has the reputation of being short, despite evidence that suggests he was slightly taller than average men of his day, is because of English propaganda. What’s different in this case is its extent. Before August 2008, Sarah Palin was an intelligent, competent governor of Alaska. After August 2008, she became, in the public imagination, a scheming, conniving, evil, stupid, sexually voracious, redneck, anti-feminist, dominatrix out to destroy America and turn Washington into a Christian Tehran-on-the-Potomac. This is the Palin Effect. The Palin Effect now means that in order to ensure political victory, facts and rational analysis of evidence no longer matter. If you have the levers of the popular imagination, you can make people believe whatever you want, whether or not it’s actually true. The smears that emerged about Palin in that election reached epic proportions. No, she never banned Harry Potter books when she was mayor of Wasilla. No, she didn’t cut funding for facilities for unwed teen moms. No, she didn’t spend taxpayer money on a tanning bed for her governor’s office. No, she didn’t force the Republican National Committee to spend six figures on designer clothes for her. No, she didn’t want creationism taught in Alaska public schools. No, Alaska schools don’t teach abstinence-only sex education. No, the baby she gave birth to wasn’t actually her daughter’s child that she adopted to ameliorate the shame of a teenage pregnancy.


The 2008 election set out the new rules of American politics; you can say and do whatever you want as long as it achieves the ultimate aim of winning. As long as you can get the majority of people to believe it, it’s OK – in fact, encouraged. Suddenly, the line between fact and fiction is blurred to the extent that now even people we trust don’t really seem to know the truth anymore. To this day, people believe fictions about Sarah Palin. A BBC radio programme I worked on introduced a piece about her in 2010 by saying, ‘Sarah Palin believes she can see Russia from her house’, and I had to talk to the producer so the introduction could be corrected. The people who produced this programme are intelligent, rational people, whom we trust to get good, accurate information, yet they were able to believe and, scarily, were illing to tell their audience things that were just plain false. The funny thing is that people are now beginning to realise that the Sarah Palin prior to the 2008 election would have actually been a decent candidate for vice president. In 2011, The Atlantic published an article called ‘The Tragedy Of Sarah Palin’, in which the author lamented that she had actually been a good governor of Alaska, and had actually made positive steps towards bipartisan reform and ending crony capitalism in the state, but that something had happened to her in the 2008 election. But something didn’t happen to her – the person running in 2008 was the same person who’d done a good job in the Juneau state office. The Atlantic and everyone else who’d bought the Palin bill of goods were just too busy calling her a blithering idiot and a right-wing fundie maniac to notice. If she’d been given a chance, she could have contested the election on her own merits. But thanks to the Palin Effect, she wasn’t able to get that chance.


Every political candidate deserves to be judged by the American public on their policies and beliefs, not on innuendo, rumour and speculation on their private life. Many people believed invented stories about Palin because doing so made them feel good, because doing so made them self-satisfied, not because the inventions were true or based in fact at all. The Palin Effect has created a situation in which people believe in false dreams and idols because of pointless political divisions; instead of using our critical thinking and rational investigation skills, we retreat back into tribal cultures, only poking a head above the parapet to insult the enemy.


Palin is the illustrative case of this effect, in which normally rational people, who used to call themselves the ‘reality-based community’, hold certain beliefs because they feel good, not because they’re actually based on fact. Now that the Palin Effect exists, as long as any particular candidate or advocacy group can get the smear right, it doesn’t matter to large swathes of the population whether or not it’s actually based on reality or on psychological manipulation. The same people who were angry at George W. Bush for whipping up fervour for the war on Iraq based on things that weren’t true are the same people happily spreading rumours about Sarah Palin, Michele Bachmann, Mitt Romney, Newt Gingrich, and anyone else they perceive as a political threat.


In 2009 I was at a training session with a number of BBC journalists, when the conversation turned to the 2008 election and all of them began lamenting what a racist campaign John McCain had run. ‘Really?’ I inquired. ‘What did he say that was so racist?’ They ummed and ahhed and finally one of them said, ‘Well, he used Obama’s middle name all the time.’ I corrected, ‘Actually, McCain never used Obama’s middle name at all, and kicked out a guy from a rally who did.’ But they were all certain he had done so. How can intelligent professionals, whose business is broadcasting facts, believe stories that have no more truth than the Easter Bunny?


We have to ask why people who normally put stock in evidence-based reasoning, who believe in the scientific method, who believe that assertions must be backed by facts, so fervently believe utter and complete rubbish. It’s not because they’re stupid or because they’re evil or like to go around smearing innocent people. Most folks who are passionate about politics believe that they’re doing the right thing for their country, and would disagree with the notion that they’re maliciously spreading rumours and gossip. The idea that progressives or conservatives are simply evil and therefore enjoy hurting the country and sabotaging its leaders is an unsatisfactory one. The answer is simpler. We believe all kinds of silly, false, less-than-factual things about political candidates because there are a lot of people who make a lot of money telling us this rubbish. There are many vested interests that have a financial stake in making sure we think the other party is scary, stupid, venal and not to be trusted with the reins of power. All of our beliefs are being manipulated by the absolute best communication strategies money can buy. We are under bombardment during a presidential campaign, for nearly two years, by the most sophisticated advertising techniques known to man, which skillfully stoke every anxiety we have to make sure that we not only vote, but donate to make sure that the advertising can continue. Remember, presidential elections are popularity contests, and each candidate will stop at nothing to get you to pull the lever for them. They will do whatever it takes, play on any fear you have, butter you up on any vanity you’ve got, to make sure you don’t even consider voting for the other guy.


Another feature of American democracy is the amount of money it takes to run it. Because American elections are decided by majority vote, the campaigns need to reach the population either via door-to-door or phone campaigning, which is expensive, or through the media, which is even more expensive, to get us to vote their way. So these messages aren’t just there to get us to vote, they’re also designed to get us to donate. The constant bombardment of political advertisements – to make us anxious, to make us scared, to flatter us, to play to our anxieties, to pamper our vanity – is all designed to get us to donate. Voting is nice, but if we can be convinced to reach into our pocket and give $20 or $25 or, preferably, the yearly maximum of $30,800 to a national political party, then we’ve really proved our worth in the democratic process. So the campaigns, the parties, and the advocacy groups make sure the air is thick with all kinds of sophisticated messages calibrated perfectly to appeal to us to make sure that we are primed and ready to give because we’re so afraid of our political enemies. It doesn’t matter whether Michele Bachmann is crazy or not; there are lots of groups making sure you think she is and waiting for your call to donate to make sure that she stays out of the Oval Office. It’s the same thing with media organisations – they know that it’s a fight for advertising dollars, even with the bonanza that comes their way every four years, so they will tell you the most exciting yarns possible in the hope that your eyeballs will be fixed to the screen during advertisements and so they can shift papers off the shelf.


We’ll be investigating the kinds of manipulations used to make sure we vote the right way and donate to the right organisations. Everything from our worries about status and class anxiety to our fears about sex and ageing, to our vanity about our intelligence to our money worries, are all fair game to make sure that we believe what we need to believe to open up our wallets. We’ll find out how these kinds of manipulation work and why organisations pick these particular passion points to get us to behave the way we want us to.


I don’t want you to think that this is a book with heroes and villains. I don’t blame the media for wanting to tell an exciting story – content production is a business, after all, and most people don’t have the appetite for serious political debate. They want fun, fluff and scandal; and since the media industry is in the business of selling eyes, ears or papers, they have to do what they have to do. But you shouldn’t think that Jon Stewart is doing anything noble or civic-minded when he plays video of Republicans saying silly things, gurning all the while to the delight of his youthful audience. He’s playing to his audience’s anxieties to gain ratings and to enhance the bottom line of the corporation that owns his show. He will do anything to get your eyeballs to look at advertisements, so his show makes money, just like the Obama campaign will do and say anything to make sure American dollars contribute to the $1 billion total.


Brits, who can’t directly participate in American elections, but are still interested in the process of electing the leader of the free world, will get exposed to these sophisticated advertising techniques that get Americans to donate money for political causes. If there’s a juicy story about Michele Bachmann making a gaffe on the campaign trail or a lady making lurid claims about something Herman Cain did to her in a car over a decade ago, it’s going to make it into the American press, and, thanks to the global reach of both the internet and social media platforms, it’s going to go worldwide. More Brits probably saw Rick Perry forget the third branch of government he’d cut than knew what David Cameron was saying about the Euro crisis, because it’s better television. And certainly no one covered presidential candidate Newt Gingrich’s thoughts about the inflationary policies of the Federal Reserve when they could talk about the rumour that Perry is so dumb he can’t remember his own policy positions. Obama’s campaign wants Americans to think about Perry being dumb. The Democratic Party wants Americans to think about Perry being dumb. The Center for American Progress, a progressive 501(c)(3), wants you to think about Perry being dumb. Therefore, The Guardian and the Telegraph want Brits to think Perry is dumb, because if they’ve got the video of Perry making his gaffe, by making sure the video’s disseminated on their website, it gets eyeballs to guardian.co.uk, appealing to advertisers. It doesn’t matter whether or not Perry forgetting something on stage actually means he’s dumb or not; it’s a hilarious video, and brings in web traffic. Cha-ching!


So let’s go into this 2012 election with our eyes open. Now is no time to be naïve. I’m going to tell you about some of the tricks that will be used on you to make sure that you think and behave in certain ways. Perhaps a more sophisticated understanding of how we’re being manipulated could help create the impetus for real change to get us out of the rut America is stuck in. We’ll all improve American civic life by understanding why so many of us are willing to accept rumours and smears as fact.
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1


AMERICAN CLASS





Many people are beginning to acknowledge that Americans feel a powerful prejudice against those they perceive to be of a different class. This class prejudice informs a lot of our popular culture, particularly television; classic American TV shows like Hee Haw, Green Acres and Mama’s Family poke fun at redneck life, but a show like the Fresh Prince of Bel-Air makes fun of upper-class manners and mores. Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is stuffed with class anxiety, and Twain’s feelings about it become quite clear when poor, orphaned, lower-class Huck is the only person to treat Jim with respect and affection.


In politics, however, because the field tends to be populated with class elites, you don’t get a lot of humour going from lower class to upper class. In fact, it’s just the opposite. There’s no way to say this delicately, so let’s just come straight out with it – it is not uncommon for rich people, who live in fashionable coastal neighbourhoods in the affluent, coastal states to think that they’re smarter, cleaner, more civilised and just all-around better than poorer people who live in the South or Midwest. Upper-class and upper-middle-class Americans are deeply prejudiced against people who they believe bear the signs of a lower class: religious belief, large families, attendance of public schools, an insistence on living in unfashionable red states. You often hear these kinds of insults from television commentators; former CBS anchor Katie Couric described people who live in the American Midwest as the ‘great unwashed’.8 Writer David Carr said of the inhabitants of flyover country (so called by coastal residents because you fly over it while going to the other coast): ‘Kansas, Missouri, no big deal. You know, that’s the dance of the low-sloping foreheads. The middle places.’9 Journalism professor and progressive media watchdog Eric Alterman called people who disagree with him ‘f*cking NASCAR retards’.10 There is a simple description for this kind of behaviour: old-fashioned bigotry. We don’t often recognise this as class bigotry because we’re not as good at recognising class prejudice as we are at recognising racial or sexual bigotry – but that’s what it is. And what this bigotry is doing is turning political dialogue into an endless round of insults and gotcha moments, with facts and reason taking a back seat to self-righteousness and goofy hysteria.


The conventional wisdom is that prejudice comes from fear or anxiety. This was well expressed in then Senator Barack Obama’s famous observation during a fundraiser that people who are concerned about their economic position and their financial future ‘cling to guns or religion or antipathy to people who aren’t like them or anti-immigrant sentiment’.11 The middle and upper-middle classes’ prejudice against the working classes, the rural, the religious and the Midwestern is fear and anxiety translated into anger and bigotry against people from their own country, who can be caricatured in a seemingly familiar way. The British philosopher Roger Scruton coined a phrase to describe this fear of one’s own home or self: ‘oikophobia’. It’s the exact opposite of xenophobia, the fear of the unfamiliar; oikophobia is the fear of the familiar.12


The British term ‘oik’ doesn’t have the same resonance of low-class, white-trash undesirability in the USA, but once we get past that transatlantic linguistic problem, you see it every day. Americans, particularly those who live on the coasts, who are in the professions, who consider themselves of a particular class and status, have no problem with insulting the beliefs, intelligence and preferences of those they consider lower class. Upper- and upper-middle-class people have a phobia of rednecks.


This visceral disgust and dislike, which masks deep-seated fear and worry, is what we mean when we say class anxiety. The bourgeoisie, who at the moment are controlling the levers of power in the United States, have two deep fears: ‘exploitation from above, and overthrow from below.’13 They don’t much like the idea that a super-rich cabal of bankers are earning more than the rest of the country (though they do like the political donations to the Democratic Party the financial industry provides), but what they like even less is the notion that some upstart redneck hillbillies from someplace awful like South Carolina or Minnesota or even Alaska, with funny accents and public university degrees, could wrest the levers of power from their clearly more deserving hands. American politics has become a Marxist class struggle, where the bourgeoisie are so desperate to preserve the power they have from a proletarian revolution, they’re clinging tooth and nail to everything they have. Marx writes:




The modern bourgeois society that has sprouted from the ruins of feudal society has not done away with class antagonisms. It has but established new classes, new conditions of oppression, new forms of struggle in place of the old ones.14





The middle class in America, the modern bourgeoisie, are deeply suspicious of anyone who tries to move up the class ladder, invading what seems to be their rightful place. While the coastal American bourgeoisie parrot sympathetic refrains on class mobility, the fact remains that a lot of public discourse – and particularly political discourse – sounds like class warfare against the working class, particularly when it comes to people like Governor Palin, who represented the strongest threat to the middle-class elite that they’d faced in a while.


For example, former Newsweek writer Jon Meacham wrote, ‘Do we want leaders who are everyday folks, or do we want leaders who understand everyday folks? … Do I think I am right in saying that Palin’s populist view of high office … is dangerous? You betcha.’15 The implication is clear – somebody like Sarah Palin, who is herself ‘everyday folks’, just isn’t good enough to be president of the United States. Another example occurred when numerous bloggers and columnists gleefully quoted and analysed an anonymous John McCain staffer’s characterisation of Palin and her family as ‘Wasilla hillbillies from coast to coast’; Daily Telegraph blogger Iain Martin sniggered, ‘“Sarah Palin and Wasilla hillbillies” has a great ring; it sounds like a struggling country combo which plays numbers by Hank Williams and Bob Wills at a roadside bar outside Nashville.’16 But it’s not just Palin, and it continues to this day. Progressive blog Salon.com wrote an article called ‘Rick Perry’s Redneck Guide to Fixin’ the Gov’mint’,17 featuring a picture of the Texas Governor shooting a gun in the air. Syndicated columnist Kathleen Parker, who parlayed her anxiety over electing someone as proletarian and uncouth as Sarah Palin into a brief television career for CNN (her show was cancelled for lack of ratings), said that Newt Gingrich’s rise in the polls in late 2011 was due to ‘an affirmation of the Republican base’s preference for a good ol’ boy from the South rather than an exotic from a vacation reef out in the middle of the ocean’.18 Gingrich’s surge couldn’t be because a large number of Americans like his policies, according to bourgeois warrior Parker; it had to be because Gingrich is from the South and therefore familiar, whereas Obama is exotic and strange.


British journalists and television producers also enjoy getting in on the fun of insulting the American working class; they love to feature redneck freak shows for the delectation of their middle-class audiences. A particularly egregious example was Jamie Oliver’s American Road Trip; when he wasn’t mangling American history and patronising cowboys, he was busily finding the absolute poorest, most disadvantaged, vulnerable, and down-and-out people he could and goading them into saying racist things about President Obama. The television programme achieved its goal; no matter how bad things got for Oliver’s viewers, they could still feel class superiority over an unemployed construction worker living in a trailer park, crying that he was unable to feed his family while trying desperately to warm himself at a fire in a discarded trash can.


But it’s not just Democrats, progressives, and bien pensant Brits who are happy to exploit class anxiety for their own ends. Wall Street Journal editorial writer James Taranto lambasts former Democratic presidential candidate John Kerry by calling him ‘the haughty, French-looking Massachusetts Democrat’, again emphasising just how foreign and freaky the senator is to Taranto’s audience. Note that writers like Meacham and Taranto don’t discuss anything of substance about what the two politicians say or believe – it’s their own class biases that colour their perceptions of Palin and Kerry. It doesn’t take thought or intellectual heft to promote these kinds of stereotypes – but audiences find them comforting. It lets the columnist tell his readers: It’s OK. I’m one of you. Since columnists make their money by getting people to read the paper in which they appear, it’s in their interest to appeal to as devoted an audience as they can. As one writer put it, ‘Newspapers are businesses like any other. And the function of a business is to give its customers what they want. And in many cases, what the customers want is not the “truth” but the comfort that they are right.’19


And that’s where the Palin Effect begins to kick in. Because people don’t really want truth that disturbs their already held beliefs, but instead to have the comfort that they’re right, there’s a cultural imperative to use class prejudice, our most deeply held and unverbalised prejudice, to create the impression that there’s an impassable gulf between conservatives and progressives, that the other side is a redoubt of the most nefarious and despicable characters you can imagine. You may think that’s overstating the case, but compare these two quotes and note the sense that the other side is impossibly evil, foreign and alien. For the progressives/liberals, here’s former actress and radio personality Janeane Garofalo:




The reason a person is a conservative republican is because something is wrong with them. Again, that’s science – that’s neuroscience. You cannot be well adjusted, open-minded, pluralistic, enlightened and be a Republican. It’s counter-intuitive. And they revel in their anti-intellectualism. They revel in their cruelty … first you have to be an a**hole and then comes the conservatism. You gotta be a d*** to cleave onto their ideology.20





And on the other hand, here’s the writer behind conservative blog ‘The Daily Retard’:




I think what the REAL problem with these fucktards is that they are so totally insulated from any semblance of what normal Americans call reality they honestly have NO CLUE what they are doing to us. Look for a minute at the strongholds of so-called liberals in our society – the Hollywood elite, tenured college professors (and the education system in general), organised labor union leaders and the mainstream media … NO ONE in ANY of those groups has EVER had an actual job, any idea how to actually work for a living, no idea how to create anything, no experience whatsoever in the real world. And THESE are the people that are ‘advising’ the dumbass liberals who currently hold an overwhelming and likely unconstitutional majority in Washington. How the fuck can you blame them for their stupidity?? I mean, if dumbass liberals had any common sense, they wouldn’t BE liberal.21





In these two quotes, you can read anger, suspicion, self-righteousness and, above all, an overwhelming belief that not only are their beliefs better than the other side, but that the other side is so malevolent, so alien, so unalterably different, that they couldn’t possibly find anything redeeming about the opposition in a million years. This is called ‘football team’ politics; just as Millwall fans think West Ham is the devil incarnate (and vice versa), and Washington Redskins supporters think Dallas Cowboys fans employ Satan himself for wake-up calls on Sundays, liberals and conservatives are convinced the other side is evil, unconvincible and unchangeable. It doesn’t matter what my side does; my side is awesome and I never have to hold them accountable. It’s just you lot over there who are so terrible and malicious; it’s you who I have to oppose. One of the most disappointing things about the Obama administration is his supporters; policies that bothered them deeply when Bush was president are now hunky-dory since their man started working in the Oval Office, like the Patriot Act, extraordinary renditions and warrantless wiretapping. All these were worth denouncing at every opportunity when a Republican was President, but now that there’s a Democrat in office, they’re fine. Since Obama is ‘one of us’, for reasons that upper-middle-class progressives instinctively hold, it’s somehow all right that policies that were utterly wicked from 2003 to 2008 became OK on 20 January 2009.


But why do the upper and middle classes feel such bigotry towards the working class? London-based writer Owen Jones explores middle-class intolerance against the people who have the bad taste to be poor and unfashionable in his book Chavs, again using a middle-class term of abuse towards the working class. The British are finally beginning to engage with the idea that perhaps it’s just as distasteful to make fun of somebody for the fact that they’re poor or from a naff part of town as it is to make fun of someone because of the colour of their skin or who they love. Certainly they have their own vocabulary of abuse for the working-class poor: oik, yob, yobbo, chav, pikey, hoodie, plus regional variations. All we’ve got in American English is redneck, hillbilly and trailer trash, although former Florida congressman Alan Grayson did rather creatively call Sarah Palin ‘an Alaska chillbilly’.22


Jones begins his book provocatively, indicting his right-thinking, politically fashionable friends for their ignorance of this issue:




I [was] at a friend’s dinner in a gentrified part of East London one winter evening. The blackcurrant cheesecake was being carefully sliced and the conversation had drifted to the topic of the credit crunch. Suddenly, one of the hosts decided to raise the mood by throwing in a light-hearted joke. ‘It’s sad that Woolworths is closing, where will the chavs buy their Christmas presents?’ Now, he was not someone who would ever consider himself to be a bigot. Neither would anyone else present: for, after all, they were all educated and open-minded professionals. All would have placed themselves left-of-centre politically… If a stranger had attended that evening and had disgraced him or herself by bandying around a word like ‘Paki’ or ‘poof’, they would have found themselves swiftly ejected from the flat. But no one flinched at a joke about chavs shopping at Woolies.23





This is a watershed moment in class analysis; finally, maybe we’ll get to the heart of the reasons why the inhabitants of the salons of Islington are so ignorant of and unfair to the working poor! But, sadly, Jones chickened out; when it comes to the causes behind this particular form of middle-class prejudice, he predictably, and implausibly, connects it to things his right-thinking friends would find properly icky: Margaret Thatcher, the Conservative Party and the Daily Mail. Clearly, blaming class bigotry on any of these factors is not going to be an adequate explanation. These nice, left-leaning professional people will always vote Labour or die, darling, and they certainly aren’t reading the Daily Mail. Since they hate Margaret Thatcher with the heat of a thousand suns, and have done ever since they listened to latter-day punk bands at dingy clubs in the mid-1980s, it’s unlikely they learnt their bigotry at her proverbial knee. In short, those explanations don’t work. In the same vein, columnist Polly Toynbee in The Guardian sharply criticised a Liberal Democrat peer, Baroness Hussein-Ece, for using the word ‘chav’, but Toynbee also blames the Tory Party as well as income inequality for the Baroness’ insensitive comment. Which, again, is an unsatisfying explanation; if progressive, Labour- (or Lib Dem-) voting, Guardian-reading people are opposed to the Conservative Party, wouldn’t they reject any kind of prejudice and bigotry that issued forth from Tory belief? How can Liberal Democrats somehow be influenced by Conservatives to become bigots? It doesn’t make sense.


No, it’s Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels who have a better explanation of why nice middle-class people in leafy, fashionable neighbourhoods fear and abuse the working poor. In the Communist Manifesto, they envision the proletariat revolution as the inevitable product of class struggle, but in order for that revolution to happen, they note:




The first step in the revolution by the working class is to raise the proletariat to the position of ruling class, to win the battle of democracy. The proletariat will use its political supremacy to wrest, by degrees, all capital from the bourgeoisie, to centralise all instruments of production in the hands of the State, i.e. of the proletariat organised as the ruling class; and to increase the total of productive forces as rapidly as possible.24





Now we can see why someone like Sarah Palin or Michele Bachmann or Rick Perry, who Marx would classify as coming from the proletariat, is so threatening to the political establishment – if they, or someone like them, were to wrest political power away from the nice, middle-class, professional, privately educated political elite, it would be the first step towards a true political revolution. A Palin-led revolution wouldn’t be a Communist revolution as Marx predicted, but, nonetheless, it would in fact be a political victory for the working class, which would lead to a loss of power for the bourgeois elite.25 It’s classic Marxist dogma that if there were an actual revolution from the proletariat, the bourgeoisie would robustly defend their power structures before giving them up to the proletariat: ‘before going under, they defend themselves to the death like savage, wounded beasts, until the up-and-coming system administers the coup-de-grace.’26 No one ever asks the losers of a revolution how they feel about their defeat, but I think it’s fair to say that being on the losing end of a power struggle isn’t much fun. The bourgeoisie does not want to give up its power to the proles. That’s why Palin, and people like her, are so deeply disturbing on a visceral level to the American elite; in Marxist terms, she threatens their stranglehold on political and economic power, and they don’t like it one bit.


Republicans like Sarah Palin, Michele Bachmann, Rick Perry and Newt Gingrich are considered members of the proletariat, while someone like Katie Couric is part of the bourgeoisie. Life has moved on a bit since 1848, so the designations Marx gave economic classes aren’t quite what they used to be (after all, there were no television anchors in the nineteenth century). And there’s a paucity of good class analysis anyway in American political and historical thought, because of its mythology about equality and the irrelevance of socio-economic class. It sounds impossibly quaint to talk about national mythologies, but every country in the world likes to believe in and tell stories about itself. The cornerstone of the American mythology is that it is the land of the American Dream, where anybody can strike it rich and become famous and successful. You could be an immigrant fresh off the boat one day and twenty years later you could be richer than Croesus – it’s the American way. This story has been an important part of the American mythology for over two centuries. Even before there was a United States of America, people came to its shores for economic opportunity and the chance for a better life for themselves and their families.


Because this myth was such an important part of American culture, it used to be thought that America was a classless society. Why obsess about class if your economic status could be defined by you, not the circumstances of your birth? All have an equal opportunity to succeed. The famous chronicler of the early American political system, Alexis de Tocqueville, noted in 1831 that while Americans appreciated freedom, what they really valued was equality:




I think that democratic communities have a natural taste for freedom: left to themselves, they will seek it, cherish it, and view any privation of it with regret. But for equality, their passion is ardent, insatiable, incessant, invincible… They will endure poverty, servitude, barbarism – but they will not endure aristocracy.27





The concept is that we should all have equality of opportunity. Success, fame and fortune should be available to everyone, not just a few aristocratic toffs to the manor born. As the Declaration of Independence says, we are all entitled to certain inalienable rights and to deny anyone those rights because of the circumstances of their birth is not only un-American, but inhuman. The idea of equality, at least of a certain type, was coded into the early American DNA and, as de Tocqueville observed, Americans cherished it.


It sounds terrific, but the reality is, it’s just not true. Americans have always had and always will have a complicated socio-economic class system. Not only are there the tragedies of slavery and the treatment of American Indians; in addition, the extraordinary size and variety of the American economy inevitably led to haves and have nots. From landed plantation owners to hard-bitten corn farmers, from New England burghers to frontiersmen in the Northwest Territories, there have always been socio-economic class markers that have put an indelible stamp on American society. We just don’t like to admit it very much. Leonard Reismann, author of the 1959 book Class in American Life, noted drily:




‘We don’t have classes in our town’ almost invariably is the first remark recorded by the investigator. Once that has been uttered and got out of the way, the class divisions in the town can be recorded with what seems to be an amazing degree of agreement among the good citizens of the community.28





One of the hallmarks of the American Dream is being able to give your children a future that will ensure that they are better off than you are. This deeply beloved narrative can be found in books, movies and political campaigns. You can be whoever you want to be – literally anyone can grow up to be president of the United States. It’s part of the story Americans like to tell themselves. But we all know in our hearts that we live in a class structure, with markers and emblems that are as recognisable to us as they are inscrutable to outsiders. It’s about the town you live in. The clothes you wear. The hairstyle you adopt. The way you speak. The school your kids go to. The kind of furniture you have in your house. The hobbies you have. The food you eat. This isn’t any different from any other country – certainly not Britain – but there are few nations that felt quite as certain that the class system didn’t matter as the USA. This isn’t as true as it used to be; in the last twenty years, as we’ve been thinking further about economic inequality and worrying about what that means for class mobility, Americans have become less touchy about the fact there are classes in American society – they acknowledge it, and the raft of eulogies for the American Dream shows that Americans want to believe in the idea that anyone can become successful, but no longer believe it possible.


Here’s a brief class taxonomy. Upper-class people in America live in places like Manhattan, NY or Malibu, CA or Middleburg, VA or Greenwich, CT. They are generally incredibly rich, but the money could be inherited as well as earned – and in fact if it was earned, it has the slight whiff of vulgarity about it. Place is an extremely important marker in American class strata – it’s not only where you live that says something about you, but also where you spend your leisure time and what you do in it. If you play mini-golf in Myrtle Beach, South Carolina on your summer holiday, you are of a very different class than if you sail around St. Simon’s Island, Georgia. It’s expected that the upper class goes to Harvard or Yale or Dartmouth, and their children will have every intention of crossing their autumn leaf-strewn quadrangles as well. If you went to any university outside the Ivy League, and maybe Stanford or Duke, you are effectively barred from the upper class and mostly locked out of the upper-middle class. If you went to a state-funded school, forget it – you are hopelessly hick. You can find this kind of elite in the South or in certain areas of Chicagoland, but there’s just a certain kind of cachet about the coasts that the Midwest and the South simply don’t have. Writer and professor Paul Fussell believes that high-class status is inversely associated with convenient access to bowling, and notes that the most bowling friendly areas are ‘regrettable places’. He also notes that if your locale is a site associated with religious fundamentalism, like Greenville, SC or Lynchburg, VA, then it’s out for the upper crust; he says ‘no high-class person can live in any place associated with religious prophecy or miracle’.29


Below is the upper-middle class, where you have your professionals – doctors, lawyers, consultants, politicos, college professors, media heavyweights and software entrepreneurs, among others. There’s an ambiguity about whether those in the financial sector belong here or in the upper class; they make the same kind of money as people in the upper class, but they do still receive a pay cheque from an employer, which is slightly not done in the absolute upper echelon. These folks live in places like San Francisco, CA or Brooklyn, NY or Arlington, VA or Bethesda, MD; lovely places that are convenient for daily commutes and have lots of amenities designed to make life easier for busy working people. People here shop at Pottery Barn and Crate and Barrel for their furniture; they do their grocery shopping at Whole Foods and Trader Joe’s; they worry about organic food for their kids, and are fond of telling other people how to have a healthy diet and achieve optimum nutrition; they read the New York Times and New York Magazine if they feel literary and aspirational. Upper-middle-class white people in their teens and early twenties are anxious to have the right opinions and the right consumer goods that display the stories about themselves they want to believe. They love Europe and claim to have a favourite ‘football’ team (by which they mean soccer, and it’s invariably Arsenal). They usually studied abroad for a semester, some place like Spain or Italy, and claim it changed their lives forever and made them feel like citizens of the world. These are the people who nod sagely when Europeans lament that most Americans don’t have a passport, secretly feeling glad their parents have the money to pay for expensive international plane tickets and live near a convenient international airport.


Below that you’ve got the middle class, which contains middle management, professions like accountancy, nursing, teaching, software development, public sector workers and, importantly, entrepreneurs. For whatever reason, entrepreneurs in fields like haulage and landscaping, even if they’re quite wealthy and especially if they don’t live in the best parts of the east coast, aren’t considered part of the upper-middle class. Nobody is going to get to be part of the upper-middle, even if they make millions of dollars, from a landscaping or haulage business. These entrepreneurs might be wealthier than a lawyer, but their class standing is lower. People in the middle class can live in smaller, older houses, often in the older parts of the suburban ring. When politicians talk about the middle class struggling, this is who they mean – people pulling down a pay cheque that’s not quite large enough to insulate them against outside economic pressures.


Then you have a group of people who in Britain are called the working class and in America are called the working poor, although they might not like to classify themselves this way. They work as waitresses in diners and cheap restaurants in small towns, at the checkout in supermarkets and convenience stores, as care assistants in hospitals or nursing homes, or are workers in construction, plumbers or electricians. They might be farmers. Their economic situation is precarious; small economic pressures like a hospital stay or a car breakdown could wipe them out. They have very little political power and voice. It was interesting to see, in the Wisconsin recall elections of 2011, a Republican candidate, Kim Simac, make one of her selling points the fact that she was poor. Her husband was a farmer, she stayed home and home-schooled her kids, and her campaign was built around the fact that she had a right to political office just like anybody else (she lost).


It would be very easy to define class status through profession and salary. But it’s not that simple. Class status is defined by a loose matrix of what class you come from, where you are on the career ladder, where you live, the taste you display, the friends you have, and more. Consider two hypothetical Americans, Olivia Miller and Troy Maupin. Olivia is twenty-five, rents a two-bedroom apartment on the Upper East Side of Manhattan with three girls she went to Sarah Lawrence with, works as a gallery assistant making $25,000 a year, is a vegetarian (and only eats organic vegetables), and is from Greenwich, Connecticut. She does yoga and loves spending time with her friends in the local wine bar. Her father is a lawyer and her mother is a homemaker. Troy’s got a mortgage in White Hall, Virginia, on a small ranch house built in the 1960s. He’s twenty-five, has a wife, two kids, a pick-up truck, and a big shaggy dog, a mutt he got as a puppy from his neighbour. Troy got a vocational degree from the local community college and owns his own HVAC business, pulling down $60,000 a year. His dad’s a farmer, and his mum works as a secretary in the local school. He loves hunting and fishing, and takes the family to church every Sunday. Olivia considers herself upper-middle class, Troy considers himself working/middle class. By any material standard, Troy is better off than Olivia. He owns a home and makes more money than Olivia does, but she lives in a more high-class location and has higher class hobbies and interests. Her family has higher class status. In terms of achieving the goals of middle-class life, Troy is better off. But Olivia thinks she’s the one who’s more successful. If Olivia were to meet Troy, she would consider him a dumb redneck, and he would consider her a city snob. They’d be like foreigners to each other.


Again, geography is incredibly important to the class strata, which is linked to the history of settlement in the United States. Farming communities will always have less cachet than port communities, and the coasts are higher up the class ladder than the middle. Desirable locales include New York, San Francisco, Washington, DC, the New York suburbs of Connecticut and Martha’s Vineyard. Other places are undesirable, like Detroit, Topeka, Cheyenne and, certainly, Wasilla, Alaska (dear me!). The elite American accent is as neutral as possible, although exceptions can be made for a patrician regional accent that sounds nice on NPR, like the honey-sweet drawl of Roy Blount, Jnr. Sarah Palin’s strong regional accent grates on the ears of American cultural elites like the scrape of an expensive sailing boat on the dock. Elites live in apartments in New York and characterful homes, preferably old ones, in the suburbs; their houses have Mexican tiles in the kitchen and hardwood floors in the living areas. Inhabitants of flyover country carpet their ranch houses. One thing I’ve never intellectually understood is why a tiny, roach-filled apartment in an inner city has more class status than a spacious double-wide trailer in the countryside, but it does.


According to ABC News, 64 per cent of Americans identify themselves as either middle class or upper-middle class, and define the middle class as owning a home, feeling financially secure, being able to save for retirement and being able to take an annual vacation. Most definitions of middle class include working at some kind of professional office job and having a college degree – hence the classic American nomenclature of either having a ‘white-collar’ job, indicating you wear a shirt and tie to the office, or a ‘blue-collar job’, indicating you wear a uniform. But then things get a bit more complicated, as George Orwell pointed out:




Economically, no doubt, there are only two classes, the rich and the poor, but socially there is a whole hierarchy of classes, and the manners and traditions learned by each class in childhood are not only very different but – this is the essential point – generally persist from birth to death… It is in fact very difficult to escape, culturally, from the class into which you have been born.30





This is why Olivia considers herself upper-middle class and why Troy thinks of himself as working class. Certain manners, mores and behaviours are observed particularly by each class, get passed on from parent to child, teacher to student, peer group to peer group. Class mobility really depends on being able to observe those behaviours correctly. If you can’t, or won’t, it can lead to hostility. So, for example, Olivia could engage in a little class tourism by renting a pick-up truck and driving all over Manhattan for a day, and she might think of herself as rebellious and ironic for doing so. But if she moved to Virginia to start a construction business, everyone would treat her like an ignorant city slicker, and she wouldn’t have anything in common with her business colleagues. Similarly, Troy could move to New York, but he’d probably be considered an ignorant country bumpkin, and he would probably find his business colleagues banal and unduly focused on trying to find the best apartment and the hottest restaurants. This is why Democrats often fail miserably when they try to ‘get in touch with the heartland’, and why Republicans are so scornful of ‘Beltway cocktail parties’; faking class is incredibly difficult.


The American population is now increasingly segregated by class, and so its politics are also becoming divided by class. This is why it’s becoming harder and harder for the two parties to find any kind of common ground – they’re both full of people who don’t really know or understand each other. The party and class lines aren’t falling in expected ways at all. The Democrats are now the party of rich people – bankers, professionals, public sector employees, as well as a coalition of special interest voters like African-Americans, women and LGBT people. The Republicans are the party of small business owners, middle management and white people without a college education.


The stereotype is that the Republicans were the party of the rich. Not anymore. These days, the more educated and affluent vote for – and financially support – Democrats. During the 2008 election, Barack Obama received more campaign donations from employees of hedge funds and investment banks than any other sector.31 In 2007, Nielsen marketing did a study of political donations to primary candidates in each party. It discovered that in the top ten most affluent segments of the population, 64 per cent of donations went to Democrats and 36 per cent went to Republicans. Democrats were donated to by 69.9 per cent of urban voters in 2008, as opposed to 30.1 per cent given to Republicans.32 In 2011, USA Today revealed that the five states that had the highest average income per person were all blue states in the 2008 election.33 Further crunching the USA Today study numbers, the American Spectator noted: ‘the highest per capita income states had an 80 per cent Democratic Senate ratio and 75 per cent Democratic House ratio; while the states with the lowest per capita income had a 70 per cent Republican Senate ratio and a 75 per cent Republican House ratio.’34 The evidence is clear; the economic and cultural elites are Democrats. Voting Democratic is a culturally elite thing to do. The party of the common people, the proletariat, if you will, are the Republicans.


This plays out politically in all kinds of ways. Progressives in America, who tend to vote Democrat, like to think of themselves as concerned for the poor, oppressed or disadvantaged in whatever way. In fact, they often express their concern over why less knowledgeable people than themselves insist on voting Republican when that will only further their oppression. They see flyover country inhabitants as baby birds that need Democratic politicians to help them, but to no avail. This kind of thinking emerged after the 2004 elections, when authors came out with handwringing tomes like What’s the Matter With Kansas: How Conservatives Won the Heart of America, which aimed to try and understand why people insisted on voting for Republicans even though the Democrats would have been so much better. In 2005, Democratic House Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi, concerned that Democrats were losing the interest of the religiously observant, conducted workshops for Democratic Congressional representatives to reach Americans of faith, as The New Republic described: ‘Attendees saw presentations on getting out the “God vote” – reaching voters motivated by their religious affiliation – and met with mega-church pastors as well as leaders from the religious left. The aim was simple: to formulate a sincere expression of progressive faith.’35 I remember some Democrats tried their new knowledge out on talk radio, and it just didn’t come across as genuine; Democratic Congressmen sounded like kids who’d just learned some Bible verses at Sunday School.


The notion that the middle of the country was filled with alien beings who needed to be ‘related to’ reached a low-water point in the 2004 election. There’s always good fun to be had when patrician Democrats try vainly to connect with heartland voters by doing redneck things city folk suppose rural bumpkins like, such as hunting and fishing. John Kerry wasn’t the first Democrat who hamfistedly tried to pretend he was a common man who shared concerns with rural people, but he was one of the most hilarious. The junior senator from Massachusetts (after posing for bird-hunting photo ops in full camouflage) claimed that to hunt deer, he loved to ‘go out with my trusty 12-gauge double-barrel, crawl around on my stomach… That’s hunting.’ Columnist Mark Steyn wrote, ‘This caused huge hilarity among my New Hampshire neighbours, none of whom knew anybody who goes deer hunting by crawling around on his stomach, even in Massachusetts. The trick is to blend in with the woods … crawling around on your stomach is a lousy way to hunt deer.’36 Also, anyone who knows anything about guns (and clearly Kerry and his political team didn’t) knows you shoot deer with a rifle, not a shotgun – shotguns are for birds, not large mammals. Kerry also averred that he loved ploughing fields as a kid:




When I was twelve years old, my passion was being allowed to go out and sit on the John Deere and drive it around the fields and plough. And I learned as a kid what it was like looking back and see those furrows, and see that pattern and feel a sense of accomplishment, and end up dusty and dirty and tired, but feeling great, looking back at that field that you’d ploughed.37





I suppose it’s possible that you could have a passion for ploughing, but it’s not something that most people who actually have to do it for a living often express. A quick look at Kerry’s biography says he spent most of his summers as a youth on the family estate in Brittany, so it’s difficult to know exactly when he did his ploughing, though again, it is possible. But when Kerry expressed his passion for ploughing in his distinctive Boston Brahmin lockjaw, it just didn’t ring true somehow.


Because Senator Kerry didn’t really know about hunting and farming or just didn’t seem believable as a deer hunter or a farmer, any kind of mistake exposed him to ridicule. He’d have been better off saying, ‘I don’t hunt but I don’t have a problem with people who do,’ rather than pretending to be something he wasn’t. But, as New York Times columnist Nicholas Kristof said in 2004, ‘Nothing kills Democratic candidates’ prospects more than guns… If it weren’t for guns, President-elect Kerry might now be conferring with incoming Senate Majority Leader Daschle.’38 But was it guns or was it class? Was the problem that Kerry was trying too hard to slum it with the less culturally elite, which made him seem like a buffoon? People in the salons of Islington like to laugh about how Republicans felt Bush passed ‘the beer test’ while Kerry failed, but if John Kerry wasn’t smart enough to figure out that he couldn’t win the heartland by faking some kind of rural machismo, how could he be smart enough to be president of the United States? One could argue that patrician George W. Bush was better at faking it than Kerry was, and … you’d be right, he was. Say what you will about Bush, he certainly had better diplomatic and acting skills than Kerry did.


In 2008, candidate Obama wisely never made gun control an issue, but his famous fundraiser comment – ‘it’s not surprising then that they [rural Pennsylvanians] get bitter, they cling to guns or religion or antipathy to people who aren’t like them or anti-immigrant sentiment or anti-trade sentiment as a way to explain their frustrations’39 – revealed quite a bit about how urban and suburban professional elite felt about gun ownership and religious belief, which are culturally undesirable to the American elite. Naturally, people who believed in God and owned guns disagreed quite vehemently with this notion that their deeply held beliefs came from bitterness or anger with their economic situation. Commentator John Podhoretz said,




Obama’s astonishing sentence offers a syllogistic string of superciliousness: Gun ownership is equated with religious fanaticism, which is said to accompany hatred of the other in the form of opposition to immigration and support for trade barriers. It drips with an attitude so important to the spiritual well-being of the American liberal – the paternalistic attitude that says, ‘Oh, well, people only do thing [sic] differently from me because they are ignorant and superstitious and backward’ – that it has survived and thrived despite the suicidal impact it has had on the achievement of liberal political goals and aims.40





Podhoretz objects to this caricature of gun owners and churchgoers as bitter, angry, poor and xenophobic, only participating in these strange and alien activities because of the negativities in their lives. Indeed, he describes this caricature as a necessary belief for ‘the spiritual well-being of the American liberal’ – Obama’s audience at the fundraiser – because that’s literally the only reason they could understand that someone would want to do something as odd and awful and white-trash as shoot a gun at a target range or go hunting or voluntarily spend an hour of their Sundays at church.


Christian Lander, who writes the satirical website ‘Stuff White People Like’, says that young, urban elites love knowing what’s best for poor people – how they should eat, dress, work and play— and believe that poor people make the choices they do (like shopping at Wal-Mart or voting Republican) because they just don’t have the means to make the ‘right’ choices. But, Lander notes, ‘it is ESSENTIAL that you assert that poor people do not make decisions based on free will. That news could crush white people and their hope for the future.’41 Nice left-leaning, well-meaning urban coastal dwellers can’t conceive that poor people might choose icky things like Wal-Mart and fast food because poor people might actually like them. They don’t want to acknowledge that people in the working class might actually want to make their own decisions. So for these progressive individuals, if you can’t relate to those who are different from you, or those who make different choices than you do, the next step is to demonise them.


Those ‘weird’ people that Obama talked about at his San Francisco fundraiser, who later came to be called ‘bitter clingers’, are people that San Franciscans never meet. They never get to know anyone who shoots a gun or hunts game for their supper or works the land for a living or is an observant Christian. But caricatures of these bizarre people exist in the media as straw men for progressive comedians and cultural commentators. In the absence of any real data about these putative inhabitants of rural America, they tell themselves stories about why they do such strange things. And the problem goes both ways, as blogger James Joyner points out:




Urban elites tend to view rural America, especially Southerners, as a bunch of yahoos. Rural Americans, meanwhile, think big city types are elitist snobs who don’t love America. There are similar resentments between rich and poor, educated and not, and even Ivy League/State College. In private gatherings, where people think they are among the like-minded, one hears shocking bigotry along those lines. There’s a huge cultural divide that’s been with us since well before (and, indeed, was a major factor in causing) the Civil War. Great national crises, like World War II and the 9/11 attacks, bridge those divides but only temporarily. And the permanent campaign that has characterised our politics in recent years continues to poke a stick at these wounds.42





Just as somebody like Olivia Miller, who could easily be in the audience at an Obama fundraiser (if Daddy bought a ticket), finds somebody like Troy Maupin strange and foreign, Troy finds Olivia equally strange and foreign. Their interests, hobbies, beliefs and values are totally different. They don’t know each other, they don’t understand each other, and they certainly don’t like each other. Someone like Troy, in the 2008 election, believed that Obama was a socialist and was going to take away all the money he earned and distribute it to people on welfare, whereas people like Olivia believed that John McCain was a warmongering fascist and that Sarah Palin was going to criminalise abortion. When I was interviewing progressives about their feelings on the current crop of conservative candidates, one gentleman told me that he hated Sarah Palin because she ‘believed humans walked the earth with dinosaurs and is a Dominionist’. I asked what a Dominionist was, and got no reply, but it turns out it’s a fairly standard attack in progressive politics these days. A Dominionist is someone who wants to establish a Christian theocracy in the United States. Since Palin has never said anything about wanting to establish a Christian theocracy, one has to conclude that if you think she’s the spearhead of some kind of secret conspiracy to turn America into a Christian version of Iran without telling anybody, you might want to adjust your tinfoil hat. Another woman told me ‘all conservatives are selfish’. Still another said ‘Republicans want to take us back 100 years’. I bet neither of these people have ever met a Republican, but they consume messages about the GOP from reassuring media they listen to, read and watch. They then spout back these canned opinons they’ve absorbed from people who are profiting by broadcasting them.


These days, class-based attacks against anybody who opposes President Obama have gotten stupider and more desperate, underscoring just how deeply rooted they are in fear and anxiety. For example, Scott Brown, a Republican from Massachusetts, ran a successful campaign in 2009 for the US Senate seat formerly occupied by Ted Kennedy; the centrepiece of his campaign was his state-wide tour in his five-year-old pick-up truck. In response to his surprising victory, commentator Howard Fineman said, ‘in some places, there are codes, there are images, ah, you know, there are pickup trucks, uh, you could say there was a racial aspect to it one way or another’.43 Owning a pick-up truck has a ‘racial aspect’? At what point does ownership of a pick-up truck turn you into Bull Connor? This isn’t considered political analysis, it’s ridiculous hysteria. Here’s another example: Ed Schultz, an anchor for cable news network MSNBC, accused Governor Rick Perry of racism because Perry said at a stump speech, ‘Getting people back to work is the most important issue that faces this country, being able to pay off the 14 trillion – or 16 and a half trillion dollars’ worth of debt. That big black cloud that hangs over America.’ Schultz said, ‘That big black cloud he’s talking about is President Barack Obama!’ Well, reading the quote itself would lead the observer to conclude that Perry was talking about the debt NOT Obama, but just to be sure Schultz got to make his smear, MSNBC edited out the end of Perry’s sentence, which was, ‘that debt, which is so monstrous’. Schultz had to apologise for falsely calling Perry a racist.44


These are the rhetorical tricks that make you think thoughts like ‘all Republicans are racist’. Confirmation bias is the tendency to believe things that confirm our already held beliefs, and the tendency to reject what makes us question our beliefs. Political strategists count on confirmation bias to make sure that we add our cash to the ever-rising fundraising totals, and they do this by making sure that ‘everyone knows’ certain things. But it’s not serious and considered analysis, it’s scaremongering. People who falsely accuse others of racism, people who have to invent their opposition research from thin air, people who see racism around every corner, who think that their opponents are using weird code language that can only be deciphered with some secret decoder ring, are not people who are secure in the intellectual underpinnings of their positions. These are the rhetorical tricks that you use when you’re backed into a corner, scared and desperate. Somebody who makes up childish insults about a political opponent isn’t doing so because they believe their arguments are right, they do it because they’re frightened and anxious. Any time somebody talks about a ‘racial aspect’, it’s a guarantee they’re too scared or too ignorant to talk about actual policy, so they just have to pull some nasty sounding epithets out of thin air, which, of course, suits the political fundraising establishment just fine.


It’s no secret that presidential elections are getting ever more expensive. In the 2008 election, Barack Obama raised $770 million for his campaign. More people gave to his campaign than any other presidential campaign in history. John McCain, who chose to have his campaign funded through the public purse, unlike his opponent (who wanted unlimited funds), raised $238 million, a princely sum, but one which was obliterated by Obama’s total. Because of campaign finance reform laws in the United States, political donations are now divided into two categories – hard money and soft money. Hard money is what’s donated to the candidates themselves, the party committees, and the Congressional and Senate campaign committees. These donations are regulated by the Federal Election Commission (FEC) and there are limits on how much and who can donate. Hard money raised by the Democratic Party, the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee and the Democratic Senate Campaign Committee, was just over $763 million. That’s in addition to the Obama for President campaign, so, altogether, the Democrats raised over $1.4 billion of regulated money. The Republican hard money total was over $792 million, not including what was raised by McCain.45 So the Republicans raised just about a billion dollars themselves. Again, that’s just FEC regulated money.
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