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Oliver, Ezra, and Eliot


To my beautiful, wild, and magnificent children.


If we all looked at the world through your eyes,
 judgment would not exist—only love.


In the end, it is the only way.















Everybody’s somebody’s beloved, or should be.… So in other words, if somebody is beloved to anybody then anything that happens to that person is a story.



—George Saunders, Paris Review, 2019


















INTRODUCTION



Getting into the Room


What do you value most?


“Love is the first thing that came to mind.”


Do you believe this is what most Americans value?


“I do. I think it’s really hard to look at our country and not see that.”


—Clay, Oneida, Kentucky


I was born in Parkersburg, West Virginia, where my parents chose to land when they emigrated from Ireland. As my parents went through graduate school and my mother did her medical residency, we hopped from Parkersburg to Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, where my siblings were born. When she finished her residency, my mother was offered a position in Cambridge, Massachusetts, and another job at a rural hospital in northeast Pennsylvania. With three kids spaced less than two years apart and massive debt from their first years in America, my parents couldn’t afford to live in an expensive city, so in 1984 my mom took the job in rural Pennsylvania, where she would work for almost forty years.


And so I grew up in Danville, Pennsylvania, a rural town of five thousand off Interstate 80.


Danville is not poor, it is not rich, and it is neither uneducated nor flooded with elite college degrees. The median household income is approximately $36,000, and the poverty rate is 13 percent.1 Unemployment hovers at just under 5 percent.2 Over 23 percent of the population has a bachelor’s degree. Statistically, Danville is representative of much of small-town America.3


Danville is also a picture of America’s once affordable good life—the life everyone is supposed to have an opportunity to pass through as a member of the middle class. Everyone has a yard and a TV and air conditioning. Parents drive minivans and trucks. Families attend Memorial Day barbecues, and kids swim at the local pool in the summertime and sled down the town’s snowy hills after the first winter storm. Some residents work at the local hospital, Geisinger Medical Center, others at a branch of the Merck pharmaceutical company. Some work at coffee shops and ice cream parlors, and several own their own toy shops and restaurants and hardware stores. There are plenty of nurses, lawyers, mechanics, barbers, handymen, and small business owners. There are farmers who sell strawberries and factory workers too. Danville, like many other northeast towns, is rooted in the industrial era of iron and coal and steel. You could, as Philip Roth put it, “touch your toes where America began.”4


My parents believed in the American dream and worked hard to move up the socioeconomic ladder. Yet even as they assimilated, the subtleties of American culture managed to elude them: how to cut the orange slices for American Youth Soccer Organization games, the importance of the minivan (finally, in 1995 they bought a silver Plymouth Voyager), that multiple pairs of Umbro shorts were a staple of a middle school child’s wardrobe, that our babysitter Mrs. Pritchard’s very old, baby-blue Chevy Impala was anomalous and a source of embarrassment to impressionable children at school pickup. Having a full-time babysitter (we didn’t call them nannies in rural Pennsylvania) because my mom worked was also unusual and not a marker of elite status, as it might be today.


I lived in Danville for thirteen years before I left for college in Pittsburgh, then went to graduate school in New York City, and finally moved to Los Angeles for my job as a professor. I still visit Danville every few years to see my friends and family. One thing I hear over and over again—on campus, in the news, at dinner parties—is how angry small-town America is. But here’s what strikes me every time I return to Danville: People are content, even happy. In this highly divisive moment in our history, the people of Danville don’t seem particularly angry at the world, as the media has characterized rural folks. Here’s the second thing I notice: Those who talk about rural America know little about the people who live there, their hopes, dreams, and cares. Academics, journalists, and pundits know far more about those who dwell in cities, where major media outlets and universities tend to be based, than about small-town Americans.


When we choose to disparage or dismiss those not like us, when we do not attempt to understand other human beings, we ultimately fail to appreciate that our differences can coexist, rather than divide us as they do today. Different forms and expressions of cultural capital, social organization, and economic development shape the specificity of people and places. Our current characterization of rural and urban America, Republicans and Democrats, coastal elites and the flyover states hides a more complicated and nuanced reality of this country, one that I reveal in the course of this book. I have found that we are not as different from one another as we may think. Our sense of division is driven by extremes, not by the views of ordinary Americans.


When Donald Trump won the White House in 2016, many people saw his victory as a threat to democratic values and a reckoning for educated liberals. Elites of all stripes swiftly blamed rural America for his explosive rise and upset win. Stunned by the success of Trump’s campaign, academics, publishing houses, and the media spun a narrative that members of the white working class had a whole lot of anger toward coastal liberals and even more toward the DC “deep state,” big banks, and institutions in general.


These Americans were represented in the bleakest of terms: poorly educated, without job opportunities, and beset by opioid addiction. They were said to have rebelled against their declining status by electing to the presidency a man whom liberals and progressives considered an existential threat to the nation. Understanding these rural people, the leitmotif went, would allow us to understand how America went wrong and why it is so divided.


As Trump rose to power, dozens of articles and books were published on small-town America’s rage toward the country’s elite. Books like Hillbilly Elegy, White Trash, and White Working Class and essays in the New Yorker and Guardian painted a portrait of an irate and disillusioned America, where poor, conservative small towns were at war with wealthy, progressive cities. Much was made of how rural America felt “left behind,” as Princeton sociologist Robert Wuthnow put it.5 Then there were articles—so many articles, in seemingly every newspaper and magazine and website. At dinner parties, many of my friends and colleagues discussed how America’s coastal elites didn’t get it. We were aghast at our own oversight, having ignored the rage of rural America.


But I often sat at these dinner parties scratching my head. Even if I was surprised that Hillary Clinton hadn’t won—I voted for her, and I cried when she lost—I didn’t think she lost because small towns were angry. This narrative didn’t fit with my experience of rural America. One might say that Montour County, Pennsylvania, where Danville resides, is an exception, but it’s actually an exemplar—a once Democratic bastion that flipped Republican for John McCain in 2008.


These conversations about the urban-rural divide continue at fever pitch. Today when we talk about “American culture” or “the American people,” the conversation often revolves around two almost diametrically opposed populations. UCLA geographer Michael Storper calls this phenomenon “separate worlds,” whereby economic development and political preferences align to create a chasm between the more and less fortunate. George Packer, a staff writer at the Atlantic, divides the country into “four Americas”: Free America (libertarians), Real America (small, rural towns), Smart America (old-school liberal meritocrats), and Just America (progressives and social justice movements). In all of these frameworks, the country’s socioeconomic, demographic, political, and geographic factions are ultimately at odds with one another. But what is America really? I wanted to escape the binary. I wanted to uncover what sociologist Arlie Hochschild calls “the deep story” of the nation.


Despite the ink spilled, the podcast minutes aired, and the pixels devoted; despite the time spent debating Republicans versus Democrats, populists versus progressives, the coasts versus the middle, cities versus rural areas; despite the Democratic Party’s great debate over engaging those who are different versus characterizing them as “deplorables,” to use Hillary Clinton’s term, or as those who hold on to their “guns and religion,” as President Obama said—despite all this, there has been a lack of rigorous qualitative and quantitative research on this topic. I hope to answer that urgent need with this book.


When you look closely at the data, the 2016 presidential election no longer seems like an anomaly. Let’s step back in time. The depiction of rural America as a cultural backwater, rife with pathologies and problems, existed way before Trump won the White House. Even prior to the 2016 election, rural America was conceptualized in soundbites and static images filled with negativity, hopelessness, condescension, and pity. In the 1960s and 1970s, The Beverly Hillbillies, a sitcom about a poor family from the Ozarks striking it rich and moving to California, portrayed these rural Americans as uncouth and gauche.


In 2007, Thomas Frank’s What’s the Matter with Kansas? mocked rural American support of the Republican Party as a form of “derangement,” dismissing and illegitimizing the fact that, for many conservative voters, cultural issues were more important to them than economic ones (as they are for many of us). In 2008, years before Trump entered the arena in a meaningful way, Jon Stewart’s “Understanding Real America in Wasilla” segment on The Daily Show revealed what elites really thought of rural Americans. While the segment was ostensibly humorous and poking fun at vice presidential candidate Sarah Palin, it was also full of snide condescension and disdain for the people who lived in Wasilla, Alaska.


Even if rural America isn’t being made fun of, it is rarely cast in a positive light. In a 2012 Atlantic piece, journalist Josh Kron writes of the “urban-rural divide splitting America.” “Virtually every major city… in the United States of America has a different outlook from the less populous areas that are closest to it. The difference is no longer about where people live, it’s about how people live.”6 Other articles focus on the negative impact of globalization, on population decline and brain drain, or on poverty and health disparities.7


As the narrative goes, in the 2016 election, the rural people—castigated and pathologized for decades—mobilized into a political force. Over 60 percent of them supported Trump.8 In response, the mainstream media and Democratic politicians tapped into long-standing, stereotyped depictions of rural Americans to make sense of why they had overwhelmingly supported a candidate whom liberals viewed as reprehensible.


Ultimately, the liberal establishment concluded that small towns supported the antiestablishment Trump because rural Americans everywhere faced severely limited opportunities and resented the success of America’s multicultural cities. Rural Americans were enraged, the logic went, and so they wanted a political outsider to tear down the system. Trump reinforced this narrative in his speeches, positioning himself as a spokesperson for “the forgotten men and women of our country.”


But rural America’s mobilization did not necessarily emerge solely from anger at being left behind. In fact, rural Americans have been increasingly voting for the conservative candidate for almost a generation.9 And importantly, data shows that many Trump supporters were wealthy and that most of his voters come from urban America. Case in point: Los Angeles gave Trump 1.1 million votes—as many votes as in the six hundred most rural counties put together.10 This observation isn’t to minimize the impact of the rural vote. Many rural Americans may have found, for better and for worse, someone who appeared to advocate for and understand them as people, not just as a group to be pitied.


After all, Donald Trump was ridiculed and ostracized by the very same progressive elite that had discounted rural Americans. He understood where they came from and why they felt perplexed by the current moment in society, connecting with rural America’s deep story. Trump was, to use Max Weber’s term, rural America’s charismatic authority. He told small-town Americans he hadn’t forgotten them. Trump oriented his 2016 campaign around their concerns and values, and he won their votes.


Yet, despite how the region is represented in the popular imagination, rural America is in fact a varied and diverse place that’s not hopelessly divided from other parts of the country. Many rural Americans supported Trump for complex reasons other than economic distress or grievance, and middle America is not defined by its supposed anger toward the coasts. Even as small towns offer a different way of living than cities, rural Americans share many core values and opinions with their urban counterparts.11 And, contrary to one popular narrative, most of rural America is not rapidly deteriorating; in reality, the region has experienced fairly little population decline over the last several decades.12 More recently, many rural towns have experienced a pandemic boom, as previously urban workers who are now able to work from home seek out outdoor amenities and lower costs of living.13 This more nuanced picture of rural America isn’t as compelling as the typical story precisely because it isn’t sensational, attention-grabbing, and divisive. Yet, to ignore it is to overlook a key part of our country. Ninety-seven percent of the United States’ land mass is rural, and 20 percent of Americans live there.14 If you look closely, there is a complicated story that doesn’t involve red versus blue states, progressives versus conservatives, or rural Americans versus coastal elites.


Most rural Americans do not neatly fit into stereotypes, and close research has revealed that most have justifiable reasons for their perspectives. In 2016, Theda Skocpol and Vanessa Williamson published the results of a study of grassroots Republican conservatism. They found that many seeming contradictions observed in Republican voters’ political preferences—for example, being anti–big government while depending on social services—make sense within their communities. Arlie Hochschild’s Strangers in Their Own Land echoes this finding, offering a sympathetic portrayal of Tea Party activists in Louisiana, who, despite living in one of the most polluted states in the country, support the very politicians who would like to dismantle the Environmental Protection Agency. Why? Because, for these conservatives, their cultural values matter more to them than their economic interests and even their future health. This, for Hochschild, is the deep story: how people understand themselves and their value systems. As she observes, the story doesn’t have to be accurate, but it has to feel authentic.15 People in Louisiana may seem like they are voting against their political interests, but the politicians who speak to their values—to their wariness of a liberal, secular world gone wild—are the ones who get their support.


But one only finds answers to these contradictions by talking to people and truly engaging with them. When Hochschild found what she calls “the Great Paradox” in Louisianans’ political leanings and economic interests, she did not judge. Instead, she sought to understand the deep story.


This book dives deeply into “overlooked America” and the people who choose to live and work there. For my entire scholarly career, I have found great strength in blending qualitative and quantitative research methods. Through talking to people and studying data, I have tried to create what I believe is a more complex but accurate portrayal of rural Americans, particularly how they are and are not so different from urban folks. I have collected and analyzed a wide variety of statistical data, drawn from four major data sets: the Census (general demographics), the Bureau of Labor Statistics (industry and employment data), University of Chicago’s General Social Survey (belief systems, values, levels of happiness), and the Nielsen Retail Scanner (consumer behavior and purchases). I’ve also teamed up with my colleagues at the University of Southern California Schaeffer Center for Health Policy to analyze health data from the University of Michigan Health and Retirement Study (health habits and disease). I analyzed the most spatially granular data available, and have looked specifically at the interplay of geography and a number of variables, including education, household income, social and religious beliefs, race, local industry, and the consumption of particular goods.


What did I find? Geography has become too much of a convenient container. The notion of a stark rural-urban geographic divide fails to offer an accurate picture of America’s social, cultural, and economic landscape. Rural is not synonymous with decline. The spatial manifestation of these forces is far more complicated. You cannot compare, for example, the relationship between New York City and its hinterlands to that of Akron, Ohio, and its rural enclaves forty miles out. Yes, the perception of rural America tends to be that it is less educated and more conservative, but even this observation is not a determinant but rather the result of many interrelated and intricate variables.


What does this all mean? Our current characterization of both urban and rural communities hides a more complicated reality. Here, in the data, in conversations, without preconceived assumptions, I examine the real shape of overlooked America and take the time to understand the people and places that have been out of the spotlight but that offer a more candid account of our country.


There are poor rural places. This is a fact. But it is not the only story—not by a long shot. Case in point: even without controlling for cost of living, parts of small-town West Virginia adjacent to Pittsburgh have higher income levels than the city. Yes, parts of small-town America are suffering due to economic abandonment, but this is a story of regional divergence. Northeastern small towns’ prosperity reflects the vitality of the region’s cities, just as lackluster economic prospects in the South blanket the entire region, not just rural towns.


When we look at America through the lens of consumerism, we see that the cultural capital embedded in what we buy—whether that’s craft beer or Coca-Cola—is not simply a reflection of coastal elites versus rural populists but rather the difference between levels of wealth and education, irrespective of geography. This data tells us that broad notions of rural and urban do not advance the discussion. Places, like people, are multitudes. To understand Appalachian Kentucky is not to understand the farmers of Iowa or the unemployed factory workers of Ohio or the thriving retirees of bucolic Massachusetts. To unpack America, to truly understand it, we have to understand the specificity of people and places while striving to find our commonalities.


The data we use to understand places may provide information, but people give us their truths. As a social scientist, I believe we get to the deep story when we talk to people and really listen to what they have to say. For the research for this book, I had planned to take my family of five (three boisterous boys included) on a road trip across America. We would travel up the Central Valley of California. We would travel into Florida and through the woods of Kentucky. We would spend a few weeks in Pennsylvania, in my hometown, getting a sense of the place and how it has changed. We would visit my birthplace, Parkersburg, West Virginia. It would be amazing and novel, a proper road trip to understand this country and meet its people.


Then the pandemic hit, and the world shut down. No one could go anywhere, let alone into unknown communities, spending hours at a time talking face-to-face. Like many parents of young children, I spent over a year with my life almost completely oriented around their care and education. My littlest one, Eliot, was just eight months old when Covid-19 reached America. Like everyone else, we were scared and locked down. With no travel across the country, no visits to small-town America, how on earth would I write my book? How would I even find people to talk to? There was no walking into a diner or meeting people at a local town-hall meeting. There was no time anyway, between breastfeeding Eliot, making lunches and snacks, and keeping my older two children—one of whom was a reluctant Zoom kindergartener—on track with their education. All of my hopes for how to write a book about America were dashed. And then I talked to my mom.


“Maybe I can find you a few people,” she said, when I called her for the fifth time that day in tears about my now completely nonexistent work-life balance. A few hours later, an email from my mom’s Hotmail account came through with a list of five women she knew in Danville who agreed to speak with me, complete with telephone numbers and email addresses. Mom’s idea inspired me to send text messages to a few high school friends. Did they know anyone who might talk to me? My sister dug up a few names from her former workplace, tracking down former colleagues who might have relatives in various parts of rural America. Here in Los Angeles, a friend up the street who grew up in Wisconsin sent over a few names of people from high school, warily and with hesitation, remarking, “Some of these people are really conservative… Trump supporters. Do you want that?” “Yes, yes I do! Very much so!” I said with appreciation.


Over the next several weeks, a list of contacts came together. A pastor in rural Wisconsin, a former businessman in Minnesota, a retired nurse and handyman in Pennsylvania, an artist in Tennessee, another pastor from Missouri. The list got bigger and bigger. Over the coming months, I spent hundreds of hours interviewing dozens of Americans in places with populations from a few hundred to a few thousand.


To compare perspectives across geographic lines, I interviewed some city dwellers too. And to gain a deeper understanding of the sociology and economics of rural America, I interviewed experts on religion, small towns, health economics, education, and social mobility. I also spoke to experts who could provide a deeper knowledge of the macro issues in society. My interviews with ordinary Americans lasted one to two hours, spanning a wide range of questions from “What is your favorite food?” to “Do you believe equality exists in America?” to “What do you value most?” I asked the same set of questions to rural and urban Americans, seeking out not their political allegiances but rather who they were, what they valued, and how they understood themselves, their communities, and their country. I wasn’t interested in their divisions; I was interested in their humanity.


With a number of the Americans I chose to profile in this book, I followed up with additional email and text correspondences and interviews. Almost every person I spoke to offered names of other potential interviewees, and those people offered names, and within a few months I had veritably covered the entire country entirely through the kindness of the good people I had spoken to and bonded with over the phone. These people owed me nothing. They were under no obligation to return the calls or emails some complete stranger had sent.


But, boy, did I learn something about America in the very process of trying to reach Americans. People are really kind. Interviewees took hours out of their day to talk to me and then more time to follow up. They sent me photos of their high school days and their grandkids; they sent their own poetry and book recommendations. One man invited me to visit his farm. A pastor and his wife offered me almost ten potential interviewees. Many of these people thanked me for writing a book devoted to understanding the America they live in, the one that is so often overlooked. “I have hope because of people like you,” said a woman from Kentucky, regarding the future of America.


By and large, I let people speak for themselves. I did not always agree, and sometimes very much disagreed, with their opinions. But it was not my place to cast judgment. My job was to empathize with them and present them as they are, in all of their contradictions. I respected them as I would want my own viewpoints and idiosyncrasies to be respected. I simply want their voices to be heard, these voices and perspectives that do not dominate the headlines or appear in best-selling memoirs. To understand them is to get a deep sense of what America is to many who live here. Through both the questions on quotidian matters and those on larger issues, I found that if I just listened—if I didn’t judge or criticize—that people wanted to talk.


You might think that there is bias built into snowballing, the interview technique I used, which relies on interviewees offering other potential contacts to the researcher. I am sure there is. Equally, however, I found that the diversity of the people I spoke to—by class, race, education, geography, profession, political leanings, and age—would suggest that this group really captured the range of experience in small-town America. I interviewed conspiracy theorists, avid Trump supporters, and socialists in the heart of Kentucky; progressives in Milwaukee; Republicans who I thought were Democrats until halfway through the interview; and a young Black woman who remarked, “I’m going to say it. I’m going to be the Black woman who says America offers a chance for everyone. Because we know what equality is. We will attain it.”


We make a lot of mistakes about people when we know what they look like and how they choose to present themselves. We judge who we think they are, and we don’t bother to listen. We see a man in a MAGA hat, and we assume we know exactly what he stands for. We see a woman in a faded UC Berkeley sweatshirt, and we assume her politics. When all we have is a voice, we are forced to simply listen. For me, hearing dozens of voices through the line and having no preconceived notions about what these people look like and who they might be was an extraordinary strength of my accidental research approach. When I picked up the phone to dial, I did not know the person’s race, age, religion, or political affiliation. These facts emerged as we spoke, as they wanted to tell them to me. And, in listening nonjudgmentally to all of these wonderful people, I heard their voices and their truths.


What did I find? Our descriptions of Americans are woefully inadequate. This observation is especially true for the quiet rural Americans who do not necessarily fit the stereotype of feeling left behind or angry. When I studied the numbers, I found that on most measures—cultural, social, economic—rural America is doing just fine. Of course, not all rural Americans are thriving. But neither are all urban Americans—far from it. Extreme poverty, chronic unemployment, intolerance, and economic and social resentment exist in rural America (and always have), but these problems exist in our cities too. Exceptional places like Appalachia and the Deep South are indeed in trouble, a topic I will go into in more detail in this book.


But by basic measures such as median income, homeownership, inequality, and unemployment, rural America is doing well, despite not being as educated as urban America. Even in that respect, rural America is not completely without college degrees. And while rural America is often thought of as less racially open, the greatest proponents of government support for the Black community are the least educated (both urban and rural), not college-educated city dwellers, as one might presume. Even on measures of culture and values, I found that rural and urban Americans care about the same things, even if they use different language to describe their beliefs.


For example, rural folks may not use the word “environmentalism,” but they care about the land and the earth in real and effective ways. They have their own vegetable gardens and compost piles, and they recycle and buy less stuff. There is just no cultural capital imbued in their environmental behaviors in the same way that such actions might be lauded in our coastal cities. And, according to the data, rural Americans are not necessarily more religious than urban Americans, but religion plays a more important function in their social and cultural lives.


Notably, most rural Americans are not avidly political. They may have voted for Donald Trump, they may have voted for Joe Biden, but rarely did they express extreme political views. And that is true of all of us. As political scientists have observed, only 15 to 20 percent of people are truly politically active, but these active voters’ views dominate headlines and create our sense of a “divided America.”16 Most Americans are not politically strident, and most Americans aren’t interested in a political debate with their in-laws. I found in my interviews that most rural Americans, like most urban Americans, are not highly engaged in politics. They care about their families, they worry about their kids, they vote with their wallets and their core values, and they are not deeply resentful of the coasts. As a whole, my data and my interviews point toward a rural America that is far more content, moderate, and similar in its views on democracy, equality, and family to urban America than so many journalists, politicians, and public intellectuals have claimed. Americans are not so different from one another, after all.


Knowing that America isn’t so polarized along geographic lines challenges us to think differently. I have come to believe that overlooked Americans often represent the best of America. Some are Republican, some are Democrat, it really doesn’t matter—I rarely found much difference in their values, hopes, and views. A die-hard Trump supporter often answered almost identically to a lifelong Democrat on the topics of equality and democracy. While many of the people I interviewed have so much less economically and educationally than many coastal elites, the truth is that plenty of people in this country do not wish to possess what the global meritocratic economy tells them they should. Do not mistake their eschewing of these aspirations for resentment; they are simply living their lives.


Sensational and impassioned rhetoric about a “divided America” and the “culture wars” in fact sows division and exacerbates what differences we do have. Even discussions of the “left behind” among rural Americans obfuscate the complexities within this population. Some may feel left behind, true, but others are standing still. What I came to realize is the “politics of resentment,” to quote the political scientist Cathy Kramer, that has so defined the political dialogue in the post-Obama era, may actually be a politics of contentment. I found that most people are focused on things other than politics: their families, upcoming holidays, paying their bills, their church and faith.


A sense of resentment did not dominate any of my conversations, regardless of the interviewees’ location, occupation, age, or political affiliation. But I knew that many people on the coasts think that rural Americans—and those who voted for Trump—are intolerant, angry “deplorables.”


When I began research for this project, only once—in high school many years ago—had I come across someone who might fit that description. Still, I felt that part of my book should address this issue. I looked everywhere. I interviewed people in the backwoods of Appalachia, in ultraconservative Pennsylvania, and in midwestern towns with populations of less than a thousand. While people held very conservative views and expressed ambivalence toward liberal issues I take for granted, not one person was disrespectful or hateful, even if their views were not mine.


All across America, I met the loveliest, kindest people in the places most vilified by mainstream media and liberal elites. One hundred percent of the Americans I spoke to were decent and thoughtful; they held beliefs that, even when they differed from my own, were almost always understandable. I’m not saying intolerant, deplorable people don’t exist in America. I’m saying I didn’t come across them. And even though hate-filled, racist, homophobic people do exist, and that is an awful thing, these people simply cannot be the dominant group in rural America. We must not have such a low opinion of Americans who live in places that are not home to us, or who hold views different from our own.


The Overlooked Americans will, I hope, help us rethink our views about rural Americans and their relationship to the rest of the nation through data, interviews, and analysis. In other words, I am not trying to convince you of my perspective, but rather I want to share with you what the people in rural America are experiencing and what they are saying about the important issues of our time.


First, I look at how the economic metrics of rural America suggest a place that is far more vibrant and resilient than we think. Compared to many cities, unemployment in rural America is lower, homeownership is higher, and median income is on par.


I also find that rural Americans are less prejudiced, more diverse, and more apolitical than is commonly thought. Through interviewees’ responses to some of the key social, cultural, and political issues of our time—religion, democracy, race-based government aid, same-sex marriage—I will show how rural and urban Americans are far more alike than different. The same can be said about many of their socioeconomic attributes, from homeownership to employment to median income.


Even as rural America is doing well by many measures, the dominant view is that it’s in decline. I will argue that, particularly over the past couple decades, the plight of Appalachia has commanded our attention and distorted our views. Encouraged by sensational books and media, as well as the heartbreaking findings of respectable researchers, we have collectively fixated on a particular place and conflated it with all of rural America. This perspective prevents us from targeting intervention and help toward the people who need it most. The coverage of the opioid epidemic has evolved into poverty porn, creating a caricature of rural America as pathological, instead of encouraging deep engagement with the few states that are suffering. Similarly, rural America is often cast in pop culture and the liberal media as backward and alien from the rest of the nation.


Why does the media, with the encouragement of progressive elites, perpetuate this sense of division? Much of it has to do with three key areas: education, religion, and cultural capital. In these realms, rural America conspicuously deviates from the values of progressive elites, earning their ire. Many already recognize that urban and rural America differ sharply on these points, but our current understanding is still too simplistic. For instance, rural Americans are less educated and less fixated on the meritocratic pipeline for their children. The extent to which this will negatively impact their children is debatable. And while rural Americans are often portrayed as distinctly religious, the fundamental beliefs in family, religion, and community are not so different across the rural-urban divide. Many urban Americans believe in God. Similarly, plenty of rural Americans care about racial equality and environmentalism. However, how these values manifest in our day-to-day lives—our cultural capital—can look very different, which creates an appearance of deep division. Ultimately, the conclusion I’ve reached is that the United States is a far less divided place than our media and politicians would like us to believe.


In recent years, it is true that political battles have raged between conservatives and progressives. Increasingly, extremists on both sides of the aisle dominate political discourse, and in particular, far-right state legislatures and the Supreme Court have decisively reshaped the nation’s laws. Their actions do not necessarily reflect the desires of most Americans. Most Americans are not even politically active, and most are moderates. Across geography and the political spectrum, the majority of Americans are aligned on key issues, even hot-button ones: over half of Americans support a woman’s right to choose and want stronger gun control. Our current Supreme Court, then, is reflective not of a wide swath of our country but rather of a small conservative subset. In order to fully erase the simulacrum of insurmountable fault lines, we must listen to one another, regardless of whether this causes cognitive dissonance or flies in the face of our own beliefs. So long as people are coming from a place of love, not hate, they deserve to be heard.


I’ve learned a lot about our country’s overlooked Americans. But I’ve also learned a lot from them. When you sit down with someone, when you hear them talk about their granddaughter’s death, or the school they are proud to run, or the conflict they feel between progressive worldviews and their deep adherence to scripture, you understand that we are all fundamentally just human beings navigating life. Or, as Barack Obama put it, “Most folks actually are persuadable.… They kind of want the same things. They want a good job. They want to be able to support a family. They want safe neighborhoods.” Even with regard to our country’s biggest issues—such as race and marriage equality—most people are not interested in hurting others. “What they [Americans] are concerned about is not being taken advantage of, or is their way of life and traditions slipping away from them?” President Obama explains. “Is their status being undermined by changes in society? And if you have a conversation with folks, you can usually assuage those fears. But they have to be able to hear you. You have to be able to get into the room.”17


In an interview with journalist Ezra Klein, the writer George Saunders remarked on the current state of division in America. “It was really made dramatically clear to me,” Saunders observed regarding anti-immigration sentiment, “that agitation… was largely a projection that flourishes in the absence of experience.”18 Saunders’s brilliant remark could be applied to many aspects of the current state of America. I, a highly educated liberal living on the West Coast, had much in common with many deeply religious Republicans living in small towns across America. We discovered our similarities once we had the experience of connecting. We laughed together, and they shared their stories, sometimes their pride, sometimes their tears, sometimes deeply personal tragedy. Without the opportunity to speak to people so different from me, I would have assumed a division that perhaps doesn’t exist. Getting into the room with anyone immediately lessens animosity and allows us to see those who are different as human beings. It allows us to find the origin of where they are coming from, to appreciate their perspective. We may not agree with them, but we can understand them.


I got into the metaphorical room with Americans. I had conversations with people, even ones very different from me, without angst. Removed from the divisive rhetoric of today’s politics and media, we didn’t talk about the culture wars; we talked about our lives, our beliefs, our values, and the meaning of America. Very different people, I found, can coexist in our country. Our diversity of opinions and beliefs can be a strength. People who have different views from us need not be vilified. They should be understood. Fundamentally, and most importantly, most people come from a place of love, not hate. For this book, I wanted to get to the truth of America, the deep story. What if there’s another version of America? A story we haven’t told? I needed to find out. So I talked to Americans.


This is their story.
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WE ARE NOT SO DIFFERENT, YOU AND ME


Maybe stories are just data with a soul.


—Brené Brown1


Clay Spencer is a poet and former socialist who lives in rock-ribbed, conservative Clay County, Kentucky, which has voted Republican since the Civil War. In the last presidential election, the county voted almost 90 percent for Trump. Clay is now a registered Democrat who considers himself “leftist,” but, as he puts it, “I don’t much care about the implied binary of that term.” Clay grew up in the small town of Oneida—population 427, in the heart of Appalachia—the son of a pastor who worked at a small Southern Baptist boarding school.


As a young adult, Clay moved away for some years to go to college and explore living in a new place. By the time we first speak in the spring of 2021, he is thirty-two years old and has moved back to Oneida, renting a room at the boarding school. When Clay was twenty-one years old, his father died, and being home allows him a chance to be near his mother, who still works at the school. Clay gets his water from the local spring and rarely turns on the heat, even when it gets cold. While some of these choices are environmental, as a poet working service jobs and more recently as a farmhand to make ends meet, Clay is also financially strapped. When I ask him how he feels about the economy, he is quiet at first. “I don’t think the economy tends to work for most people,” he remarks plainly. “I have a lot of distress and a lot of confusion around questions of economics. The etymology of the word ‘economy’ and the word ‘ecology’ come from the same Greek word ‘eco,’ which is life, and I think we are failing on both counts.” Despite his own clear financial hardship, there is not an ounce of anger or resentment in his remarks, just observation.


Clay goes on, “The way the country is set up is to keep the wealthy at the top and keep the poor poor—that rhetoric of the hardworking American that overlooks things that are tied to it. We don’t have a country that accumulated wealth without slave labor. We have this compounded wealth that is from the sweat of other people, an economy that produces for a few, and there are illusions of movement, promotions, but I don’t think it’s very likely [that someone moves from one class to another].” Clay would know. Five of the nation’s poorest twenty counties are in Kentucky. Clay County is fifteenth, with a median household income of $30,000. To put this figure in context, the US average median household income is almost $70,000. San Francisco’s closes in on $100,000.


Clay and I move from topic to topic, and at times I am so moved by his turn of phrase that I don’t know how to respond. When I ask Clay if he relates to fellow Americans, he simply says, “I certainly do, yes. I can’t imagine not relating to someone who was also a person.” Clay admits his views are “hippieish,” but to me they are more substantiated versions of what my progressive friends in Los Angeles might say. What is remarkable is Clay’s complete lack of resentment to where he is financially and socially. When we spoke, he discussed various books he’d read on economics, his own poetry, and this country’s most pressing political issues. I can’t help but ask him about his views on J. D. Vance’s best-selling memoir Hillbilly Elegy, the story of a small Kentucky town, not too far from Oneida, that describes an angry and dysfunctional community unable to achieve social and economic mobility. Vance, a conservative public intellectual and a newly minted Republican senator from Ohio, narrates the town’s decline and his own coming-of-age story as the son of a drug-addicted mother.


While Vance grew up in a small town in Ohio, his family heralded from a part of Kentucky rife with addiction and poverty and steeped in what Vance describes as a contradictory brew of Appalachian culture: loyalty and belief in America, but also what he characterizes as a pathological resistance to hard work and an endless stream of blame toward others for their impoverished situation. Vance observes that his relatives brought this worldview with them to Butler County, Ohio, a Rust Belt region experiencing very similar problems to those in Appalachia. When his mother checked into rehab, Vance’s grandparents became his caregivers. Ultimately, through his own wits and hard work and his Mamaw’s unrelenting support, he landed at Ohio State University and then Yale Law School, where he felt the deep conflict between his roots and the infinite doors to his future that were suddenly opened.


I ask Clay whether he thought Vance’s book was a fair account of his region. Clay, like my graduate students, was troubled by the book, as were many of his friends. Vance blames individuals’ moral failings and the region’s culture as much as, if not more than, systemic forces for the decline of Appalachia. When it was first published in 2016, the book attained great acclaim for capturing a part of America seemingly misunderstood and forgotten. Vance has since been criticized by many for writing about a place that for most of his later adolescence was not his home but rather somewhere he visited. While Hillbilly Elegy offers some insights into the world of rural southern poverty, Vance arguably lacks true empathy for the people he describes, and he seems unappreciative of the larger social forces that make it difficult for most Appalachians to triumph over intergenerational dysfunction, addiction, and poverty as he did.


I find this missing empathy in Clay. “Appalachians should be telling their own story. Somebody who’s not from the region should not be grabbing the narrative and putting it into the popular narrative of Americans. It’s caused nothing but damage. In this region, there’s a lot more nuance than people give it credit. And the more people tell their stories, [the more] we tend to discover, don’t we? No need to eulogize us. We’re still here.”


Let me back up. For this book, I have spent hours and hours talking to people from Appalachia to San Francisco about their lives. Through this process, I had a list of questions that I went through with everyone to see how people of different ages, locations, income levels, education, and races might answer. While the interviewees and I chatted about all sorts of things—favorite holidays, favorite foods, where they grew up—within these questions was a deep story of their life, belief system, and identity that I was trying to uncover. I wanted to understand how Americans really feel about their fundamental values, each other, and the nation. In particular, I wanted to understand rural Americans. I wanted a peek into the quotidian parts of their lives along with hearing their answers to the big philosophical questions. My sense was that there is a real disconnect between how we Americans view each other and who we really are, and this is perhaps most true in how we see rural Americans.


Clay helps me get closer to the deep story I’m seeking. He is one of many interviewees who disrupt the mainstream ideas about what rural America is and who rural Americans are. Clay County, like much of rural America, is very Republican and predominately non-Hispanic white. Clay County is also far poorer and less educated than most of rural America. Socioeconomically, the town where Clay grew up aligns well with how the media represents rural America. Contrary to our stereotypes, however, Clay is anything but angry, disenfranchised, and reactionary. He speaks sensitively and empathetically about his hometown’s past and future, and he lives an idiosyncratic life. He attests to the diversity and complexity to be found among rural Americans, suggesting that our current scripts about this population are wrong. Thing is, he was but one of many people I interviewed from this part of the world, and none of them fit the caricature. There’s also strong quantitative evidence that suggests rural Americans are far more nuanced than we give them credit.


I have often thought that Americans, regardless of where we live or whom we vote for, get distracted by sensational media headlines and superficial lifestyle differences. Culture is important, but what I am most interested in is our humanity and how we relate to each other when we strip away our agitation and the cultural signifiers. If we can establish a deeper connection, we can get past our differences and find some form of reconciliation and compromise.


A few months after my conversation with Clay, my research took me over five hundred miles north. On an early December day in 2020, I had interviews with two men from Milwaukee, just hours apart. One of the men was a public defender in the city, and the other a radiologist. Both had graduate degrees and were married with children in college. Both were almost fifty years old at the time of the interviews. The person who made these introductions for me “warned” that one of them was a die-hard Republican who had twice voted for President Trump, and that the other was a far-left progressive. Given the politics of my contact, I was fairly certain the warning had to do with the Trump supporter, and I was quite curious as to what he meant. By this time, I had interviewed many Trump supporters and had found them—like almost all of the people I had interviewed—pleasant, respectful, and reasonable.


I asked these two interviewees, Nathan and Mike, the same questions as I did of almost all of my interviewees: their feelings on democracy, equality (and its existence in America), and the role of government, as well as their perspective on a variety of more personal issues such as education, food, and health. Do you feel anyone has a right to marry anyone? I asked. “Yes,” replied Nathan. “Yes,” replied Mike when I asked him several hours later. Mike continued, “I don’t think there’s a lot of people who say, ‘These people shouldn’t be allowed to do this thing.’”


What is your definition of equality? Does it exist in America? “What’s my definition of it?” asked Nathan. “Hmm. Equal opportunities come to my mind. People have similar opportunities presented to them despite their race, gender, orientation, but I certainly don’t think it exists right now, and it’s why I do the work I do, why we live where we live. Striving for equality is a big part of why I live the way I live.” I asked the same question of Mike. “The culture and the country should strive for it,” Mike responded. “In every way that there could be equality there won’t be [complete] equality.… Try to eliminate [inequality], but you will unearth more.”


What is the role of government? Is our government too involved or not involved enough? “I believe in what our Constitution says about the limits that need to be on our government,” explained Nathan. “Allowing us our personal freedoms, that generally the government should stay out of our business.… However, I think it’s important that the government can ensure civil rights, to ensure equality, to strive for that. I want the police out of my business, but I want the government to make it so that people can’t hire in a racist fashion or discriminate in a racist or sexist fashion.” Mike responded, “You know, the government’s role should be making efforts toward equality but staying out of day-to-day life other than to provide the basic necessities: roads, police officers, and schools and social nets. Beyond the basics they should be concentrating on equality and equal opportunity.” Can you guess from these interview responses who is the twice-Trump-supporting Republican and who is the progressive Democrat? I wouldn’t blame you if you can’t, even though we’re conditioned to believe the two men’s responses should be antithetical.


It’s not just people like Clay living in rural America that we get wrong. There is a story in this country that Americans do not see eye to eye on the big stuff. You can divide us by race or religion or geography or income; you can divide us into Republicans and Democrats, conservatives and progressives, the coasts and the middle of America. Supposedly, the country is beset by cultural, social, and political fault lines, and it’s all but impossible to find common ground. This very morning as I sit down to drink a cup of coffee and look at the news, I am barraged by frightening headlines—“We’re Edging Closer to Civil War,” “America’s Anti-Democratic Movement,” “The Upcoming Elections That Could Shake Both Parties”—and this outcry is only the homepage of the New York Times, my favorite newspaper. On Fox News, Newt Gingrich is reporting that Democrats are “paying off” their allies before the midterm “catastrophe.” CNN reports that American democracy may hinge on the 2022 election. The same article goes on to quote Governor Jay Inslee of Washington State, who observes of the 2020 election that “we were one vice president away from a coup.”2 Coup. Catastrophe. Civil war. Democracy, the very essence of our country, is in an acute emergency state, as told by our journalists, public intellectuals, and leaders. Is this Haiti? Sudan? Syria? No, it’s the United States of America, and to use the same terms for our country that are used to describe war-torn nations with tyrannical governments is an offense to the latter.


Americans are still free to protest nonviolently, and for all the political turmoil of recent years, this is still their preferred tactic. Whether demonstrating against the Supreme Court’s recent ruling on abortion or in support of Black Lives Matter, whether lobbying for gun rights or nonviolently protesting the Biden administration, people are free to express their dissatisfaction in the streets, to pen essays and opinion pieces, and to organize political groups. Americans mobilize. They get excited about winning the midterms. There may be schadenfreude when an opposing politician is mired in scandal or an incumbent loses to an upstart from the other party, but it’s not civil war.


And yet sensational stories about the end of democracy or an imminent civil war appear daily. These stories often rely on misleading tactics. The polling approach often used by mainstream outlets has its own bias in the methodology. These surveys often use either “binary choice” (yes/no) or “forced choice” (scales of agreeing or disagreeing) questions, which may create ostensibly unambiguous findings but not uncover the variation in how people actually feel.3 Responding that you perceive “no threat at all” to the future of democracy—a political system known to be messy, difficult, and volatile—would be a naive answer in the best of times. The newspapers and institutions who do the polling may also have a vested interest in producing clear majority and minority responses to hot-button issues.4


The media—motivated by clickbait and profits—popularizes the story of a besieged country under threat. Peddling the sensational idea that America is on the brink of social collapse attracts readers and, in turn, revenue, a far more lucrative approach than acknowledging that America is both rife with difference and tied together by long-standing norms and values. The media is not maliciously motivated or bent on deepening social division, but is rather highly responsive to a changing landscape. Traditional media outlets must now compete with social media, blogs, and YouTube, where disinformation and misinformation often spread.5 In order to attract eyeballs in this crowded marketplace, larger media institutions adopt sensationalism. Indeed, both traditional and social media contribute to a sense of crisis and division in America and shape information through their own bias.


These tactics do our democracy a deep disservice. Americans are increasingly fatigued by the media putting us on high alert.6 Day after day, week after week, the average Monday morning brings the distressing headlines I mentioned. We should not be surprised that Americans are tired and skeptical, or that they have lost faith that the government and the media will tell them a fair and balanced story.7 As the psychologist Steven Pinker points out, if Americans do read the news—which is almost always reporting a crisis—they feel negative and a sense of doom.8 Many Americans have become desensitized to alarming headlines, even as the media they consume pushes them to be more pessimistic about our government.9 And yet, these feelings do not translate toward their fellow countrymen.


In a 2015 New York Review of Books conversation between then president Barack Obama and the Pulitzer Prize–winning writer Marilynne Robinson, the two great thinkers lament the impact of our politics and media on the nature of democracy. But they equally ask us to recognize that our system of government is worthy of respect and praise. As Obama remarks, “When I was growing up, if the President had spoken to the country, there were three stations, and you know, every city had its own newspaper and they were going to cover that story and that would last for a couple of weeks.” Obama observes that the twenty-four-hour news cycle and emphasis on sensationalism creates a sense of despair because this is the type of news that sells. “I believe it creates a pessimism about the country because all those quiet, sturdy voices… they’re not heard. It’s not interesting to hear a story about some good people in some quiet place that did something sensible and figured out how to get along.”


Robinson notes that when the United States was founded, democracy was not taken for granted. It was thought to be a great achievement. “You know, it wasn’t simply the most efficient modern system,” she observes. “It was something that people collectively made, and that they understood they held it together by valuing it… the human respect… it sort of compounds itself in a respect for the personified achievement of a democratic culture, which is a hard thing.” Robinson then goes on to explain that so many other countries have failed to achieve a democratic political system. “I think one of the things we have to realize and talk about is that we cannot take it for granted,” she concludes. “It is a main thing that we remake continuously.”


Robinson’s words are wise, and they reveal how important it is to be conscious citizens of our country. I believe many people share her view of the United States. Not a single person I spoke to was truly scared that democracy might be lost, and nor did they want it to be. No one spoke poorly of others who had different viewpoints than theirs. They valued our political system and their fellow citizens.


This revelation starts with a single question. I asked my interviewees—rural and urban alike: What does democracy mean to you? Time and time again, they shared a similar vision. “I guess just empowering people to have a decision in choices, and things that happen in their life and an ability to effect change,” said one college-educated woman from Pennsylvania. “I would say living with your freedoms… being able to vote, and [choosing] who you want to represent you,” said a high-school-educated man from the same state. “Living in a nation where we can make our own choices. The government is of the people and for the people,” responded a pastor from Missouri. “The right to speak your values and beliefs and vote for who you want as your leader,” explained a PhD-educated woman from San Francisco. “Multiple opinions coming to a majority consensus,” summed up a young woman from Houston. “I think of it as everybody has a choice, everybody has a vote, everyone mattering,” said a single mom in Appalachia. “Where everyone gets a fair say with decision-making, to some extent.… People should help make decisions for the country and to have the freedom to have free speech and practice any religion, without being persecuted,” explained a neurologist from Memphis. “I am trying to get all of the media influences out of my head. What democracy is? Could it be as simple as one person, one vote?” observed a tech executive from Berkeley. What struck me was, despite how different these people are from one another, their answers are similar. People believe in the same basic functions of government and importance of equality and democracy, irrespective of where they live, their education, or occupation.


The same held true when I asked my interviewees about a “divided America.” I asked several questions to get at people’s perceptions of national cohesion: Do you believe Americans have a shared sense of values?, Do you feel left behind?, Do you feel you relate to fellow Americans, particularly those who live in totally different places?, and finally, The media has said our country has “two Americas.” Is that a statement you believe? While I listened to folks answer these questions in various ways, one thing was clear: whatever division they perceived in America, they did not feel divided from other Americans. Yes, some people believed that America was divided—almost all the urban, educated interviewees and about half of the rural ones—but they didn’t blame their fellow Americans. Many instead pointed to the media for fostering and amplifying a sense of division. Others blamed increasing class inequality, Washington dysfunction, and self-interested politicians. Rarely was an unkind word spoken of other citizens. Even as my new friends worried that the country was fracturing, they felt they could relate to one another as human beings. As Clay Spencer in Kentucky put it, “Being American is enough of a specificity that we had something in common that we could relate to.” The media and politicians insist the country is acutely divided, but most of my interviewees still felt they could empathize with other Americans and find common ground.


For the most part, the people I interviewed also didn’t feel particularly left behind. As a man from Missouri who asked to remain anonymous remarked, “The truth is, Elizabeth, we don’t feel left behind. We want to be left alone.” He meant by the government and the media, which he felt encroached on his way of life. People weren’t angry with other ordinary Americans. If they did feel alienated, it was because they resented the giant political machine of Washington, which felt beyond their control and yet dictated their lives. Even those I spoke with who were largely comfortable with their situation saw Washington and politics as far removed from their daily experience.


In fact, both the educated coastal elites and those in the smallest of rural towns shared a belief that they could relate to one another. Barring the rare indecisive response, almost everyone shared this sentiment. One Harvard-educated schoolteacher from Berkeley put it like this: “We spent two weeks in Tennessee, and we were at this trampoline park every day, and while we were there talking to a lot of parents [who were very different from parents back in Berkeley]. It’s so interesting because [despite this], I feel like there were a lot of points of connection. I felt there were a bunch of moms I met [and] we could have been friends had I actually lived in that area.” This woman’s observations were not unique. The sense I got from all of my interviewees was that, irrespective of differences, when they talked with others, they could easily find connections.


These interviews aligned with what large-scale studies of American society, such as the University of Chicago’s General Social Survey (GSS), reveal.10 Established in 1972, the GSS collects data on American attitudes, opinions, and beliefs on topics from race to mobility to morality. Year after year, the GSS allows researchers to study what Americans of different ages, races, income levels, and residences think of a variety of topics. Using the most recent data available (2018) and incorporating earlier years as necessary (some questions are not asked every year), I was able to get a wide and deep sense of Americans’ views on many important topics.11 Taking a look at the GSS responses, I found that rural America differs dramatically from our perception of it, and that rural and urban Americans share a lot of common ground with regard to our most pressing social and political issues.


Consider the responses to questions regarding democracy and the US government. Americans are not disillusioned with democracy. However, they are disillusioned with our government, and this sentiment is not specific to rural or urban folks. Approximately 47 percent of urban and 44 percent of rural respondents to the GSS had “hardly any” confidence in the executive branch. Forty-two percent of those surveyed, across geographies, had “only some” confidence in the executive branch. Similar responses can be found in questions directed toward the legislative branch: 48 percent of urban and 44 percent of rural respondents had “hardly any” confidence in it, while 43 percent and 47 percent of urban and rural respondents, respectively, had “only some” confidence. Put another way, of the urban- and rural-dwelling Americans surveyed in the GSS, only roughly 12 percent and 9 percent, respectively, had “a great deal of confidence” in the executive and legislative branches. Incidentally, while half of rural and urban Americans had “only some” confidence in the Supreme Court, the second-most popular response for both groups was “a great deal” of confidence in the Supreme Court, with 30 percent of urban and 23 percent of rural respondents supportive of the judicial branch.


Despite their misgivings about the government itself, reflected in both my interviews and the GSS, most Americans are proud of their democracy and feel that it more or less works. Almost 50 percent of respondents overall are “somewhat proud” of American democracy. About a quarter of both urban and rural respondents are “very proud” of American democracy. Only 2 percent of urban and 1 percent of rural respondents feel democracy works “very poorly” in America (5 percent and 3 percent of urban and rural respondents, respectively, think it works “very well”). On a scale of zero to ten, with zero being “very poorly” and ten being “very well,” most people answered the question of how well democracy works in America with a five, six, seven, or eight.
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In total, these results indicate that three-quarters of our country feels pretty good about our system of government and well over half feel that democracy is more or less working, even as most Americans do not feel positively toward the institutions that run the government itself. The same was true of many of my interviewees’ remarks around democracy. They still believe in it.


Regardless of where they are from, the people I interviewed also believe in equality and do not believe it exists in America. Racial discrimination was the most frequently mentioned example of how the United States remains unequal for some. When I ask, What is your definition of equality? Does it exist in America?, the majority of people respond similarly to Craig from Iowa and Denise from Kentucky: people should be treated equally, but often are not, especially on matters of race. “I guess I go back to all men are created equal and should be able to succeed. Hope and pray they do, but unfortunately some people don’t. No, [it] doesn’t exist. Some is what we inherit. I inherited a great deal, and there’s all kinds of discrimination,” says Craig, with resignation in his voice. “Well, I would think of it as everybody being treated the same, judged by the same standards,” Denise explains. “I think there’s still a lot of people who do not get treated equally, maybe because of their skin color.”


Other interviewees are acutely aware of the racism and inequality they’ve witnessed in their own lives, and they discuss their efforts to combat it, hearkening back even to childhood. “When I was in high school, my dad hired a Black boy,” says a Republican businessman from Missouri who asked to remain anonymous. “A cross was burned in our front yard,” he explains. “I grew an Afro to relate to my Black brothers, and by the time I graduated a Black boy was elected to class president.… I’ve seen [racism] firsthand. I see the tremendous progress we’ve made, but I still see the darkness.” For most people, the issues of racial discrimination are straightforward. Their worldview rejects racism, and they find it to be an ongoing scourge in our country. For others, race relations are more complicated and introduce uncomfortable viewpoints with no clear solution.


“For all people to be treated equally, period,” Shannon responds when I ask her for her definition of equality. “I believe that there’s a lot of people who want [equality] to exist. I do believe the media is doing everything in its power to destroy it.” Shannon is from Manchester, Kentucky, where she lives with her husband and two of their three kids in a mobile home. While still a small community, the town has grown almost 75 percent since 2010, and today it boasts a population of 2,195. The average house value is $83,704 (compared to almost $300,000 for the United States), and household income is about $35,000, 45 percent less than the national average.12 Shannon was born and raised in Manchester along with her seven brothers. Twice divorced, she lives with her third husband, his child from a previous marriage (whom she recently adopted), and her son from a previous marriage—all part of her big, blended, cohesive family.


I met Shannon through a sinuous route that started in New York City and then traveled through Missouri and finally to Kentucky, where I met Denise, from Oneida. She suggested Shannon, a woman from her church who lived a town over, as a good person to interview. Denise expressed quite liberal views despite the conservative nature of where she lived, and she noted that Shannon might offer a different perspective than her own.


In our first conversation of many, Shannon and I discuss some hot-button issues. Like many rural folks, she has a thoughtful and layered answer to the question of equality, which almost always coincides in my interviews with a discussion of race. She believes the media has made race relations worse. Perhaps more importantly, she personally has never viewed people through the lens of race, and, by extension, has not judged people for the color of their skin. “I have a very specific answer,” Shannon elaborates on her initial response. “Here in Manchester, there were no differences ever made between Black and white. My best friend when I was growing up was Black. I didn’t even know he was Black. We are all the same.”


Shannon then goes on to describe a recent personal incident as evidence of her resentment toward the media. “[Louisville, Kentucky] is where Breonna Taylor was killed. What happened was that media is blowing it up. My friend, Black friend from Louisville, deleted me on Facebook because of my political views.” Shannon is angry. She sees the media as wrongly framing race relations as political and, in particular, as fostering a negative view of Donald Trump, for whom she voted. “She looked at my Twitter page and it has my little girl singing happy birthday to President Trump and that’s why she deleted me. I supported Trump, and media has made him look bad. And that is why she deleted me.” Shannon explains that she feels the media had so negatively portrayed Trump that, as racial tensions heated up in the summer of 2020, anyone associated with him was unfairly seen as contributing to racial injustice and unrest. In her view, until the media began to frame Trump supporters as racist, she had got along well with people of all races, and she felt she had never really considered how race distinctions had shaped her own life. From Shannon’s perspective, the media was responsible for political polarization and tense race relations.


Jason, a white Mormon man, shared a similar view. Jason grew up very poor in the South but as an adult became a successful and well-off nurse anesthetist. At the time I interviewed him, he was living and working in small-town Pennsylvania, married with three boys. He subsequently moved to the Midwest to a community with a bigger Mormon presence, where he felt he could better raise his kids. “I lived in California for a couple of years, in Orange County. I was out there for two years and we lived with members of the congregation. I saw some of the richest people in my life,” Jason says. “I grew up in Memphis, Tennessee.… I actually grew up on the wrong side of the tracks. Poor, school was 90 percent Black. Biggest shock moving to PA was going to a place where everyone was white. I didn’t understand how Black people were a minority. Most common statement [I hear from people], ‘There is still a lot of racism in the South.’” At this point Jason pauses, almost incredulous. “And here I’m talking to someone in a place where there are three Black people and I’m like, ‘How many Black people have you even spoken to in your life?’ So that was a big wake-up for me. It was kind of offensive for me.”


Jason carries on, and I listen intently. I see how his experience could make him feel confused and angry. “A big thing [with the 2008 election] was if you didn’t vote for Obama you were racist. But in Memphis, it was [also accepted that] I could just not want to vote for Obama but that doesn’t make me racist. In California, this dawned on me. Y’all have no clue what racism really is.… A couple, who are college professors who are pretty liberal, we were talking and [I tell them that] my best friend growing up is a Black guy, and [the professor’s] comment was, ‘Wow, your best friend was Black? Wow, that must have been really neat!’” Jason pauses. I can imagine him shaking his head. “Neat? It was normal.”


Jason goes on to describe the rest of that conversation. The professor laments the lack of diversity in her hometown, which houses the university where she teaches. Jason, laughing, tells me what he was thinking as he spoke to her: “You have no idea what you are talking about.… You don’t even have a friend that is Black.” I feel embarrassment for my fellow academic. I can see the Saturday Night Live skit of the naive progressive, well-meaning but also painfully out of touch. I know people like her. They are plentiful in my liberal Los Angeles neighborhood, which is also almost 100 percent white and smattered with “In This House, We Believe” signs, even though so many people who display them rarely, if ever, face the grievances these signs purportedly stand against: racism, xenophobia, Islamophobia, classism, transphobia. I support equality for all too. Yet, I realize these signs are fundamentally performative, meant to signal the virtue of their owner. Almost none of us white, well-to-do, overly educated liberals have ever faced any of these forms of discrimination, and few of us actively challenge them in our own lives. We don’t know what it feels like to be Jason, and we don’t know what it feels like to be Black.


Jason continues, “I do believe racism is alive and well, but I’ll be honest, racism is a double-edged sword.” I brace myself for what he might say, feeling my own liberal hackles coming up. “I have been on the other end of this. I had a girlfriend who broke up with me because I was white. I’ve been jumped. I had a friend who, when I went to his house and when they saw I was white, I was never allowed back. I experienced [this] too. I grew up and became a rich white man and lost my ability to have an opinion. I was raised in Memphis in a low-income place, and I could have opinions. I’m the first college-educated person in my family, and yet now because I’m a rich, educated white man I can’t speak. I don’t have a right to my opinion.”


I struggle with these conversations. I am gaining an understanding of where Shannon’s and Jason’s perspectives come from, but I feel really ambivalent. I can hear Jason’s frustration with what he thinks is a complicated—and at times hypocritical—dynamic. Shannon does not appear overtly racist and resents that she’s been caught up in what she sees as a politically charged tidal wave. I understand they feel they have experienced unfair judgment and lost friends as a result of tense race relations. It’s hard, however, writing in the era of Black Lives Matter with increased awareness of police brutality against minorities, to truly believe that anyone who is not Black can identify with the extent of discrimination and prejudice directed toward this population.


As I am trying to make sense of these responses, I share my results and thoughts with my doctoral student Greg. A few days later, he sends me a recent article in the Atlantic by the novelist and essayist Danzy Senna, who also happens to be a colleague of mine at the University of Southern California. In her article “Robin DiAngelo and the Problem with Anti-racist Self-Help,” Senna is frustrated with how many well-meaning, educated, liberal white people are preoccupied with race in ways that do not help anyone, except perhaps themselves. “How we have wished that white people would leave us out of their self-preoccupied, ham-fisted, kindergarten-level discussions of race,” writes Senna, who is Black, part Irish, and part Afro-Mexican. In particular, she takes aim at Robin DiAngelo, the white woke evangelist and author of White Fragility and Nice Racism, and Courtney Martin, who had just published Learning in Public, her memoir of being a white, privileged liberal who sends her child to an academically failing, predominantly Black public school in Oakland, California, in a guilt-ridden attempt to create social change. For Senna, these writers appear unable to see nuance or any positivity in current race relations. “Interracial worlds, friendships, marriages—Black and white lives inextricably linked, for good and for bad, with racism and with hope—are all but erased,” Senna writes.13 Smoothing over the complexities of race relations, she explains, including being blind to or suppressing the positive, was not bettering society.


This is a point that April Simpson, a Black writer for the Pew Charitable Trust, makes in her report “Why Rural America Is Joining the Movement for Black Lives.” “Those who study or live in rural America know that residents’ lives are intertwined across races,” Simpson writes. “Families may have lived among each other for generations.” There is something quite profound in what Senna and Simpson describe, and it captures what I believe Jason and Shannon are expressing.


For me, what is heartening about these conversations is that, to the best of their ability, Shannon and Jason are trying to find ways to understand the experience of others. They acknowledge the existence of racism and inequality, expressing that they do not want racial divides in their own lives. They appear, philosophically and emotionally, on the right side of things. Many people are in fact coming from the same position of a desire for racial equality, for open and caring relationships across racial lines. Yet, the solutions favored by different parts of society are almost antithetical to one another.


Research on contemporary rural views on racial issues highlights the complexity of race in the region. A 2022 Social Science Quarterly article by Justin Curtis finds that the protests following the death of George Floyd did very little to change rural respondents’ views of the police and their attitudes toward reparations, while having only a muted effect on racial prejudice, even as the country as a whole became less supportive of police, more attuned to discrimination toward Black people, and more in favor of reparations. This is somewhat surprising given that social justice protests in the wake of Floyd’s murder could be found across the country, including in rural towns. Curtis speculates that part of this unchanged view is due to the fact that rural folks perceived the protests as urban and progressive, so their attitudes may not have been a rejection of the cause so much as a rejection of its origin.14 “On the one hand, rural respondents may have been likely to have lower favorability of the police after the death of George Floyd because this example of police brutality would resonate with rural communities that may be more resistant to a powerful state,” writes Curtis. “On the other hand, rural respondents may have viewed the social and political movement that emerged in response to Floyd’s death as an urban movement to be resisted, and so they may express higher levels of support for the police.”


In April Simpson’s report on rural America, she offers another explanation. She observes that small-town social justice protests occurred everywhere. Nationwide, people in rural America showed their support for Black people and demonstrated that they are concerned about discrimination. But, Simpson explains, many of them had personal relationships with law enforcement and did not necessarily know how to square their support for racial justice with their friendships with police. “Unlike their urban counterparts, members of the local police force are often neighbors. People may know where the sheriff likes to grab lunch. Some have his cellphone number in their phones. Locals know which officers they can build a relationship with and which to avoid,” writes Simpson. “Close relationships among local law enforcement, public officials and one another make the rural response to Floyd’s killing uniquely personal.” And yet, many rural folks showed up to protests in their hometowns (despite threats from residents who attempted to stop them). Importantly, these events did not draw outsiders from cities or elsewhere. People within rural towns protested out of their own desire to do so. One interviewee in Simpson’s article called this “a civic engagement awakening.”15 This may very well have been true for many rural communities. Still, it cannot be ignored that, even if rural Americans are more supportive of Black Lives Matter than progressives might have thought, there is far less support than one would find in cities.16


The GSS findings mostly concur with this research and with my interviews, but they offered some surprises as well. On issues of race and gender, urban and rural respondents do not offer wildly different views, despite the preconception that rural areas are far more discriminatory than cities. In fact, on some issues, rural Americans, particularly the least educated, are the most supportive of policies addressing inequality based on race and gender.


When it comes to Americans’ feelings about government support for the Black community, education, not geography, is most associated with the responses. Surprisingly, the greatest proponents of government support for the Black community are the least educated—that is, those without a high school education—both urban and rural, not the educated and urban, as the current cultural climate might suggest. Of educated Americans, more rural folks than city dwellers support aid for the Black community. The biggest difference within an educational group is that of high school graduates, where urban respondents are more likely than rural ones to support such aid. More generally, those with only a high school degree are the least supportive of government aid for the Black community and are the least supportive of any race-based intervention.
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More generally, the majority of those surveyed by the GSS felt something needed to be done to improve equality. Both urban and rural respondents believe “too little” is being done to “improve conditions for Blacks.” A quarter of both urban and rural Americans feel “close to Blacks” and 20 percent of rural Americans (versus 16 percent of urban Americans) “strongly support” “preference in hiring Blacks.” While only 10 percent of rural Americans answer the question “Should government aid Blacks?” with “Government should help Blacks,” the results for urban Americans are surprisingly low, too, at just 17 percent. A quarter of both urban and rural Americans “strongly favor” a relative marrying a Black person. These questions were asked of all survey respondents, irrespective of their own race.


Similarly, when looking at policies directed toward racial equity, responses are largely similar across geographies, with rural folks and the least educated being the most supportive. Overall, 40 percent of urban and rural folks without a high school degree, urban inhabitants with just a high school degree, and rural inhabitants with a bachelor’s or above do not believe affirmative action hurts white people. While educated urban residents are the least concerned about the impact of affirmative action on them, their socioeconomic position is far more secure than those who are largely uneducated, for whom any perceived preferential treatment may appear as a threat.


Notably, the majority of Americans, regardless of education or geography, are not supportive of preferential hiring for Black people. For example, 63 percent of educated urban residents and 72 percent of educated rural respondents oppose or strongly oppose preferential hiring for Black people. But even though this idea is unpopular overall, at almost 40 percent, the most likely group to support or strongly support such a policy is rural residents without a high school degree.
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I found these results bewildering. As the political and cultural narrative in this country goes, the most educated are the most likely to support minorities, and the least educated, particularly those living in rural communities, are the most likely to be wary of preferential treatment of anyone. Progressive, socially liberal politics are conventionally associated with the urban educated. As research suggests, not only does education encourage more tolerance, but it often gives people—through college courses and books—insights into historical discrimination and the policies that might help rectify it.17 And yet we find that on affirmative action, most of the groups surveyed feel largely the same level of support. On the issue of preferential hiring and aiding the Black community, it is in fact the least educated groups, including those in rural locales, that are the most supportive, defying stereotypes of our rural population but confirming what my own experience told me to be true. Yet, I remained perplexed. In my urban, educated enclave, everyone seemed to be supportive of practices and policies that lifted up minority groups. There was a widespread belief that rural America was less on board with these efforts.


It turns out that the relationship between education and tolerance is not as straightforward as many believe. In her classic article on racial tolerance “General and Applied Tolerance: Does Education Increase Commitment to Racial Integration?” Mary Jackman finds that more education is linked to higher abstract support of racial integration but lower support of applied policy. Using a broad category of “support integration” as the abstract proxy and “government action” (for example, busing) as the applied proxy, Jackman sets out to see how tolerance and education are linked, and the extent to which they predict support for actual racial integration policy, or what she calls the “democratic norm of tolerance.” As Jackman remarks, true tolerance is possessing negative feelings for a group—immigrants, Black people, women—and yet still supporting a positive policy toward them. To that end, Jackman finds that “the relationship between education and policy orientation is considerably weaker rather than stronger as one moves from general principles to more specific policies.” Put another way, once an abstract notion of integration becomes a policy that may affect the educated person’s life, a type of NIMBYism emerges.


But Jackman doesn’t stop with the educated. She finds a curious link between lack of education and tolerance, which may explain the seemingly contradictory results I found in my analysis of the GSS. Unlike the educated subjects, those with the least education do not have a preference for abstract or applied policy on racial integration. If anything, the least educated lean toward more support for applied policy. Over the three time periods Jackman studied between 1964 and 1973, there was no difference in support for applied policy between the educated and uneducated. In fact, Jackman found in 1964 that those with only a grade school education who had “cold feelings” toward Black people were still more supportive than those with a high school or college education of government action to support African Americans. After considering and dismissing various possible flaws in questions and the reliability of respondents, Jackman concludes, “Increasing years of education lead to a greater familiarity with the appropriate democratic position on racial integration but not a stronger commitment on racial integration.” Jackman suggests that “the well-educated are more likely to have genuinely ‘learned’ abstract democratic principle, but that learning is relatively superficial.… Formal education can produce citizens who have more knowledge, skills and worldly sophistication but it does not seem to instill a deeper commitment to the democratic norm of tolerance.”18


Jackman’s research is backed up by more recent studies. A 2003 Pew study found not dissimilar contradictions between support of the abstract notion of equity versus its application. While well over half of people surveyed supported affirmative action and efforts to increase the numbers of Black people and minorities in college, support dropped to just 24 percent when asked if they should be given preferential treatment. A 2019 Pew survey found that while 75 percent of people supported taking racial and ethnic diversity into account, 72 percent oppose giving preference to Black Americans in hiring and promotion practices.19 In both of these more recent studies, the results corroborate Jackman’s finding that society values helping minorities in theory, but people are less supportive when that aid becomes more concrete and may directly impact them.20


In his 2018 book Whiteshift, University of London professor Eric Kaufmann finds that the biggest differences are not around the policies themselves but rather the extent to which a particular group finds a policy to be either racist or helpful. Part of what he observes is the shrinking of the once-dominant ethnic white majorities in the West, what he calls “whiteshift.” In the United States (and the United Kingdom), this decline of the white majority can explain some of the rise of populist movements and the polarization we see in the electorate. But Kaufmann argues that the animosity arising from these demographic shifts is not only about race but also about what these changes mean for the historically dominant group. In an interview with the New Yorker, Kaufmann remarks that “it’s about attachment to one’s own group rather than hatred of other groups. This is an important distinction.”21 As such, policies that involve race and ethnicity are received differently depending on where one’s identity is found. “The country is not divided by racial conflict, but by conflict over racial ideology,” writes Kaufmann. He notes that white liberals tend to be the most self-loathing, embracing what he calls the “anti-white ideology of the cultural left.” For this group, being white is not a part of their identity but rather symbolic of the structural and historical oppression directed toward minorities, and they wish to correct for their whiteness.


By extension, Kaufmann argues that educated, white respondents are acutely sensitive to racial dynamics, sometimes even more so than the very minority groups who would be most affected. Case in point, Kaufmann finds that white liberals are the most likely to view the proposed wall between the United States and Mexico as racist. Ninety-one percent of white Hillary Clinton voters with a graduate degree saw the wall as racist, while less than half of minority voters agreed. Fifty-five percent of minorities felt that the wall was in their racial self-interest. Similarly, a full 83 percent of white Clinton supporters believed that diversity makes America better, while just 54 percent of Black people and 46 percent of Hispanics agreed.22 This data suggests what both Jackman and, many decades later, Danzy Senna have observed through different lenses. White, educated people are very good at knowing what they should care about and how they should feel about certain issues, even if research suggests that they resist the application of policies addressing social injustice. Many have gone so far as to argue that liberal cultural capital rests on being perceived as progressive, woke, and anti-racist—a very different set of identity attributes than those valued by other Americans.


If education and city dwelling didn’t drive positive support for racially tolerant policies, I wondered if some of the responses on the GSS were dependent on the race of the person being asked. Curious, I went back to the GSS and studied responses by race. It turns out that urban support for many racial policies was driven by Black and minority responses. In fact, any increased urban support for such policies compared to rural responses was not due to the white urban population. Consider the case of preferential hiring for Black people. When we look at urban support or opposition as a whole, we see that 26.6 percent of all urban respondents are supportive, while 66.3 percent are opposed. Rural numbers are 19.3 percent and 70.6 percent, respectively. When these responses are studied by race, white support is less than the aggregate support, and minority support is markedly higher. The same general trend can be seen with regard to the question on whether the government should aid the Black community.


Two findings stuck out to me in this analysis: First, was the extent to which race drives people’s responses to these questions. At first blush, it appears that urban America is more open-minded and supportive of equity initiatives, but these surveys uncover that Black and minority responses are particularly influential in determining the urban statistics. In other words, minority respondents reside in urban areas at higher rates than they do in rural ones, and they tend to be more supportive of racially tolerant policies than average (which is unsurprising given their lived experience). Second, and perhaps more important for the topic at hand, was that when white Americans are looked at in isolation, rural white Americans do not provide significantly different responses to these questions than white Americans who live in cities. In some instances, rural whites and rural minorities share almost identical responses. Case in point: exactly 34 percent of rural whites and rural minorities believe affirmative action is “not very likely” to hurt whites (white and minority people in cities have a much greater difference between their responses). It may indeed be true that everyone should be more invested in equity policies, but singling out rural America as the root of racism in the country is unhelpful and inaccurate.


In spite of these findings, I still couldn’t square the various contradictions in the research. My interviews and the GSS point to a more open rural America when it comes to issues of race, particularly race-based policy. As I researched for this book, however, I also came across articles that suggested rural America was not as on board with Black Lives Matter as urban America. And despite good people like Jason, Denise, and Shannon, some research suggests that minorities experience more racial and ethnic intolerance in rural America than in urban America.23


During this time, I came across the article “Historical Roots of Implicit Bias in Slavery,” from the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, written by three psychologists. To study the extent to which historical structural racism influences current people’s implicit biases, the psychologists looked at places with large enslaved populations in 1860. These areas in the South were more resistant to mandates to end slavery and consequently established Jim Crow laws, which formally discriminated against Black people through schools, housing, and other public means, a legacy that lasted through the middle of the twentieth century until the establishment of the Voting Rights Act and Civil Rights Act. Structural outcomes as a result of Jim Crow created an environment of racial inequality and bias. Unsurprisingly, the authors find that in these places with a deep history of slavery, there is greater pro-white and anti-Black implicit bias among white people and less pro-white bias among Black people. Discrimination was built into the environment of these places and remained a part of life long after formal discrimination mechanisms were banned. “Consistent with our hypothesis,” the authors write, “counties and states with a higher proportion of their populations enslaved in 1860 had greater anti-Black implicit bias among White residents.”
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What is interesting is that they find no implicit bias among whites living in places with current Black populations but lacking a history of slavery. “The same inequalities that cue stereotypes in the mind of White respondents may cue discrimination in the minds of Black residents,” the authors observe. If the historical context of a place is less discriminatory, the authors argue, then it is less likely for such cues to emerge. White people may be less likely to form racist stereotypes and Black people may be less wary that they will be discriminated against because that context was never historically present. In short, people respond to their immediate environment and form perceptions as a result. “Practically speaking, these results suggest that in efforts to remediate implicit bias, more attention should be given to modifying social environments as opposed to changing the attitudes of individuals.”


While explicit bias has declined over the years, implicit bias remains a widespread phenomenon.24 Explicit bias is overt and exhibits prejudice or favoritism. Implicit bias is far more subtle and involves the forming of opinions or judgments toward someone due to their skin color, sexuality, or gender without even being conscious of it. Implicit bias is a perpetual problem even for those who actively reject prejudice. Implicit bias is not always obvious in day-to-day life, but it is easy to uncover through cognition tests of “mental associations triggered automatically on thinking about social groups,” rather than, say, vocalizing one’s opinion.


But, the authors argue, people are often implicitly biased as a result of social environments, and their feelings may be fleeting. “For any individual, activated biases may be idiosyncratic and ephemeral,” they write. “However, implicit bias operates like the ‘wisdom of crowds’ phenomenon, in which independently assessed knowledge, when aggregated, tends to be more accurate than the partial knowledge of any individual.” The authors call this “bias of crowds.” Some of this bias can be cultural—ways of behaving, what constitutes accepted social capital—and some can be structural, representing historical legacies of discrimination.25 But these streams of implicit bias overlap. Your social capital may be a function of your socioeconomic position or the color of your skin. Thus, what appear to be cultural differences have generational impacts on those who are excluded from the larger cultural and social hegemony.


While this article was not written about rural America, I came to think of it as a lens through which to understand the conflicting data on rural racial views. My interviewees and the GSS data suggested that rural Americans have more open and less racially biased views than is generally thought, but perhaps implicit bias exists in the rural environment in a way that is not fully clear to its residents. This is likely a reasonable observation about much of humanity. As I conducted my interviews and research for this book, I kept in mind that, while my interviewees were not explicitly racially biased, they may have been implicitly biased. The goal of my research was not to tease out implicit bias, and it was hard for me to truly gauge its presence in the people to whom I spoke.


Even with this limitation in mind, it is clear to me that rural people are sensitively aware and concerned with matters of race. From my hours of conversation with this population, I have come to intimately understand that many rural Americans are much more open-minded than those on the coasts perceive them to be. Rural Americans are not the hard-nosed, ignorant, and intolerant caricatures portrayed by countless books and movies. Awful, bigoted people exist in all sorts of places, I am sure, but sensational journalism makes us think that more of those people exist than actually do and that they typically reside in our small towns. Support for racially tolerant policies is not strongly tied to geography but rather to race and education. What’s more, when you speak to them, most Americans express support and hope for racial equality. The difference is not the goal but rather the path to get there. What I’ve found talking to my fellow Americans, rural and urban, is that there is an enormous amount of empathy out there among all of us. We shouldn’t forget that.


This is even more true for religious tolerance. While I did not interview people specifically on their views about other religions, the GSS captures these opinions. On the whole, most people do not exhibit religious intolerance or discrimination: 82 percent of urban and 67 percent of rural respondents have a neutral to very positive attitude toward Muslims. While there are some negative views toward Muslims, Hindus, and atheists, this negativity is in the minority. Negative attitudes toward these faiths may be due to ethnic associations with the 9/11 attacks (a source of Islamophobia) and, in rural America, the smaller populations of these religious groups in predominantly Christian towns.26 These possibilities are not excuses but rather possible explanations for what the data revealed. Overall, there was little bias for any religion other than in favor of Christianity, which I suspect is due to the overwhelming Christian affiliation of most Americans. Despite these caveats, the predominant trend is that most people do not care what religion others choose to practice, or if they choose to be religious at all. To me, that neutrality is a good sign. We don’t need to feel strongly about our fellow Americans’ faith decisions; we just need to not judge others negatively on account of how they choose to worship.
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On the issue of marriage equality, most rural people are fairly supportive. When I asked each interviewee, Do you think anyone has a right to marry anyone?, almost everyone said yes. “Love is love” was mentioned more than once by my interview subjects. “I think if two people love each other, they should get married,” commented one man from Wisconsin. “As long as they are going to be committed. People are going to do what they want to be happy. We don’t really need rules on that, do we?”


Most rural people, regardless of education, did not have a lot to say about the topic of gay marriage compared to subjects such as race, but they did generally support it. These responses were no different from those of the educated urban people I interviewed, with the exception that rural respondents were less likely to be passionate about the topic. Their relative indifference aligns with research showing that people become decreasingly antigay as governments pass legislation supporting marriage equality.27 Regardless of their own sexual orientation, many of the urban people I interviewed were enthusiastically pro–marriage equality and saw it as an important issue to champion. Among rural folks who were very religious, a few of them mentioned their ambivalence—that they found it hard to reconcile the Bible with the fact that they fundamentally didn’t really mind what people did with their personal lives. As one very religious Republican woman from Reno explained, “I’m not that [type of] Christian… so hung up that it has to be between a man and a woman. I’ve seen some very happy gay couples, with kids.” There were a number of religious people I spoke to who said they supported civil unions but not marriage with regard to the church and a union under God. A pastor I spoke with put it like this: “Same-sex marriage is a foreign object to me.” He went on, “I believe there should be a mechanism on the secular side to solidify a marriage of some kind, a partnership, mainly because the government should make this necessary. So [gay couples] can get the same benefits.… As a priest in a church I have trouble with it because of the sacrament of holy matrimony. I have no trouble with a gay couple; I have a problem with creating a marriage, so that’s where I am.”


The pastor captured the sentiment of most of the religious people who were not supportive of gay marriage but were supportive of civil unions: a belief that an option for a legal union is important but that marriage has a specific role within the church, and that it is between a man and a woman for procreation. For those who weren’t unequivocally supportive of marriage equality, this position seemed to be a struggle. These were good people who weren’t sure how to square their religious beliefs with modern society. Rarely did anyone express overt discrimination or homophobia. For those who interpret the Bible literally, there was a cognitive dissonance that they were trying to settle.
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