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For Jamie, Fiona, and Finn





Many books have been written about me, some good, some bad. Both happily and sadly, there will be more to come!

—Donald J. Trump, July 17, 2020






INTRODUCTION HOW WE THOUGHT HERE


Early in Donald Trump’s 2016 presidential campaign, I approached an editor at the Washington Post with what I considered an inspired proposal: What if, as the paper’s new nonfiction critic, I binge-read a selection of the candidate’s books published since the 1980s—including Trump: The Art of the Deal, that foundational text of Trump Studies—and explained to our readers whatever I learned about him? Even ghostwritten books still reveal much about the purported author’s self-image, much as all propaganda divulges its intentions. The editor liked the idea, but he urged me to hurry. It wasn’t clear how long interest in Trump would last.

That was in July 2015.

Interest in Trump has lasted far longer than may have seemed possible, if “interest” comes close to describing the hold that Trump, as candidate and president, would exert over American public life. Reading his books did offer a preview of “a world where bragging is breathing and insulting is talking, where repetition and contradiction come standard, where vengefulness and insecurity erupt at random,” as I wrote at the time. “Elsewhere, such qualities might get in the way of the story. With Trump, they are the story.”

In the years since, I’ve pored over books on the Trump era, trying to keep pace with the intellectuals, journalists, insiders, partisans, and activists who are grappling with the turmoil it has wrought. I’ve read some 150 of them thus far, and even that is just a fraction of the Trump canon. One of the ironies of our time is that a man who rarely reads, preferring the rage of cable news and Twitter for hours each day, has propelled an onslaught of book-length writing about his presidency.

Dissections of the white working class. Manifestos of political resistance. Works on gender and identity. Histories and memoirs of race and protest. Surveys of populism, authoritarianism, and anger. Investigations of political extremism. Polemics on the future of left and right. Debates and proposals on immigration. Studies on the institution of the presidency and the fate of democracy. And, of course, plenty of books about Trump himself—his values, his family, his businesses, and his White House.

There are still many more I want and expect to read, but this sample is enough to hazard some conclusions. These books, appearing between 2016 and 2020, have dominated the bestseller lists. As a publishing phenomenon, they have succeeded. Less so, I fear, as an intellectual project. The best of these works combine urgency and insight, timeliness and timelessness. But too many books of the Trump era are more knee-jerk than incisive, more posing than probing, more righteous than right, more fixated on calling out the daily transgressions of the man in the Oval Office—this is not normal!—than on assessing their impact. They are illuminating in part because they reflect some of the same blind spots, resentments, and failures of imagination that gave us the Trump presidency itself, and that are likely to outlast it. Individually, these books try to show a way forward. Collectively, they reveal how we’re stuck.

Among the president’s opponents, the response to Trump was born in disdain for his campaign, aversion toward his supporters, shock at his victory, and revulsion against his policies. Essay anthologies quickly sprouted, with activists, novelists, and politicians wallowing in their election night woes and calling for resistance to the new order. When expletives and all caps crowd out discernment, and when high-mindedness veers into dogmatism, the resistance lit can be among the least inspiring subgenres of this era.

On the right, Trump deepened a breach between opportunists and absolutists. The former offer books pandering to their new leader, ignoring or reveling in his more sordid traits and undemocratic impulses, captive minds seeking to retrofit Trumpism into something approaching a coherent ideology. The latter, meanwhile, publish hardcover breakup letters to their party and movement, without realizing that sometimes, when the love is gone, it really is you and not them.

Scribes and sociologists descended upon every small-town diner and rusted factory between the coasts, hoping to divine the mind of the white working-class Trump voter, seeking to adjudicate which shorthand motivation, whether economic deprivation or racial prejudice, explains the enduring devotion of Trump’s base. The least convincing of these works insist on one answer alone; the most vivid are those that show how the two impulses can be intertwined—because people are human and humans are complicated—and how, rather than pushing voters toward a particular candidate, such feelings can leave them believing that politics has no place for them at all.

From the academy, packed bookshelves emerged to warn that Trump was killing off the American experiment, with the precise cause of death determined by each writer’s expertise. Political scientists warned of the death of democracy. Philosophers and literary critics worried about the death of truth. Internationalists fretted over the death of global trade and alliances. Historians, meanwhile, shook their heads and explained to anyone who would listen that we’d all been here before.



Donald Trump may not read many books (“Actually, I’m looking at a book, I’m reading a book, I’m trying to get started,” he replied in 2017 when a Fox News host asked him about his reading habits), but he understands their cultural and political allure. He has published more than a dozen books, and he launched his campaign in 2015 declaring that “we need a leader that wrote The Art of the Deal.” That 1987 memoir, whose true writer has since expressed regret for his role, is as much a part of Trump’s image as The Apprentice or Trump Tower, maybe more. The president is certainly aware of the books covering him and his administration, publicly praising or trashing them depending on whether he thinks they are nice to him—no matter that his attention boosts their sales and reach either way.

Critics scoff at the president’s literary indifference, often comparing it to his predecessor’s reverence for the written word; Barack Obama receives rapturous coverage every time he promotes a new list of titles purchased from the local indie shop. To the extent that Trump relies on books at all, it is to confirm his instincts rather than to challenge his assumptions; to ratify, not edify. (In 2015, for instance, his initial campaign remarks insulting Mexican immigrants may have been partially inspired by Ann Coulter’s ¡Adios, America! The Left’s Plan to Turn Our Country into a Third World Hellhole, which the candidate had hailed as a “great read” just three weeks earlier.) Yes, I would be delighted if our president read more books, even more so if they were good ones. But of the many concerns I have about Trump, a thin TBR pile is not foremost among them. I’d settle for him reading his briefing materials. Or the Constitution.

The books Americans buy, debate, and prize usually say something about how they feel about their prospects, their politics, and their leadership. Hillbilly Elegy, J. D. Vance’s bestselling 2016 memoir, appealed to readers hoping for insight on the motivations of the communities backing Trump, even if the book never even mentions him. After the candidate won and took office, George Orwell’s 1984 displaced Vance atop Amazon’s sales ranking, meaning readers were suddenly less concerned with how we got here than with where we were headed. Ben Lerner’s heralded 2019 novel The Topeka School drew upon the shifting tactics of high school debaters a generation ago to explain the rapid-fire rhetoric and macho posturing of right-wing politics in our time. And shortly after Trump pledged to “dominate the streets” of American cities where protesters were demonstrating against racism and police violence, books such as Robin DiAngelo’s White Fragility (2018) and Ibram X. Kendi’s How to Be an Antiracist (2019) became bestsellers.

Every book, it seems, can be a Trump book.



My own concern is not how we got here, but how we thought here. I’m not interested in identifying that one book from decades ago that supposedly saw it all coming. I focus on the books and debates of this moment—from the heartland to the border, from the resistance on the left to the civil war on the right, from the battles over truth to the fears about democracy—not out of some misplaced now-more-than-everism but to preserve a snapshot of how we grappled with the Trump era in real time. I want to remember what I thought about it, too.

Some of the ideas I explore here build on the essays and reviews I have written in the Washington Post during the Trump years. Obsessive Post readers may recognize my views on particular authors or subjects from these earlier writings, but they may also notice that, on occasion, my conclusions about specific books have shifted during flight. Fresh arguments and events can place a book in a new light, whether brightened, dimmed, or filtered. And often a work reads differently when in dialogue with additional books over a longer timeline, or when it is read in a new circumstance in the life of the nation or the life of the reader. The most rewarding books are the ones I never stop reconsidering and reviewing in my mind, even if I never open them again.

I realize it may be early to judge the books of the Trump era; almost certainly, the most illuminating works about this period have yet to be written. Future memoirs will offer new details and settle old disputes (Don McGahn, Robert Mueller, Kirstjen Nielsen, and Anthony Fauci rank highest on my wish list), while official and reported investigations will deepen the record. I also understand that using nonfiction books alone to assess the intellectual output of this time may seem limiting. With so many relevant forms of expression available—newspaper and magazine reporting, novels, drama, music, poetry, film, television, speeches, podcasts, photography—there is something oddly nostalgic about relying solely on words that are printed and bound.

But if journalism is still history’s first draft, then books remain the first draft of how we think about that history, how we seek our place in it. That is the spirit of this exercise, to which I bring nothing more than the discipline of a dedicated reader and the zeal of a new American. The 2016 presidential election was my first as a U.S. citizen and voter, and Trump’s rise in national politics has coincided almost exactly with my time as a book critic. The demands of both literature and citizenship will forever shape the way I view this presidency.

As both reader and citizen, I believe that the early intellectual response to the Trump presidency is of enormous consequence. This president has challenged principles, practices, and standards of American life—on the accountability and legitimacy of our leaders, on who can take part in the American experiment. With that challenge in mind, the books that matter most right now are not necessarily those revealing White House intrigue, policy disputes, or official scandals, no matter how crucial those subjects. They are, instead, the books that enable and ennoble a national reexamination—one that Trump has attempted to carry out on his own and on our behalf. They are the books that show how our current conflicts fit into the nation’s story, that hold fast to the American tradition of always seeing ourselves anew.

They are the books on the white working class that do not oversimplify its motives or its politics, and the resistance volumes that resist dogma and exclusion. They are the studies on the decline of truth that leave room for self-doubt, and the works on immigration that find newcomers changing America from within, and being changed by it, too. They are the memoirs of race and identity that see the individual behind every group struggle, and the reports of White House mayhem that reveal the long-term erosion of the office and our government. They are the volumes on democracy that identify today’s battles as part of that endless fight to live up to our self-professed, self-evident truths, and that show that striving, while failing, to reach them is not just a feature of our system but its definition.

Such books are not beholden to this moment, which is why they reveal so much about it. The most essential books of the Trump era are scarcely about Trump at all.






ONE HEARTLANDIA


I keep running into Ed Harry.

Harry, in his seventies, is a former labor organizer from Luzerne County, Pennsylvania, and an air force veteran who served in Vietnam. He’s also a lifelong Democrat, even a delegate to the 1992 party convention that nominated Bill Clinton. “I wasn’t just a guy who voted straight Democrat up and down the ballot, it was a religion to me, it was my identity,” he told a reporter.

Then, in 2016, Ed Harry cast his ballot for Donald Trump.

Harry’s shift, and that of other voters like him, became a subject of endless fascination for journalists, academics, intellectuals, and assorted authors exploring America’s heartland to examine the politics of white grievance. Are Trump’s working-class supporters driven mainly by their economic struggles or—in that politest euphemism of our age—their cultural anxieties? Who is to blame for their plight? Is Trump helping them or just using them?

A descendant of nineteenth-century Welsh immigrants and a son and grandson of coal miners, Harry is an especially popular emblem for the heartland set: he is featured in not one but two prominent books explaining the Trump voter, published five months apart in 2018. The overlap reveals more than the formulaic qualities of the genre. It turns out that Harry’s political impulses vary significantly from one book to the other—in ways that neatly fit the authors’ divergent explanations of how Trump won the presidency.

In The Great Revolt, by Salena Zito and Brad Todd, Harry is motivated mainly by economic and political concerns. He worries about trade deals that encourage companies to relocate jobs overseas and he despises political dynasties like the Clintons and Bushes. Harry mistrusts big anything—“big banks, big Wall Street, big corporations, the establishment of both parties and their lobbyists, and the big media corporations,” he ticks off—and he attacks Democrats for abandoning the working class. “Blue-collar America essentially had the door shut in its face,” he complains. Zito and Todd seem proud of their archetype. “If anyone went to central casting looking for blue-collar union boss type and Harry was in line, he would be the first man picked.” He is, the authors say, “the kind of guy you want on your side.”

In Ben Bradlee Jr.’s The Forgotten, however, Harry has more expansive motives. Sure, he rails against the North American Free Trade Agreement and the Trans-Pacific Partnership, but he also eagerly enlists in the culture wars. “To me there are more important issues than getting an extra door for transsexuals in public buildings,” he tells Bradlee, complaining that the Democrats have gone “so far left.” In the pages of The Forgotten, Harry morphs from central casting into a 9/11 truther (“you’ll never convince me that two planes caused the buildings to collapse”) who listens to conspiracy theorist Alex Jones, questions the official story behind the Oklahoma City bombing, and believes that Black Lives Matter protesters have secretly received tens of millions of dollars from George Soros. He accepts Trump’s claim that 3 million undocumented immigrants voted illegally in 2016, and even considers that estimate too modest, because Barack Obama, Harry assures, urged immigrants to “come in and vote.” In this book, Harry does seem like the kind of guy you want on your side, as long as you’re on a very particular side.

So why does Ed Harry, salt of the earth in one volume, go scorched-earth in another?

The answer may say less about the politics of a single voter than about how a single voter can be politicized by those seeking to explain him. Yes, the white working class may have helped put Trump in the White House, but it has also become a literary and sociological device advancing the political interpretations of the writers and intellectuals suddenly fixated on this demographic.

For Bradlee, a former senior editor with the Boston Globe, Trump’s campaign message constituted a “nostalgic paean to a simpler, whiter time in America,” and it resonated with voters who felt that the country was being “inundated” with immigrants. He warns that Trump promotes a “retro-tribalism that is trending toward the old separate-but-equal ethos”—and naturally he emphasizes the parallel views he finds among Trump voters. (Part of Bradlee’s book features a white nationalist and former Klansman in Luzerne County who considers Trump the greatest president of his lifetime.) By contrast, Zito and Todd relish Trump’s efforts to tear down elite institutions, including political parties and the news media, and to defend traditional America as they see it. The Trump voters in their book are kindhearted people who speak in thoughtful, folksy, quotable paragraphs, whose smiles and laughs and love of life are all “infectious.”

The debates over the Trump voter have produced a rush of such books examining, debunking, or somehow channeling the white working class. They include histories, memoirs, polemics, academic surveys, and near-fetishistic dispatches from writers pulling up to every chrome-counter diner (they must be chrome) and shuttered factory (“shuttered” is an obligatory adjective) in America. The books’ individual literary merits vary widely; some are delightful, others insufferable. Analytically, they offer a mishmash of insight, data, blame, poignancy, and condescension, with a generous helping of partisanship. As often as not, the heartland chroniclers interpret their subject through their prisms and biases, projecting onto the white working class their own wishes and worries, confirming whatever they advocate or imagine.



The quest to assign blame is a powerful impulse of the heartland genre. Many of the writers appear driven to find one overriding culprit for the economic and even spiritual struggles of the white working class, and where they choose to attach culpability is a product of their research, reporting, and experience—and also their politics. Blame yourself or anyone but yourself; blame the community or distant politicians; blame job-stealing immigrants or soulless corporations or knee-jerk emotions. The possibilities are endless, overlapping, and conflicting.

J. D. Vance’s eternal bestseller, Hillbilly Elegy, appeared in the summer of 2016, precisely when the Trump voter had become a subject of earnest cable-news hits and incessant cultural deconstruction. A memoir of the author’s childhood in southwestern Ohio, his roots in the Appalachian region of Kentucky, and his path from deprivation to Yale Law School, Hillbilly Elegy is affecting and inspirational. “Americans call them hillbillies, rednecks, or white trash,” Vance writes of his community. “I call them neighbors, friends, and family.”

But he also calls them out. In Vance’s telling, the spiritual and material poverty—the “hub of misery”—enveloping his childhood in the 1980s and 1990s was almost always the fault of those suffering it. You could walk around his home of Middletown, Ohio, Vance writes, “and find not a single person aware of his own laziness.” In towns such as his, “many folks talk about working more than they actually work.” His explanation for that dissonance is damning: it is a culture that “encourages social decay instead of counteracting it,” a multigenerational legacy perpetuating self-pity and recklessness. If Vance could change one thing about the white working class, he asserts, he would eradicate this pervasive helplessness, “a feeling that you have little control over your life and a willingness to blame everyone but yourself.”

Vance identifies the guilty party—and his own worldview—early in life. He saw how people “gamed the welfare system,” he writes, recalling his days as a grocery store cashier during high school. They would buy packs of soda with food stamps only to sell them at a discount for cash, or they’d ring up separate orders, using food stamps for food and their own money for booze. “Most of us were struggling to get by.… But a large minority was content to live off the dole,” he complains. This willingness to point the finger inward helps explain the bipartisan appeal of Hillbilly Elegy: the book confirms liberal elites’ suspicions about the pathologies of the deplorable pro-Trump white working class but also ratifies the bootstraps ethos of mainstream conservatism. Even Vance’s path to Yale Law, with stops in the marine corps, Iraq and Ohio State, affirms the favored meritocracies of the Left (Ivy League, check) and of the Right (military service, check). As Mamaw, the tough-talking grandmother who helped raise Vance, reminds him, “Never be like these fucking losers who think the deck is stacked against them.”

But you don’t have to be a loser to blame a stacked deck—you just need to see the world through different politics. Sarah Smarsh also endured chronic poverty, the kind in which all your relatives’ old letters are about looking for jobs, searching for homes, and hoping for money. In Heartland, her 2018 memoir, Smarsh, a fifth-generation Kansan with “roots so deep in the country where I was raised that I rode tractors on the same land where my ancestors rode wagons,” argues that a poor work ethic was hardly their challenge. “Being as we got up before dawn to do chores and didn’t quit until after dark,” she notes wryly, “it was plain that the problem with our outcomes wasn’t lack of hard work.”

Smarsh probes more deeply than Vance into the cultural, personal, and economic identities vying for power over her. Being born both female and poor were “marks against my claims on respect,” she writes, while the very concept of the white working class (a term she first encountered as an adult) mixes racial privilege and economic deprivation, “an obvious, apolitical fact for those of us who lived that juxtaposition every day.” Yet the difference between Hillbilly Elegy and Heartland is more than the difference between the stories of a once-poor white man and a once-poor white woman, more than the distance between the mountains and the plains. It is an ideological divide.

Unlike Vance, Smarsh contends that the working poor blame themselves far too much. “If your life was a mess, we thought, you brought it on yourself,” she writes, even if the offenders were big businesses or Wall Street or “things so far away and impenetrable to us that all we could do was shake our heads.” And while Vance chastises those too quick to rely on government help, Smarsh recalls the shame of even considering such assistance. “The clearest evidence of America’s contempt toward the struggling might be in its approach to welfare programs,” she writes, “framed by public policy and commentary as something so detestable that my family refused to apply when they qualified.”

That contempt has a name and a source. Smarsh notes that she and her younger brother were born just weeks before each of Ronald Reagan’s presidential election victories, and she lays much responsibility at the feet of the fortieth president. She derides theories of trickle-down economics—“as though we were standing outside with our mouths open praying for money to rain”—and excoriates Reagan’s legacy. “We would be able to map our lives against the destruction of the working class: the demise of the family farm, the dismantling of public health care, the defunding of public schools, wages so stagnant that full-time workers could no longer pay the bills.”

Blame can be found within the individual or in distant forces, but it can also be all around you. According to Washington Examiner columnist Timothy P. Carney, the problem is not insufficient federal assistance, personal shiftlessness, new immigrants, or lousy trade deals. Instead, the white working class is suffering from the death of community. “Much of America has been left abandoned, without the web of human connections and institutions that make the good life possible,” Carney writes in Alienated America, published in 2019. Drawing inspiration from thinkers such as Alexis de Tocqueville and Robert Putnam as well as from contemporary survey data and personal interviews, Carney argues that regions of the country with weak family and community life were attracted to Trump’s message of retrograde nostalgia, while regions with stronger social ties—more athletic leagues, churches, and charities—resisted it. His key contribution to the heartland genre is the distinction he makes between the lives of individual voters and the condition of their communities. “Trump’s core supporters weren’t necessarily poorer than other voters,” he emphasizes. “But they lived in places that were worse off, culturally and economically, than other places.”

Alienated America reads like Bowling Alone II: The Revenge, in which the social, economic, and political consequences of a fraying civil society are laid bare. Carney dwells on areas of the country with growing income gaps and rising deaths due to alcoholism, drug overdoses, and suicide, particularly among non-college-educated white men. “If you were studying Pennsylvania and Ohio in the 2016 election, you could have predicted a county’s swing to Trump by looking at its rate of overdose deaths,” he notes, and he points to the prevalence of working-age men who seem to have dropped out of the labor market, out of school, out of family—out of life. “This looks like the ‘American carnage’ Donald Trump lamented in his inaugural address,” Carney worries. He acknowledges, too, that racism is an undeniable aspect of Trump’s appeal, especially for white native-born voters in areas with high inflows of immigrants. Over time, Carney hopes, new cultures and norms can develop, but in the meantime, “diversity makes trust and social capital harder to come by.”

This is a thoughtful work, and the author a sympathetic guide, even if Carney’s stirring call for strengthened civic and community ties always seems to track his own preference for religious observance and conservative values. Carney blames the sexual revolution, the retreat from marriage, out-of-wedlock births, an overpowering federal government, and the decline of organized religion for distancing Americans from their communities. He longs for “middle institutions” between the government and the individual and “third places” outside of work or home where Americans can find one another. For Carney, who cites his own Christianity as well as Judaism and Islam as intensely communal faiths, there is no better third place than a house of worship, which serves as a pillar of community and family life. “It’s hard to have faith without family,” he writes. “It’s hard to keep families strong without faith. It’s hard to keep families or faith strong without communities to support them.”

Absent such efforts, Carney concludes, alienated locales will remain susceptible to politicians peddling grievance, division, and restoration. The irony of such communities throwing their lot in with Trump is that the problems afflicting the white working class “cannot be solved or even significantly ameliorated by any president, or by the central government at all,” Carney argues. “America’s illness—the condition making the American Dream seem so dead to so many—is by its nature a local malady.”

In this telling, the true maladies of the heartland break through conventional explanations involving racism and poverty. “They tell a story that does mess up the ‘economic anxiety’ account of Trump and working class white woe,” Carney writes, “but it also complicates the ‘cultural resentment’ story.”

Yet both are stories that chroniclers of the heartland literature find irresistible.



No sooner had Trump begun winning primaries than writers analyzing the heartland began parsing two competing reasons for his ascent: race versus class. Does the president appeal to white working-class voters because he pledges to ease their economic struggles or because he stokes their prejudice? This has become one of the most enduring political debates of the era and a standard feature of the heartland lit. Yet the most compelling accounts are those that show how race and class offer reinforcing explanations rather than conflicting ones.

Memoirists such as Vance and Smarsh do not focus on racial strife in their stories and reflections. In Hillbilly Elegy, Vance writes that his community’s animosity toward President Obama, for instance, was less about race than about the insecurities Obama elicited. The president’s elite education and wholesome family made him seem alien to people in Vance’s hometown “for reasons that have nothing to do with skin color,” he contends. (It’s not Vance’s most convincing moment.) And in Heartland, Smarsh emphasizes class with the eloquence of the royally pissed off. “To be made invisible as a class is an invalidation,” she writes. “With invalidation comes shame. A shame that deep—being poor in a place full of narratives about middle and upper classes—can make you feel like what you are is a failure.”

That’s a feeling America’s white underclass has experienced for centuries, argues Louisiana State University historian Nancy Isenberg in White Trash, a thorough and gritty work published in 2016, just a few weeks before Hillbilly Elegy. For all the country’s self-styled egalitarianism, Isenberg contends, America has always had a class system, with the white working class hanging on near the lower rungs. “We can no longer ignore the stagnant, expendable bottom layers of society in explaining the national identity,” Isenberg writes, reciting the litany of pejoratives used to depict the white working class: Offscourings. Bogtrotters. Rascals. Rubbish. Squatters. Crackers. Clay-eaters. Hillbillies. Rednecks. And white trash.

In Isenberg’s view, racial division is a tool that elites deploy to keep all lower classes down. “Poor whites are still taught to hate—but not to hate those who are keeping them in line,” she writes. In her eagerness to elevate class as the nation’s overriding divide, however, Isenberg sometimes reduces race’s role in American life to fleeting asides or awkward equivalences. She emphasizes, for instance, that Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society “targeted both urban ghettos and impoverished white areas of Appalachia,” and she recasts the Civil War as a class struggle: Northerners looked down on poor Southern whites as proof that reliance on slavery weakened free white workers, while Confederates countered that the North debased itself by using white labor for menial tasks. “It is no exaggeration to say that in the grand scheme of things, Union and Confederate leaders saw the war as a clash of class systems wherein the superior civilization would reign triumphant,” Isenberg argues. (Note: Whenever a formulation begins with “It is no exaggeration that…,” it is safe to assume that the rest of it contains an exaggeration.)

When considering the racial attitudes of their white working-class subjects, Zito and Todd are generous in giving them the benefit of the doubt. “The professional Left focuses heavily on race-related questions in analyzing the Trump vote,” they write in The Great Revolt, “but race-tinged subjects were rarely cited by Trump voters interviewed for this book.” I suppose waiting for interview subjects to forthrightly volunteer their racism is one way to find out. But in Identity Crisis (2018), political scientists John Sides, Michael Tesler, and Lynn Vavreck draw on survey data to argue that the economic insecurities of Trump voters, while real, mattered most when animated by racial vitriol. In other words, white working-class voters are less concerned about losing their own jobs than about seeing white workers losing their jobs to those people—immigrants or minority groups.

Racial anxieties drove economic ones, the authors contend, a fusing they refer to as “racialized economics.” And because the 2016 campaign was fought over culture, race, religion, and immigration—rather than, say, entitlement spending—voters’ underlying attitudes on those matters were suddenly “activated,” they write. “It was not the voters who changed in 2016 so much as the choices they were given.” Who truly belongs in America? That is what “Stronger Together” versus “Make America Great Again” was really all about.

Once activated, such attitudes are hard to shed; some Americans even give their lives to uphold them. That is the argument of Dying of Whiteness, a 2019 study by Jonathan Metzl, a medical doctor and sociology professor at Vanderbilt University. Through interviews and surveys, Metzl considers why low-income white men in Missouri, Tennessee, and Kansas oppose government policies and programs that could help them and their communities, such as expanded health insurance and greater education spending. His answer highlights how racism translates into support for self-defeating policies that worsen economic conditions and, in turn, further aggravate racial animosities.

White working-class men, worried that specific government programs help immigrants or gang members or welfare recipients, decide they’d rather forgo benefits themselves than share them with so many undesirables. “White America’s investment in maintaining an imagined place atop a racial hierarchy—that is, an investment in a sense of whiteness—ironically harms the aggregate well-being of US whites as a demographic group,” Metzl concludes. He speaks with men such as Trevor, a forty-one-year-old uninsured former cabdriver in Tennessee who uses a walker and suffers from hepatitis C yet derides the Affordable Care Act because, as he puts it, “no way I want my tax dollars paying for Mexicans or welfare queens.” Racial anxieties and antigovernment mistrust are not just relevant to how particular individuals may feel, Metzl argues, but they also become institutionalized into laws and policies “in ways that carry negative implications for everyone.”

Those negative health implications can include what Princeton University economists Anne Case and Angus Deaton call “deaths of despair”—a surge in fatalities over the past two decades due to suicides, drug overdoses, and alcoholism-related liver disease among the middle-aged white working class, especially those lacking college degrees. In their book Deaths of Despair and the Future of Capitalism, published in early 2020, Case and Deaton estimate that some 600,000 deceased Americans would still be alive today if the steadily declining mortality rates of the late twentieth century had not suddenly reversed direction. That number is close to the estimated U.S. deaths due to HIV/AIDS since the early 1980s, they write, or also “what we might see during the ravages of an infectious disease, like the Great Influenza Pandemic of 1918.” Long before the first recorded coronavirus infection in the United States, white working-class America was experiencing a slow-moving pandemic of its own.

Case and Deaton completed this book before the onset of COVID-19, but their diagnosis is entirely relevant to the crisis. Mass unemployment and mass infection, occurring simultaneously in a nation where health insurance often depends on employment, threaten to both prove and aggravate the conditions Case and Deaton describe. “Jobs are not just the source of money; they are the basis for the rituals, customs, and routines of working-class life,” they write. “Destroy work and, in the end, working-class life cannot survive.”

The authors do not blame these deaths of despair on any personal or cultural failings of the dying. With echoes of Smarsh’s and Carney’s books, Case and Deaton instead point to the wreckage of manufacturing towns, falling wages, low levels of education, the dysfunction of the American health care industry, and the decline of community life. Well in advance of social distancing, Americans had already grown far too distant from one another.

Works such as Identity Crisis and Dying of Whiteness put prejudice closer to the center of Trump’s political appeal, while Deaths of Despair and the Future of Capitalism emphasizes the macroeconomic and policy forces behind the suffering of middle-aged working-class white Americans. Yet they all succeed in showing how economic and cultural forces feed off one another. That may be why, in Alienated America, Carney attempts to obliterate the race-or-class debate altogether. “It becomes absurd to argue over whether Trump voters and angry blue-collar Americans are upset about economics or culture,” Carney writes. “They’re inextricable.”



Many of the intellectuals who have traveled through Trump Country (because that’s what you call a chunk of America when its only salience is electoral) often generalize what they encounter into a collective feeling. Anger? Despondence? Hope? Resentment? Naivete? The search for a blanket emotion is one of the animating principles of the heartland literature.

Feelings are the point of Strangers in Their Own Land, a 2016 work by Arlie Russell Hochschild, a sociologist at the University of California at Berkeley. Hochschild made ten trips to southwestern Louisiana from 2010 to 2016, aiming to understand “how life feels to people on the right—that is, the emotion that underlies politics.” The unspoken assumption is that life for conservatives must necessarily feel quite different than for other Americans. That belief guides, and ruins, this book.

Consider that Hochschild prepped for her travels from Berkeley to the Bayou by reading Atlas Shrugged, because she figures conservatives are into that. “If Ayn Rand appealed to them, I imagined, they’re probably pretty selfish, tough, cold people,” she confides, and is pleasantly surprised to find them kind, even “charitable.” Still, Hochschild suffers culture shock. “I felt like I was in a foreign country,” she explains. Rural Louisiana was just so different! “No New York Times at the newsstand, almost no organic produce in grocery stores or farmers’ markets, no foreign films in movie houses, few small cars, fewer petite sizes in clothing stores, fewer pedestrians speaking foreign languages into cell phones—indeed, fewer pedestrians.” People even prayed before dinner, she noticed. It was all so weird.

Hochschild’s conversations with residents of Lake Charles and other Louisiana towns are illuminating, yet the author cannot resist placing everyone she meets into clichéd, oversimplified categories that sound like they were dreamed up in the faculty lounge. There are the Team Loyalists, who stick with the Republican Party. The Worshippers, who have learned to live with disappointment. The Cowboys, who celebrate risk and squint at government regulation. And those daring to cut across categories are dubbed the Rebels. (This taxonomical obsession comes standard in the white-working-class books. In The Great Revolt, for instance, Zito and Todd list Rotary Reliables, Silent Suburban Moms, King Cyrus Christians, and other groupings that, as even the authors admit, sometimes “fit the familiar portraits of lower-income whites painted by journalists routinely since the election.”)

Such oblivious reductionism would be harmless if it only rendered Strangers in Their Own Land annoying, which it does. But Hochschild also clutters her account with her capitalized and italicized theories of the Right, in which contrivance and condescension spar for supremacy. She hopes to scale the Empathy Wall (which makes us hostile to those with different beliefs) so she can resolve the Great Paradox (why low-income conservative voters support politicians who oppose programs and policies that could help them). Most important, Hochschild unveils the Deep Story, one that explains how life feels to people inhabiting that strange foreign land, the Right:


You are patiently standing in a long line leading up a hill, as in a pilgrimage. You are situated in the middle of this line, along with others who are also white, older, Christian, predominantly male, some with college degrees, some not.

Just over the brow of the hill is the American Dream, the goal of everyone waiting in line.…

You’ve suffered long hours, layoffs, and exposure to dangerous chemicals at work, and received reduced pensions. You have shown moral character through trial by fire, and the American Dream of prosperity and security is a reward for all of this, showing who you have been and are—a badge of honor.…

Look! You see people cutting in line ahead of you! You’re following the rules. They aren’t. As they cut in, it feels like you are being moved back. How can they just do that? Who are they? Some are black. Through affirmative action plans, pushed by the federal government, they are being given preference for places in colleges and universities, apprenticeships, jobs, welfare payments, and free lunches.… Women, immigrants, refugees, public sector workers—where will it end? Your money is running through a liberal sympathy sieve you don’t control or agree with.…

But it’s people like you who have made this country great. You feel uneasy. It has to be said: the line cutters irritate you.…

You are a stranger in your own land. You do not recognize yourself in how others see you. It is a struggle to feel seen and honored.… [Y]ou are slipping backward.



This is not a story anyone tells Hochschild outright; it is her own creation. “I constructed this deep story to represent—in metaphorical form—the hopes, fears, pride, shame, resentment, and anxiety in the lives of those I talked with,” the author explains.

Hochschild may be right about her deep story. When she gets back in touch with her “Tea Party friends” in Louisiana, as she invariably calls them, and runs her theories by them, the charitable folk assure her she is correct. And in Dying of Whiteness, which was published two and a half years later, Metzl reaches similar conclusions in a different part of the country. But Hochschild seems so intent on finding support for the story that she disregards alternative explanations that don’t rely on leading questions or imposed frameworks. For example, Hochschild wonders: Why, in a region where industrial contamination is such a problem for the health of residents and wildlife, do so many people support politicians promising to slash the Environmental Protection Agency?

This is one of Hochschild’s great paradoxes, but it loses greatness when you consider the residents’ wretched experience with environmental regulation. Louisiana authorities had given permits to a drilling outfit that ended up creating a massive local sinkhole, Hochschild reports. The state environmental agency had failed to properly oversee companies discharging hazardous waste into Louisiana waters. And health authorities had even issued guidelines on how best to eat polluted fish. (“Trimming the fat and skin on finfish, and removing the hepatopancreas from crabs, will reduce the amount of contaminants.”) In this light, distrust of environmental regulators is hardly paradoxical. It is logical.

Hochschild attends a Trump rally in New Orleans just days before the candidate’s victory in the Louisiana primary, and she is struck by the collective fervor. “His supporters have been in mourning for a lost way of life,” she writes, divining the feelings of the crowd. “Joined together with others like themselves, they now feel hopeful, joyous, elated.… As if magically lifted, they are no longer strangers in their own land.” Trump not only fits the deep story—he plays to his supporters’ emotions and grievances—but also provides its neat resolution. “While economic self-interest is never entirely absent,” the author concludes, “what I discovered was the profound importance of emotional self-interest.”

But Hochschild is also captive to her own feelings, and her own politics, too, a condition that, depending on an author’s degree of self-awareness, can lead to insight or delusion. In the book’s preface, Hochschild laments that people on the right oppose government programs that assist working-class families, protect the environment, and combat homelessness. Such ideals all “face the same firmly closed door,” she writes. “If we want government help in achieving any of these goals, I realized, we need to understand those who see government more as problem than solution. And so it was that I began my journey to the heart of the American right.”

Strangers in Their Own Land, then, should not be read as simply a sociologist’s effort to glimpse the lives and feelings of rural conservatives, but also as a means to a particular end—an end toward which the author sees conservatives as obstacles to overcome.

That’s a deep story, too.



No matter how many times its author traveled to those distant wilds of Louisiana, Strangers in Their Own Land nonetheless reflects the perils of casting one’s eye over the white working class with partisan preconception. So it’s ironic that one of the tougher critiques of this approach would come from another California academic whose direct knowledge of the white working class seems based mainly on conversations with her eighth-grade-dropout father-in-law and her enthusiastic reading of J. D. Vance and, yes, Arlie Russell Hochschild.

In White Working Class (2017), Joan C. Williams excoriates the hypocrisy, condescension, and “class cluelessness” that characterize much of the fascination with her title demographic. A professor at the University of California’s Hastings College of the Law in San Francisco and a graduate of Yale and Harvard, Williams organizes her book around those nasty little questions liberal elites supposedly mutter among themselves about the blue-collared folk. Why don’t they move to where the jobs are or get more education? Don’t they know that manufacturing work is gone for good? Why do they resent government benefits? Don’t they realize the Democrats are trying to help? Why do they seem so attached to Trump? Is it racism, sexism, or what?

Williams believes that if such questions are posed today—and here we must take her word for that—it’s because for decades left-leaning elites have been unconcerned about the white working class. “During an era when wealthy white Americans have learned to sympathetically imagine the lives of the poor, people of color, and LGBTQ people, the white working class has been insulted or ignored precisely during the period when their economic fortunes tanked,” she writes.

On racial prejudice, Williams excuses no one. “Let’s state right up front that racism is an issue in the white working class, and it goes back a long way,” she writes. Working-class racism is “more explicit” than its elite variants, Williams contends, but today’s upper classes are guilty of racism, too. “Among the professional elite, where the coin of the realm is merit, people of color are constructed as lacking in merit,” she writes. “Among the white working class, where the coin of the realm is morality, people of color are constructed as lacking in that quality.” Even worse, white elites happily distance themselves from white racism by dumping it all on the less privileged, dismissing their anger as racism and sexism, “beneath our dignity to take seriously,” Williams writes. Such class condescension, she fears, has pushed portions of the white working class to the far right.

White Working Class is far from the most beautifully written work in this collection—Smarsh’s Heartland gets my vote—and it indulges in some class condescension of its own, as when Williams implies that a solution to working-class woes might be for the masses to take part in, effectively, a propaganda initiative. “We need a bipartisan campaign to educate the American public about the positive roles that government plays in their lives,” she writes, proposing a video series in which ordinary Americans express gratitude for sewers, schools, and highways, shouting out “Thank you, Uncle Sam!” at the end of each installment. Even so, White Working Class is useful as a counterweight to works that reduce the white working class to one particular politics, problem, or story, however deep that story may be. “The working class doesn’t want to be examined like some tribe in a faraway land,” Williams warns.

It is hard to resist that impulse, but in We’re Still Here (2019), sociologist Jennifer M. Silva does her best to look upon the rural working class without blame or pity. Silva spent two years interviewing working-class residents in Pennsylvania coal towns, a period that overlapped with the 2016 presidential campaign and election. She initially planned to study white working-class conservatives, but the political landscape she discovered there surprised her. “I had trouble finding people who felt strongly enough about politics to fully identify with a political party or advocate for specific policy platforms,” Silva acknowledges. While many of the people she interviewed would vote for Trump, even more did not intend to vote at all, she reports. “They feel empowered by their knowledge that they have not been foolish enough to believe in something larger than themselves,” Silva writes, a sentiment both poignant and tragic. To them, trusting the political system is a sign of foolishness; residents openly mock Silva for sporting her I Voted sticker on Election Day, for “daring to believe that our democracy would be responsive to my voice.”

Much has been made of how white heartlanders embraced Trump for his outsider persona, but in We’re Still Here, they see themselves as the permanent outsiders, beyond the reach or interest of the political system. More than embracing any party or politician, they resort to self-improvement manuals—books such as You Can Heal Your Heart by Louise Hay and David Kessler and Codependent No More by Melody Beattie were popular among Silva’s interviewees—and conspiratorial thinking about a corrupt leadership class. The author’s conversations with Graham, a white twenty-five-year-old nursing-home worker, veer from fraudulent elections to FEMA concentration camps to how the buildings really came down on 9/11 to how the Sandy Hook Elementary School massacre and the Boston Marathon bombing were “a bunch of bullshit.” Graham repeatedly pauses to ask Silva if she is truly informed (“you know that, right?”) and finds comfort in grasping realities no one else sees. “It’s not conspiracy theory, it’s conspiracy factual,” he insists. Both the self-help industry and internet conspiracies so popular with local residents are “solitary strategies that serve to turn them inward or against each other,” Silva explains. For all the obsession over how Pennsylvania, Michigan, and Wisconsin voted in 2016 and whether the states will go red or blue in 2020, it is this isolation from politics that looms as a pervasive force. It’s not quite a Deep Story, just one told with depth.

Silva is one of the few students of the heartland who emphasizes that its residents are not, well, solely white, and she devotes her time and attention accordingly. “In my interviews with white residents of the coal region, I repeatedly heard about the ‘newcomers,’ black and Puerto Rican people who were moving into this rural, racially homogeneous area.… Rather than write about these ethnic minorities as silent ‘others,’ moral foils, and political scapegoats, I wanted to treat the newcomers as active participants.”

The African Americans and Latinos that Silva interviews originally hail from low-income, high-crime urban areas in the Northeast; they moved to find jobs they can keep and rents they can afford. They portray their new home as “a place where they can tirelessly transform their own shameful pasts—selling drugs, going to prison, perpetrating violence, being hurt or vulnerable—into their children’s redeemed futures.” Yet they seem even less likely than white residents to trust the political system enough to engage with it. “I’m a proud American,” Eva, a twenty-one-year-old recovering heroin addict, tells Silva. “But I would be a lot more proud if America really stood for something.”

We’re Still Here is an odd title for this book. Silva’s subjects hardly see themselves as a “we,” as a class or a collective; their stories are individual narratives of pain and (occasional) uplift. Silva is frustrated by this—“we have to ask why disadvantaged people refuse to connect to others in the first place,” she writes—but she does not judge them for it. Instead, Silva reserves her blame and judgment for those who blame and judge, and in so doing becomes that rare heartland writer to overtly criticize another voice of the genre.

“When I read Hillbilly Elegy, a memoir of upward mobility, I felt intense anger and protectiveness toward working-class people,” Silva writes at the end of her book. To her, Vance’s writing “smacks of self-righteousness, a harsh unwillingness to acknowledge how economic inequality produces real suffering, or how the barriers to mobility are devastatingly real.” Her frustration is not that the people she meets lack individual agency, but that many of them have concluded that even their best efforts don’t make much difference, and that any sense of collective interest or power—that “we” she longs to see—remains an illusion.



Perhaps it is too much to ask of any book to fully explain a contested and loosely defined demographic, one rediscovered and relitigated in a polarized time. In The Heartland (2019), University of Illinois historian Kristin Hoganson considers the contradictory notions Americans imagine when trying to describe the place. “Beset by disunity, they imagine their nation as a body with a protected, essential core: the heartland,” she writes. It can be “the steadfast stronghold of the nation in the age of mobility and connectedness, the crucible of resistance to the global, the America of America First.” But, Hoganson explains, it can also conjure a “provincial wasteland,” a place that is “out of touch, out of date, out of style… the mythic past that white ethnonationalists wish to return to.”

That’s why, according to the varied authors and works of the heartland genre, the members of the white working class are overwhelmingly victims of their own culture, or invariably defrauded by amorphous external forces. They are either kind and goodhearted, or prejudiced and resentful. They are fooled by the stories they tell themselves about government and dependency, or imprisoned by class. They are abandoned by institutions, derided by self-involved elites, manipulated by opportunistic politicians—or energized by them.

Halfway through Hillbilly Elegy, when a young J. D. is living with his grandmother in Middletown and griping about the working-class types he sees standing in grocery lines with food stamps in one hand and cell phones in the other, he turns to big books for answers. Still in high school, he reads William Julius Wilson’s The Truly Disadvantaged and Charles Murray’s Losing Ground. Vance didn’t entirely understand these texts at the time, he admits, yet he grasped enough to realize that “neither of these books fully answered the questions that plagued me.” Why were drugs and strife and financial struggles so prevalent in his neighborhood? Why the desperate sadness that never seemed to lift? “It would be years,” he concludes, “before I learned that no single book, or expert, or field could fully explain the problems of hillbillies in modern America.”

No single book—and certainly no single voter. But that doesn’t keep authors from trying. In a book published in November 2019, When the Center Does Not Hold: Leading in an Age of Polarization, David Brubaker begins his first chapter by introducing an old friend of ours:

“Ed Harry is the son of a coal miner, a veteran of the war in Vietnam, and a resident of Luzerne County.…”
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