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			Foreword

			by Chris Rufo

			Every political era tells itself a story about who holds power and why. In our own time, the prevailing story insists that America remains governed primarily through national elections, elite expertise, and centralized institutions acting in the public interest. Scott Rasmussen’s Out of Touch: The Elite One Percent and the Battle for America’s Soul challenges that story—and replaces it with a more honest, and ultimately more hopeful, account of how power actually functions in modern America.

			The central claim of this book is straightforward but unsettling: a narrow elite has grown increasingly disconnected from the American people, while consolidating influence inside the institutions that shape culture, law, and daily life. This elite does not rule by popular consent so much as by insulation—buffered from voters, shielded from accountability, and confident in its moral authority. What Rasmussen calls the “Elite One Percent” is not defined merely by wealth, but by educational certification and urban access to narrative setting institutions. They occupy the commanding heights of media, education, bureaucracy, and corporate governance, and they increasingly see themselves as managers of society rather than servants of a self-governing people.

			Much of today’s political frustration stems from this divide. Americans are told they are polarized, misinformed, or resistant to progress. Yet Rasmussen’s research consistently shows something strikingly different. Despite relentless cultural pressure and institutional disdain, the American people still overwhelmingly affirm the nation’s founding ideals of freedom, equality, and self-governance. The problem is not that Americans have abandoned these principles. The problem is that many of the institutions meant to uphold them have been captured by elitists who reject those ideals.

			This is where Out of Touch departs from the cynicism that often characterizes critiques of elite power. Rasmussen is not a declinist. He is an optimist—clear-eyed about dysfunction, but confident about the character of the American people. He believes, based on decades of research, that the moral core of the nation remains intact. The battle for America’s soul is not a struggle to invent new values, but to reclaim old ones that still resonate deeply across class, race, and geography.

			To understand why this reclamation is necessary, Rasmussen directs our attention away from the spectacle of national politics and toward the quieter machinery of institutional control. Elections still matter, but they increasingly operate within boundaries set by unelected actors: administrators who write rules, educators who shape worldviews, media professionals who frame legitimacy, and corporate managers who enforce ideological conformity. These institutions are not neutral. They encode values, reward certain behaviors, and marginalize others. When they drift ideologically, democracy itself begins to hollow out.

			This institutional drift explains a defining paradox of our era: Voters sense that something is wrong, yet struggle to correct it through conventional political means. Policies change at the margins, while the underlying assumptions of governance remain fixed. Dissent is tolerated only so long as it does not threaten elite consensus. When it does, it is dismissed as dangerous, uninformed, or illegitimate. Rasmussen’s great service is to name this dynamic plainly, without resorting to caricature or conspiracy.

			Education plays a central role in this story. Schools and universities are not merely sites of instruction; they are engines of elite formation. When these institutions adopt ideological frameworks that divide society into permanent categories of oppressors and oppressed, they do more than promote a theory—they cultivate a ruling class mindset. Students trained in this way are taught not to persuade fellow citizens, but to manage them. Democracy becomes conditional, acceptable only when it produces the “right” outcomes.

			Yet Rasmussen refuses to conclude that institutional capture is irreversible. On the contrary, Out of Touch advances a solution rooted deeply in American history and constitutional design: the revival of local self-governance. Long before power was centralized in Washington, America relied on a vast network of state and local officials—more than 519,000 of them today—to serve as the backbone of a self-governing society. These officials are closer to the people, more responsive to local concerns, and better positioned to reflect the values of their communities than distant bureaucracies ever could be.

			This localist vision is not nostalgia. It is realism. Power gravitates toward institutions that are allowed to exercise it. For too long, Americans have ceded authority upward—trusting national experts to solve problems better handled closer to home. The result has been not efficiency, but alienation. Rasmussen argues persuasively that restoring balance requires empowering governors, state legislators, mayors, school boards, county commissioners, and other local leaders to reclaim their rightful role in shaping public life.

			Crucially, this is not a call for chaos or fragmentation. It is a call for accountability. Local officials cannot hide behind abstraction. They live among the people they serve. They send their children to local schools. They answer to neighbors, not just national advocacy groups or federal agencies. In a healthy republic, this proximity is a strength. It grounds power in lived experience and shared responsibility.

			Rasmussen’s optimism flows directly from this insight. The American people are not waiting for salvation from elite institutions. They are looking for practical steps to take—and encouragement—to govern themselves again. When given genuine authority, local leaders can counterbalance elite dominance and re-anchor institutions in the values of the communities they serve. This, Rasmussen suggests, is how democratic renewal actually happens: not through sweeping national reforms alone, but through steady, principled action across thousands of local jurisdictions.

			Some critics will argue that this approach underestimates the complexity of modern governance. Rasmussen anticipates this objection and answers it implicitly: complexity is often the excuse of centralized power. Local governance does not reject expertise; it situates it within democratic control. Experts advise. Citizens decide. Institutions serve, rather than rule.

			What makes Out of Touch especially compelling is its refusal to indulge despair. Rasmussen does not portray elites as omnipotent or the public as helpless. He insists instead on a harder truth: self-governance is demanding and every American has a role to play. It requires citizens to participate, local leaders to lead, and institutions to accept limits. But it is precisely this effort that gives democracy its dignity.

			At stake is more than policy preference. At stake is whether America remains a nation where our government derives its legitimate authority from the consent or whether we will be ruled by out of touch elitists who believe they are destined to rule over the rest of us. Rasmussen’s research suggests that a positive answer is still within reach. The values endure. The institutions can be reformed. The officials already exist. What is required is to bring decision making closer to home so that the American people can decide for themselves how to live their own lives.

			This book will challenge readers across the political spectrum. It questions comfortable assumptions about expertise, progress, and centralized authority. But it does so in service of something constructive: a renewed confidence in the American people and the system of self-governance they inherited.

			Out of Touch is ultimately a book about recovery—of memory, of responsibility, and of democratic agency. It reminds us that America’s best days are not behind us because its founding ideals are not exhausted. They live on in the convictions of ordinary citizens and in the vast, often-overlooked network of local leaders capable of putting those convictions into practice.

			The battle for America’s soul will not be won by elites speaking for the people. It will be won by the people governing themselves. Scott Rasmussen shows us how—and why that work remains not only possible, but necessary.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The Riddle of Partisan Polarization

			Many Americans today believe the nation’s survival hinges on the next election. Their preferred candidate, they fear, is the only one who can protect them from the supposed dangers of the opposition. Others believe it’s already too late—that the country is lost and all we can do now is grieve and manage the decline.

			In this environment, I often begin public talks with a confession: I’m an optimist. I believe America’s best days lie ahead. My children, and future generations, will live better lives than we can imagine. That outlook doesn’t depend on who occupies the White House. I’ve voted in thirteen presidential elections since 1976, and most of my candidates lost. Yet my optimism has endured—through the administrations of Barack Obama, Donald Trump, and Joe Biden.

			It’s all a matter of perspective.

			Many years ago, my wife, our young sons, and I joined a church service project to unload an eighteen-wheeler full of yams. Our task was to separate the good ones—those that could feed hungry children—from the rotten ones. After several hours in the heat of a North Carolina summer, we had barely made a dent. It was demoralizing.

			Then someone turned around and looked the other way—toward the growing pile of good yams we had already sorted. The rest of us followed. That simple shift in perspective changed everything. What had felt futile became hopeful. We could see our impact, and it gave us energy to keep going.

			Years later, as my confidence in the political system collapsed, I took a similar approach. I turned away from Washington and began looking at the rest of America. What I saw was hopeful: ordinary people solving problems in their communities. Each time I looked at America, rather than at American politics, my outlook improved.

			That optimism doesn’t come from feel-good stories alone. I see as much public-opinion polling data as anyone, and the numbers give me deep confidence in the American people. I am optimistic about America’s future because I know that Americans still embrace our founding ideals of freedom, equality, and self-governance.

			As a student of history, I also know that the views and values of the American people matter more than political dysfunction. Despite what we hear in the news, change in America almost always begins outside official Washington. That’s how women won the right to vote, how Black Americans overcame Jim Crow, and even how 401(k) plans were created.

			Still, while I’m optimistic, I don’t believe a bright future is inevitable. Despite my confidence in the American people, I recognize that the hyper-partisanship of our broken political system poses a threat that could drag the nation down.

			As The Liberal Patriot’s John Halpin put it, “Few, if any, elected officials inside the two political parties really care much about finding common ground.” Rather than solving problems, he wrote, “The politicians mostly like the current system—and perhaps profit from it.”1

			We have a lot of work to do.

			America’s partisan divide has become so deep that if Democrats declared water was wet, Republicans would argue the point. And if Republicans said the sky was blue, Democrats would beg to differ.

			The Pew Research Center reports that just 9 percent of Republicans believe the Democratic Party governs in an honest and ethical way—and only 12 percent of Democrats say the same about the GOP. Most partisans view members of the opposing party as more dishonest than the average American. Majorities on both sides see the other team as less moral and more closed-minded.2

			No wonder so many partisans believe every election will decide the fate of the nation.

			My own polling found that just 41 percent of Republicans believe most Democrats love their country. And the mirror image is true: only 46 percent of Democrats believe most Republicans do.3 Think about that. Most political partisans don’t even believe the other side loves America. That’s not a disagreement over policy; it’s something close to accusing the other side of treason.

			This mindset infects not only voters but also political leaders. James Carville, the legendary Democratic strategist, once said he was “not convinced at all that Donald Trump loves the United States.”4 President Trump, for his part, said Democrats “don’t love our country.”5

			This kind of mutual disdain fuels demonization, not dialogue. It tears the country apart and blocks the path to solving shared problems. Unfortunately, it plays out not only in Washington but also in everyday communities across the nation.

			Two women I know have been friends for nearly fifty years. They grew up together in the Midwest, went to school together, married in the same year, and became mothers around the same time. Though life eventually took them to different parts of the country, they stayed in touch. Their shared values and long history built a bond that once seemed unshakable.

			But today there’s one subject they dare not discuss: politics. Even something as small as a comment on social media feels risky. They fear it could explode and damage the friendship they’ve spent a lifetime building.

			What’s striking is that neither woman is particularly political. They’re not activists. In fact, their values—and their common-sense view of politics—are remarkably similar. Yet modern politics has built a wall between them that even decades of friendship can’t climb over.

			This is no longer unusual; it’s the new normal. Just 21 percent of voters say they can talk politics with a friend from the other side. A slightly larger share—25 percent—say they’ve lost friendships over political differences.6

			Even those numbers fail to convey the depth of America’s political divide. Incredibly, Americans today are more likely to have friends of a different race than of a different political party. More people would rather live in a racially mixed community than in one with political diversity.7

			Having grown up during the civil rights era, I still find it hard to believe that America’s partisan divide now runs deeper than our racial or ethnic divides. When I was a child, Black Americans in the South couldn’t sit at the same lunch counters as White Americans. I’m thankful for how far we’ve come on race—but deeply troubled that today’s divisions have shifted to partisan politics and become just as corrosive.

			For the future of our country, we must reverse that trend. It’s dangerous that so many Americans now prefer to live in communities where they don’t hear opposing views. If we never engage with people who think differently, how can we possibly understand them—or find common ground?

			I recognize that many Americans have little interest in that kind of understanding. That’s a shame, because even a modest effort would reveal that America isn’t nearly as polarized in everyday life as it is in politics. Like the two Midwestern friends I mentioned earlier, most people share more values than they realize. But politics makes those shared values harder to see.

			As we approach our nation’s 250th birthday, 70 percent of voters still believe that government derives its only legitimate authority from the consent of the governed. Eighty-five percent believe that we are all created equal and endowed by our Creator with the inalienable right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Voters from both parties affirm those ideals—but they don’t believe the other side does.8

			In a world shaped by toxic partisanship, that mistrust becomes self-reinforcing. Outreach across party lines grows rare. Americans increasingly assume that members of the opposing party are more closed-minded, less moral, even unpatriotic. In that context, the desire for politically pure communities makes a troubling kind of sense. After all, nobody wants to live next to someone who hates America.

			How did we get to this point?

			For many Americans, the answer is simple: Donald Trump.

			According to CNN’s John King, “Trump divided America as a candidate. So far, he’s doing the same as president.”9 The Guardian quoted an Ohio woman who said her family is “totally divided” because of Trump. “Some of us are no longer speaking with each other,” she said. The same article claimed that “millions of families” face similar problems.10

			It’s easy to understand why these beliefs are so widespread. Donald Trump is an extraordinarily polarizing figure who provokes intense reactions—both positive and negative. Some view him as a national savior; others see him as a threat to democracy. He has dominated the political landscape for the past decade and may prove to be the most consequential president since Ronald Reagan.

			But the fact that so many blame Trump for the current toxicity in American politics doesn’t necessarily make it true.

			In fact, the numbers tell a different story: America’s political divide didn’t begin with Donald Trump. It started long before he entered the political arena.

			One simple measure of that divide is the partisan gap in presidential job approval. Today, Republicans automatically disapprove of a Democratic president, and Democrats automatically disapprove of a Republican one.

			In March 2025, for instance, 90 percent of Republicans approved of the way President Trump was doing his job. Just 18 percent of Democrats agreed—a 72-point partisan approval gap.11

			It’s hard for Americans today to imagine anything else. Of course Democrats disapprove of a Republican president. Why wouldn’t they?

			But that kind of partisan reflex is a relatively recent phenomenon. In March 1965, a majority of Republicans (57 percent) approved of newly inaugurated Democrat Lyndon Johnson. Four years later, most Democrats (55 percent) gave Republican President Richard Nixon a thumbs-up. And in March 1977, 60 percent of Republicans approved of Democrat Jimmy Carter.

			Those early-term snapshots show that Americans once routinely rallied around a new president, regardless of party, and hoped for his success. That spirit has vanished in the twenty-first century.12

			The goodwill didn’t last. Each of those presidents left office deeply unpopular. But even their declining support shows how much things have changed. Johnson’s approval among Democrats dipped to 48 percent. Nixon’s approval among Republicans fell to the same level. Carter’s sank even lower, with just 34 percent of Democrats approving by the end.13

			You don’t see that today. Throughout his presidency, Joe Biden’s approval among Democrats never dropped below 75 percent. In his first term, Donald Trump’s numbers among Republicans never fell below 79 percent.14

			That’s not loyalty; it’s partisanship on autopilot. It’s like believing your football team is winning, no matter how badly they’re actually playing.

			In earlier decades, partisanship mattered—but it wasn’t everything. Americans were willing to criticize a president from their own party. They could even give credit to one from the other side when it was deserved.

			That’s not how it works in America today.

			It’s important to note that the rise of partisan polarization didn’t happen overnight. It crept in gradually—president by president, over four decades.

			When George H. W. Bush took office in 1989, the partisan approval gap was 35 points (78 percent of Republicans approved, versus 43 percent of Democrats). By the time Bill Clinton was elected in 1992, the gap had widened to 53 points. George W. Bush started his term with a 56-point divide, which grew to 64 under Barack Obama.

			For those who think Trump broke American politics, it’s worth remembering that Obama’s first major legislative victory—the 2009 stimulus package—received zero Republican votes in the House. The public reaction to Obama’s highly partisan approach helped spark sweeping GOP victories in the 2010 midterms and set the tone for a deeply divided decade.

			Trump entered office with a 77-point partisan approval gap. But Joe Biden topped even that—just two months into his presidency, the gap had soared to 86 points.

			These numbers make one thing clear: The Trump era didn’t create polarization. It accelerated a trend that was already decades in the making.

			But that’s not how it feels to the two Midwestern women. For them, Donald Trump remains a political third rail. One is deeply opposed to him and the MAGA movement; the other supports many of his policies but is often disappointed—or offended—by his behavior. To preserve their friendship, they’ve learned not to say his name.

			And they’re not alone. Millions of Americans believe the Trump era marks a rupture from everything that came before. The idea that Trump is part of a longer political trend—just another chapter in the partisan story—strikes many on both sides as absurd.

			As The New York Times columnist Ezra Klein put it, Democrats viewed Trump’s 2016 victory as “an aberration that must be explained.” “Reality,” he wrote, “had ruptured. We were owed answers.”15

			Many Trump supporters shared the belief that something extraordinary had happened—but they reached the opposite conclusion: “Donald J. Trump Saved America from Hillary Clinton.”16

			That belief only deepened in the years that followed. The 2020 and 2024 elections, along with the near-miss assassination attempt against Trump, added a mythic dimension to the story, turning him into a figure whose rise and survival seemed beyond politics as usual.

			But once again, that’s not what the data show.

			Historically, the numbers suggest something very different: Donald Trump didn’t cause America’s political divide—he’s a product of it.

			Beginning in 1988—right around the time the partisan approval gap began to widen—America entered a new era of electoral deadlock. For the first time in US history, we’ve gone more than forty years without a presidential landslide.

			It’s unprecedented.17

			•In the past ten presidential elections, not a single candidate has won the popular vote by double digits.

			•In the ten elections before that (1948–1984), six resulted in landslides.

			•And in the ten before that (1908–1944), there were seven landslides.

			Why does this matter?

			Because landslides play a vital role in democratic life. They cleanse the political system, bestow legitimacy on the winners, and force losing parties to reassess. Without landslides, polarization calcifies.

			The last true landslide came in 1984, when Ronald Reagan beat Walter Mondale by 18 points and carried forty-nine states. He came within 4,000 votes of winning all fifty.18 It’s nearly impossible to imagine such an outcome today.

			Reagan’s sweeping victory left no doubt. No one claimed Mondale might have won if he’d tweaked his ads or visited a few more swing states. Democrats didn’t spin the results. They absorbed the loss, realized that promising to raise taxes was a political nonstarter, and adjusted.

			Eight years later, a more centrist Democrat, Bill Clinton, won the White House.

			Clinton’s margins of victory were narrow: He was elected with just 43 percent of the popular vote in 1992 and was reelected in 1996 with less than 50 percent. The new president got the message and famously declared that “the era of big government is over.”19

			That’s what landslides do. They break partisan illusions and force political movements to face reality.

			However you slice it, something shifted in American politics around 1988. That year marked the beginning of an era of electoral stagnation. For those who still believe Donald Trump caused our national divide, the historical record tells a different story.

			Consider this: Over the past forty years, the average margin of victory in the popular vote has been just 3.9 percentage points. Compare that to the twenty elections before 1988, when the average margin was 13.6 points—more than three times as large.

			The same trend shows up in the Electoral College:

			•Between 1908 and 1944, six of ten elections resulted in the winner taking 80 percent or more of the electoral votes.

			•From 1948 to 1984, six more elections produced similar blowouts.

			•But in the last ten elections, not one candidate has come close to that level of dominance.

			To win 80 percent of the Electoral College today—431 out of 538 votes—is practically unthinkable.

			The implication is clear: The political fracture began long before Trump. It predates his entry into politics. It even predates his time as a reality TV star. The rise of extreme polarization was well underway before most Americans had ever heard his name.

			In his book Why We’re Polarized, Ezra Klein describes the unsettling realization he reached after poring over the data and discussing it with colleagues: Donald Trump’s 2016 victory, shocking as it felt, was not a rupture but a continuation.

			Yes, Trump the candidate was unlike Mitt Romney, John McCain, or George W. Bush. But the dynamics behind his 2016 win—demographic divides, partisan sorting, electoral polarization—were already well established. The changes were at the margins, not at the core.

			As Klein examined the data, he uncovered an even more unsettling reality. Over the past forty years, as Americans have grown more partisan in their voting “we have come to like the party we vote for less.”20 People on both sides of the political divide have been disappointed by their elected politicians and governing failures.

			If we like our own party even less, how have we become more partisan? Klein explained this apparent disconnect is caused by what political scientists call negative partisanship—an intense and growing dislike of the opposing party. In other words, while we’re disappointed with our own political team, we have come to dislike or hate the other team even more.

			That distinction matters.

			If we’re serious about fixing what’s broken in American politics, we have to understand what’s actually broken. We need to solve the riddle of polarization.

			Why do two lifelong friends in the Midwest—women who share values, history, and community—feel like they’re on opposite sides of a battlefield? Why can’t they even say the name “Trump” aloud?

			If Donald Trump is not to blame—if he is not the cause of our great political divide—then we need to figure out who or what is responsible. Because polarization this deep doesn’t happen by accident. Somewhere along the way, powerful incentives—and powerful people—pushed us in this direction. Understanding that is the first step toward finding our way back.
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			Chapter 2

			The Elite One Percent

			I conducted my first public-opinion survey in the late 1980s, just as the streak of ten close presidential elections was beginning. Since then, I’ve probably conducted more polls than anyone else on the planet. That experience gives me a unique perspective on this unsettling period in American history—and has set me on a long journey to understand the root cause of our destructive partisan polarization.

			Back then, I was a pollster for the term-limits movement, leading a coalition of state-based groups seeking to impose limits on members of Congress. Term limits were among the most consistently popular political reforms in American history, enjoying 70 to 80 percent support decade after decade.

			Yet media coverage often labeled the movement “controversial.” Talk about fake news! How could an issue so widely supported be controversial? Voters across parties, regions, and demographics backed it. What were the reporters thinking?

			At first, I assumed the problem was simple: a lack of awareness. I spent hours reviewing polling data with reporters and Washington officials, showing them how overwhelmingly popular term limits had become. I quickly learned it didn’t matter. Voters’ views were largely irrelevant to those in power.

			Political insiders were open about their condescension. Politico, for example, portrayed the public itself as the obstacle. Alexander Burns, now a senior editor there, dismissed ordinary Americans as lacking “even the most basic grasp of…the national political debate” and criticized “the sheer irrationality and volatility of voters’ views on most issues.”21

			This attitude is emblematic of what I call the Political Class. Tom Jensen of Public Policy Polling put it bluntly: “The first lesson you learn as a pollster is that people are stupid.”22 He tells his clients that “at least once a week.” That dismissive mindset captures the divide between Washington elites and the rest of the country—a divide that has shaped the political dysfunction we see today.

			It’s impossible to overstate how much I disagree with Jensen. I share instead the view of legendary pollster Joe Napolitan: “You should never underestimate the intelligence of the American people nor overestimate the level of knowledge at their disposal.”23 Voters may not know the intricate games politicians play, but they understand something far more important—life beyond the political bubble.

			Napolitan worked for John F. Kennedy, Lyndon B. Johnson, Hubert Humphrey, and many other national leaders of his era. He also went to high school with my best friend’s father, a connection that led him to give me an hour of his time for free. Looking back, I wish I’d asked better questions—but even then, it was an extraordinary opportunity for a high school student. The perspective he shared is one I continue to embrace.

			That respect for the wisdom of voters has often put me at odds with the political world. While most insiders see voters as the problem, I see the Political Class as the problem—and voters as the solution.

			During the Tea Party era, I experienced a striking example of Political Class arrogance. After a presentation I gave at Harvard, a clearly exasperated professor complained about the growing voter unrest and populist attitudes. She seemed genuinely troubled that ordinary Americans were demanding to be heard.

			“Why won’t the people just let us lead?” she asked. “It’s what we were trained to do.”

			Wow. Why indeed should Harvard-trained officials be challenged by mere voters? Why should they be subject to checks and balances from people who might not even hold a college degree? For me, that comment crystallized years of polling data showing that those with postgraduate degrees often inhabit a very different world from the rest of America.

			To be clear, I have immense respect for thoughtful scholars, rigorous research, and serious intellectual debate. I’m also not suggesting that every person with a postgraduate degree is disconnected from everyday Americans—full disclosure, I hold an MBA myself. But I do reject the notion that a degree, even from an elite institution, makes someone inherently superior to anyone else.

			In response to the professor’s question, I simply made what seemed like an obvious observation: “The voters don’t like where you want to lead them.”

			Over time, however, I came to see that brief exchange as symbolic of the most important divide in American politics today:

			•On one side are the vast majority of Americans who continue to embrace our founding ideals of freedom, equality, and self-governance.

			•On the other is a small—but powerful—elitist minority that rejects those ideals and believes some people are destined to rule over others.

			It’s hard for me to wrap my head around, but apparently some people genuinely believe the rest of us would be better off simply doing what the elite “experts” tell us. That disconnect is visible in countless issues—like term limits—that enjoy broad popular support yet are ignored, dismissed, or labeled “controversial” by the Political Class. It’s also reflected in the fact that 77 percent of voters believe the government doesn’t pay enough attention to what the American people want.24

			Having grown up believing that voters are supposed to be in charge, I was—and remain—deeply offended by this reality. That’s not the way America is supposed to work.

			The anger I felt over Political Class arrogance became the driving force of my polling career. I wanted to expose their views and behaviors. A couple of decades ago, I even created a Political Class Index to track just how wide the gap had grown between everyday Americans and their political “leaders.”

			The Index revealed some striking patterns. For example, it helped explain why the media often labeled term limits “controversial.” While supporting term limits was a no-brainer for voters, the issue was deeply divisive among the Political Class itself—only 56 percent favored it, while 43 percent opposed.25 National reporters ignored the voters and treated the Political Class’s views as if they were the only ones that mattered.

			Looking back, that pattern of misleading coverage offers a window into the decline of legacy media over the past forty years. Political Class reporters rarely told stories from the perspective of ordinary Americans. Instead, they focused only on what official Washington deemed important. No wonder the American people gradually tuned them out.

			As I dug deeper into the root causes of our partisan polarization, the Political Class Index proved both useful and revealing. It gave me a way to identify dozens of issues where Americans—like the two Midwestern women I mentioned earlier—agreed across party lines, often in ways that official Washington routinely rejected.

			At the same time, the Index had its limits. For practical and cost reasons, it didn’t measure the views of those actually shaping the political narrative. Instead, it captured the attitudes of ordinary voters who happened to share elite viewpoints on a handful of key issues. It was a reasonable proxy, but not a substitute for surveying the Political Class directly. I knew I needed a better approach.

			As I reviewed thousands of polling interviews each week, I looked for clues to document what I saw as a growing threat to America’s founding ideals. Over time, three groups consistently emerged as holding views sharply out of step with most voters:

			•Voters with a postgraduate degree

			•Voters living in densely populated urban areas (at least 10,000 people per square mile in their ZIP code)

			•Voters earning $150,000 or more per year

			Beyond being out of step with most voters, these three groups shared another trait: They were elite in ways that gave them real influence. Each had access to people, places, and opportunities far beyond the reach of everyday Americans. With their resources and connections, they could shape the political conversation in ways most citizens never could.

			I theorized that those who combined all three attributes—advanced degrees, high incomes, and urban residence—were likely the most disconnected of all. A postgrad in Manhattan would see the world very differently from a postgrad in Cedar Rapids. Likewise, a postgrad earning less than $150,000 in a small town could hold attitudes very unlike someone pursuing a high-powered career on K Street.

			To test the theory, I combined tens of thousands of survey interviews my firm had conducted. Only about 1 percent of voters have all three elite attributes, so I needed that many to get a clear picture. All the surveys asked one common question: Did voters approve or disapprove of President Joe Biden’s performance? That one question was enough to reveal something striking.

			Across the full sample, Biden’s approval stood at 41 percent. Among the tiny group with all three elite traits, approval jumped to 82 percent. It was like discovering a Grand Canyon of political divides—the elites on one side, everyone else on the other.

			I couldn’t release the results yet—there were only a few hundred respondents in that elite category. But the numbers confirmed what I suspected: The divide was real, profound, and demanded a larger, more focused survey to fully understand.

			It took some time and a bit of salesmanship, but I eventually persuaded the Committee to Unleash Prosperity (CTUP) to sponsor an initial survey of 1,000 members of what we came to call the Elite One Percent. The results were nothing short of astonishing.
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