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One Nation, Slightly Divisible (2001)
David Brooks

Montgomery County is one of the steaming-hot centers of the great

espresso machine that is Blue America. It is just over the border from

northwestern Washington, D.C., and it is full of upper-middle-class
towns inhabited by lawyers, doctors, stockbrokers, and establishment journalists
like me—town like Chevy Chase, Potomac, and Bethesda (where I live). Its cen-
tral artery is a burgeoning high-tech corridor with a multitude of sparkling new of-
fice parks housing technology companies such as United Information Systems and
Sybase, and pioneering biotech firms such as Celera Genomics and Human
Genome Sciences. . . .

Franklin County is Red America. It's a rural county, about twenty-five miles
west of Gettysburg, and it includes the towns of Waynesboro, Chambersburg, and
Mercersburg. It was originally settled by the Scotch-Irish, and it has plenty of
Brethren and Mennonites along with a fast-growing population of evangelicals.
The joke that Pennsylvanians tell about their state is that it has Philadelphia on
one end, Pittsburgh on the other, and Alabama in the middle. Franklin County is
in the Alabama part. It strikes me as I drive there that even though I am going
north across the Mason-Dixon line, I feel as if I were going south. The local cul-
ture owes more to Nashville, Houston, and Daytona than to Washington,
Philadelphia, or New York. ...

Some of the biggest differences between Red and Blue America show up on sta-
tistical tables. Ethnic diversity is one. In Montgomery County 60 percent of the
population is white, 15 percent is black, 12 percent is Hispanic, and 11 percent is
Asian. In Franklin County 95 percent of the population is white. White people
work the gas-station pumps and the 7-Eleven counters. (This is something one
doesn’t often see in my part of the country.) Although the nation is growing more
diverse, it's doing so only in certain spots. According to an analysis of the 2000
census by Bill Frey, a demographer at the Milken Institute, well over half the
counties in America are still at least 85 percent white.

Another big thing is that, according to 1990 census data, in Franklin County
only 12 percent of the adults have college degrees and only 69 percent have high
school diplomas. In Montgomery County 50 percent of the adults have college de-
grees and 91 percent have high school diplomas. The education gap extends to
the children. At Walt Whitman High School, a public school in Bethesda, the
average SAT scores are 601 verbal and 622 math, whereas the national average is
506 verbal and 514 math. In Franklin County, where people are quite proud of
their schools, the average SAT scores at, for example, the Waynesboro area high
school are 495 verbal and 480 math. More and more kids in Franklin County are
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going on to college, but it is hard to believe that their prospects will be as bright as
those of the kids in Montgomery County and the rest of upscale Blue America.

Because the information age rewards education with money, it’s not surprising
that Montgomery County is much richer than Franklin County. According to
some estimates, in Montgomery County 51 percent of households have annual in-
comes above $75,000, and the average household income is $100,365. In Franklin
County only 16 percent of households have incomes above $75,000, and the aver-
age is $51,872.

A major employer in Montgomery County is the National Institutes of Health,
which grows like a scientific boomtown in Bethesda. A major economic engine in
Franklin County is the interstate highway Route 81. Trucking companies have
gotten sick of fighting the congestion on Route 95, which runs up the Blue corri-
dor along the northeast coast, so they move their stuff along 81, farther inland.
Several new distribution centers have been built along 81 in Franklin County,
and some of the workers who were laid off when their factories closed, several
years ago, are now settling for $8.00 or $9.00 an hour loading boxes.

The two counties vote differently, of course—the differences, on a nationwide
scale, were what led to those red-and-blue maps. Like upscale areas everywhere,
from Silicon Valley to Chicago’s North Shore to suburban Connecticut, Mont-
gomery County supported the Democratic ticket in last year's presidential elec-
tion, by a margin of 63 percent to 34 percent. Meanwhile, like almost all of rural
America, Franklin County went Republican, by 67 percent to 30 percent.

However, other voting patterns sometimes obscure the Red-Blue cultural di-
vide. For example, minority voters all over the country overwhelmingly supported
the Democratic ticket last November. But—in many respects, at least—blacks
and Hispanics in Red America are more traditionalist than blacks and Hispanics
in Blue America, just as their white counterparts are. For example, the Pew Re-
search Center for the People and the Press, in Washington, D.C., recently found
that 45 percent of minority members in Red states agree with the statement
“AIDS might be God's punishment for immoral sexual behavior,” but only 31 per-
cent of minority members in Blue states do. Similarly, 40 percent of minorities in
Red states believe that school boards should have the right to fire homosexual
teachers, but only 21 percent of minorities in Blue states do.

“The People Versus the Powerful”

There are a couple of long-standing theories about why America is divided. One
of the main ones holds that the division is along class lines, between the haves
and the have-nots. This theory is popular chiefly on the left, and can be found in
the pages of The American Prospect and other liberal magazines; in news reports by
liberal journalists such as Donald L. Barlett and James B. Steele, of Time; and in
books such as Middle Class Dreams (1995), by the Clinton and Gore pollster Stan-
ley Greenberg, and America’s Forgotten Majority: Why the White Working Class Sull
Matters (2000), by the demographer Ruy Teixeira and the social scientist Joel
Rogers.
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According to this theory, during most of the twentieth century gaps in income
between the rich and the poor in America gradually shrank. Then came the infor-
mation age. The rich started getting spectacularly richer, the poor started getting
poorer, and wages for the middle class stagnated, at best. Over the previous
decade, these writers emphasized, remuneration for top-level executives had sky-
rocketed: now the average CEO made 116 times as much as the average rank-and-
file worker. Assembly-line workers found themselves competing for jobs against
Third World workers who earned less than a dollar an hour. Those who had once
labored at well-paying blue-collar jobs were forced to settle for poorly paying
service-economy jobs without benefits. . . .

Driving from Bethesda to Franklin County, one can see that the theory of a di-
vide between the classes has a certain plausibility. In Montgomery County we
have Saks Fifth Avenue, Cartier, Anthropologie, Brooks Brothers. In Franklin
County they have Dollar General and Value City, along with a plethora of sec-
ondhand stores. It’s as if Franklin County has only forty-five coffee tables, which
are sold again and again.

When the locals are asked about their economy, they tell a story very similar to
the one that Greenberg, Teixeira, Rogers, and the rest of the wage-stagnation lib-
erals recount. There used to be plenty of good factory jobs in Franklin County,
and people could work at those factories for life. But some of the businesses, in-
cluding the textile company J. Schoeneman, once Franklin County’s largest man-
ufacturer, have closed. Others have moved offshore. The remaining manufactur-
ers, such as Grove Worldwide and JLG Industries, which both make cranes and
aerial platforms, have laid off workers. The local Army depot, Letterkenny, has
radically shrunk its work force. The new jobs are in distribution centers or nursing
homes. People tend to repeat the same phrase: “We've taken some hits.”

And yet when they are asked about the broader theory, whether there is class
conflict between the educated affluents and the stagnant middles, they stare
blankly as if suddenly the interview were being conducted in Aramaic. I kept ask-
ing, Do you feel that the highly educated people around, say, New York and
Washington are getting all the goodies? Do you think there is resentment toward
all the latte sippers who shop at Nieman Marcus? Do you see a gulf between high-
income people in the big cities and middle-income people here? I got only polite,
fumbling answers as people tried to figure out what the hell I was talking about.

When [ rephrased the question in more-general terms, as Do you believe the
country is divided between the haves and the have-nots?, everyone responded de-
cisively: yes. But as the conversation continued, it became clear that the people
saying yes did not consider themselves to be among the have-nots. Even people
with incomes well below the median thought of themselves as haves. . ..

Hanging around Franklin County, one begins to understand some of the rea-
sons that people there don’t spend much time worrying about economic class
lines. The first and most obvious one is that although the incomes in Franklin
County are lower than those in Montgomery County, living expenses are also
lower—very much so. Driving from Montgomery County to Franklin County is
like driving through an invisible deflation machine. Gas is thirty, forty, or even
fifty cents a gallon cheaper in Franklin County. [ parked at meters that accepted
only pennies and nickels. When I got a parking ticket in Chambersburg, the fine
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was $3.00. At the department store in Greencastle there were racks and racks of
blouses for $9.99.. ..

Another thing I found is that most people don’t think sociologically. They
don’t compare themselves with faraway millionaires who appear on their TV
screens. They compare themselves with their neighbors. “One of the challenges
we face is that it is hard to get people to look beyond the four-state region,” Lynne
Woehrle, a sociologist at Wilson College, in Chambersburg, told me, referring to
the cultural zone composed of the nearby rural areas in Pennsylvania, West Vir-
ginia, Maryland, and Virginia. Many of the people in Franklin County view the
lifestyles of the upper class in California or Seattle much the way we in Blue
America might view the lifestyle of someone in Eritrea or Mongolia—or, for that
matter, Butte, Montana. Such ways of life are distant and basically irrelevant, ex-
cept as a source of academic interest or titillation. One man in Mercersburg,
Pennsylvania, told me about a friend who had recently bought a car. “He paid
twenty-five thousand dollars for that car!” he exclaimed, his eyes wide with
amazement. “He got it fully loaded.” I didn’t tell him that in Bethesda almost no
one but a college kid pays as little as $25,000 for a car.

Franklin County is a world in which there is little obvious inequality, and the
standard of living is reasonably comfortable. Youth-soccer teams are able to raise
money for a summer trip to England; the Lowe’s hardware superstore carries Laura
Ashley carpets; many people have pools, although they are almost always above
ground; the planning commission has to cope with an increasing number of cars
in the county every year, even though the population is growing only gradually.
But the sort of high-end experiences that are everywhere in Montgomery County
are entirely missing here. . ..

No wonder people in Franklin County have no class resentment or class con-
sciousness; where they live, they can afford just about anything that is for sale. (In
Montgomery County, however—and this is one of the most striking contrasts be-
tween the two counties—almost nobody can say that. In Blue America, unless you
are very, very rich, there is always, all around you, stuff for sale that you cannot af-
ford.) And if they sought to improve their situation, they would look only to
themselves. If a person wants to make more money, the feeling goes, he or she had
better work hard and think like an entrepreneur. . . .

Ted Hale, a Presbyterian minister in the western part of the county, spoke of
the matter this way: “There’s nowhere near as much resentment as you would ex-
pect. People have come to understand that they will struggle financially. It’s part
of their identity. But the economy is not their god. That'’s the thing some others
don’t understand. People value a sense of community far more than they do their
portfolio.” Hale, who worked at a church in East Hampton, New York, before
coming to Franklin County, said that he saw a lot more economic resentment in
New York.

Hale’s observations are supported by nationwide polling data. Pew has con-
ducted a broad survey of the differences between Red and Blue states. The survey
found that views on economic issues do not explain the different voting habits in
the two regions. There simply isn't much of the sort of economic dissatisfaction
that could drive a class-based political movement. Eighty-five percent of Ameri-
cans with an annual household income between $30,000 and $50,000 are satisfied
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with their housing. Nearly 70 percent are satisfied with the kind of car they can
afford. Roughly two thirds are satisfied with their furniture and their ability to
afford a night out. These levels of satisfaction are not very different from those
found in upper-middle-class America.

The Pew researchers found this sort of trend in question after question. Part of
the draft of their report is titled “Economic Divide Dissolves.”

A Lot of Religion but Few Crusaders

This leaves us with the second major hypothesis about the nature of the divide
between Red and Blue America, which comes mainly from conservatives: Amer-
ica is divided between two moral systems. Red America is traditional, religious,
self-disciplined, and patriotic. Blue America is modern, secular, self-expressive,
and discomfited by blatant displays of patriotism. Proponents of this hypothesis in
its most radical form contend that America is in the midst of a culture war, with
two opposing armies fighting on behalf of their views. The historian Gertrude
Himmelfarb offered a more moderate picture in One Nation, Two Cultures (1999),
in which she argued that although America is not fatally split, it is deeply divided,
between a heartland conservative population that adheres to a strict morality and
a liberal population that lives by a loose one. The political journalist Michael
Barone put it this way in a recent essay in National Journal: “The two Americas
apparent in the 48 percent to 48 percent 2000 election are two nations of differ-
ent faiths. One is observant, tradition-minded, moralistic. The other is unobser-
vant, liberation-minded, relativistic.”

The values-divide school has a fair bit of statistical evidence on its side.
Whereas income is a poor predictor of voting patterns, church attendance—as
Barone points out—is a pretty good one. Of those who attend religious services
weekly (42 percent of the electorate), 59 percent voted for Bush, 39 percent for
Gore. Of those who seldom or never attend religious services (another 42 per-
cent), 56 percent voted for Gore, 39 percent for Bush.

The Pew data reveal significant divides on at least a few values issues. Take, for
example, the statement “We will all be called before God on Judgment Day to an-
swer for our sins.” In Red states 70 percent of the people believe that statement.
In Blue states only 50 percent do.

One can feel the religiosity in Franklin County after a single day’s visit. It's on
the bumper stickers: WARNING: IN CASE OF RAPTURE THIS VEHICLE
WILL BE UNMANNED. REAL TRUCKERS TALK ABOUT JESUS ON
CHANNEL 10. It's on the radio. The airwaves are filled not with the usual mix-
ture of hit tunes but with evangelicals preaching the gospel. The book section of
Wal-Mart features titles such as The Beginner’s Guide to Fasting, Deepen Your Con-
versation with God, and Are We Living in the End Times? Some general stores carry
the “Heroes of the Faith” series, which consists of small biographies of William
Carey, George Miiller, and other notable missionaries, ministers, and theolo-
gians—notable in Red America, that is, but largely unknown where [ live. . ..

Franklin County is probably a bit more wholesome than most suburbs in Blue
America. (The notion that deviance and corruption lie underneath the seeming
conformism of suburban middle-class life, popular in Hollywood and in creative-
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writing workshops, is largely nonsense.) But it has most of the problems that af-
flict other parts of the country: heroin addiction, teen pregnancy, and so on. No-
body I spoke to felt part of a pristine culture that is exempt from the problems of
the big cities. There are even enough spectacular crimes in Franklin County to
make a devoted New York Post reader happy. During one of my visits the front
pages of the local papers were ablaze with the tale of a young woman arrested for
assault and homicide after shooting her way through a Veterans of the Vietnam
War post. It was reported that she had intended to rob the post for money to run
away with her lesbian girlfriend.

If the problems are the same as in the rest of America, so are many of the solu-
tions. Franklin County residents who find themselves in trouble go to their clergy
first, but they are often referred to psychologists and therapists as part of their re-
covery process. Prozac is a part of life.

Almost nobody I spoke with understood, let alone embraced, the concept of a
culture war. Few could see themselves as fighting such a war, in part because few
have any idea where the boundary between the two sides lies. People in Franklin
County may have a clear sense of what constitutes good or evil (many people in
Blue America have trouble with the very concept of evil), but they will say that
good and evil are in all neighborhoods, as they are in all of us. People take the
Scriptures seriously but have no interest in imposing them on others. One finds
little crusader zeal in Franklin County. For one thing, people in small towns don’t
want to offend people whom they’ll be encountering on the street for the next
fifty years. Potentially controversial subjects are often played down. “We would
never take a stance on gun control or abortion,” Sue Hadden, the editor of the
Waynesboro paper, told me. Whenever 1 asked what the local view of abortion
was, I got the same response: “We don't talk about it much,” or “We try to avoid
that subject.” Bill Pukmel, the former Chambersburg newspaper editor, says, “A
majority would be opposed to abortion around here, but it wouldn’t be a big ma-
jority.” It would simply be uncivil to thrust such a raw disagreement in people’s
faces. ...

Certainly Red and Blue America disagree strongly on some issues, such as ho-
mosexuality and abortion. But for the most part the disagreements are not large.
For example, the Pew researchers asked Americans to respond to the statement
“There are clear guidelines about what’s good or evil that apply to everyone re-
gardless of their situation.” Forty-three percent of people in Blue states and 49
percent of people in Red states agreed. Forty-seven percent of Blue America and
55 percent of Red America agreed with the statement “I have old-fashioned val-
ues about family and marriage.” Seventy percent of the people in Blue states and
17 percent of the people in Red states agreed that “too many children are being
raised in day-care centers these days.” These are small gaps. And, the Pew re-
searchers found, there is no culture gap at all among suburban voters. In a Red
state like Arizona suburban voters’ opinions are not much different from those in
a Blue state like Connecticut. The starkest differences that exist are between peo-
ple in cities and people in rural areas, especially rural areas in the South.

The conservatism | found in Franklin County is not an ideological or a reac-
tionary conservatism. It is a temperamental conservatism. People place tremen-
dous value on being agreeable, civil, and kind. They are happy to sit quietly with
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one another. They are hesitant to stir one another's passions. They appreciate
what they have. They value continuity and revere the past. They work hard to re-
inforce community bonds. Their newspapers are filled with items about fundrais-
ing drives, car washes, bake sales, penny-collection efforts, and auxiliary thrift
shops. Their streets are lined with lodges: VFW, Rotarians, Elks, Moose. Lun-
cheons go on everywhere. Retired federal employees will be holding their weekly
luncheon at one restaurant, Harley riders at another. I became fascinated by a
group called the Tuscarora Longbeards, a local chapter of something called the
National Wild Turkey Federation. The Longbeards go around to schools distribut-
ing Wild About Turkey Education boxes, which contain posters, lesson plans, and
CD-ROMs on turkey preservation.

These are the sorts of things that really mobilize people in Franklin County.
Building community and preserving local ways are far more important to them
than any culture war.

The Ego Curtain

The best explanation of the differences between people in Montgomery and
Franklin Counties has to do with sensibility, not class or culture. If [ had to de-
scribe the differences between the two sensibilities in a single phrase, it would be
conception of the self. In Red America the self is small. People declare in a mil-
lion ways, “I am normal. Nobody is better, nobody is worse. | am humble before
God.” In Blue America the self is more commonly large. People say in a million
ways, “l am special. I have carved out my own unique way of life. | am indepen-
dent. I make up my own mind.”

In Red America there is very little one-upmanship. Nobody tries to be avant-
garde in choosing a wardrobe. The chocolate-brown suits and baggy denim dresses
hanging in local department stores aren’t there by accident; people conspicuously
want to be seen as not trying to dress to impress.

For a person in Blue America the blandness in Red America can be a little op-
pressive. But it’s hard not to be struck by the enormous social pressure not to put
on airs. If a Franklin County resident drove up to church one day in a shiny new
Lexus, he would face huge waves of disapproval. If one hired a nanny, people
would wonder who died and made her queen.

In Franklin County people don’t go looking for obscure beers to demonstrate
their connoisseurship. They wear T-shirts and caps with big-brand names on
them—Coke, McDonald’s, Chevrolet. In Bethesda people prefer cognoscenti
brands—the Black Dog restaurant, or the independent bookstore Politics and Prose.
In Franklin County it would be an affront to the egalitarian ethos to put a Prince-
ton sticker on the rear window of one’s car. In Montgomery County some proud
parents can barely see through their back windows for all the Ivy League stickers.
People in Franklin County say they felt comfortable voting for Bush, because if he
came to town he wouldn’t act superior to anybody else; he could settle into a bar-
ber’s chair and fit right in. They couldn’t stand Al Gore, because they thought
he’d always be trying to awe everyone with his accomplishments. People in Mont-
gomety County tended to admire Gore's accomplishments. They were leery of
Bush, because for most of his life he seemed not to have achieved anything. . ..
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A Cafeteria Nation

These differences in sensibility don't in themselves mean that America has be-
come a fundamentally divided nation. As the sociologist Seymour Martin Lipset
pointed out in The First New Nation (1963), achievement and equality are the two
rival themes running throughout American history. Most people, most places, and
most epochs have tried to intertwine them in some way.

Moreover, after bouncing between Montgomery and Franklin Counties, 1 be-
came convinced that a lot of our fear that America is split into rival camps arises
from mistaken notions of how society is shaped. Some of us still carry the old
Marxist categories in our heads. We think that society is like a layer cake, with
the upper class on top. And, like Marx, we tend to assume that wherever there is
class division there is conflict. Or else we have a sort of Crossfire model in our
heads: where would people we meet sit if they were guests on that show?

But traveling back and forth between the two counties was not like crossing
from one rival camp to another. It was like crossing a high school cafeteria. Re-
member high school? There were nerds, jocks, punks, bikers, techies, druggies,
God Squadders, drama geeks, poets, and Dungeons & Dragons weirdoes. All these
cliques were part of the same school: they had different sensibilities; sometimes
they knew very little about the people in the other cliques; but the jocks knew
there would always be nerds, and the nerds knew there would always be jocks.
That's just the way life is.

And that's the way America is. We are not a divided nation. We are a cafeteria
nation. We form cliques (call them communities, or market segments, or what-
ever), and when they get too big, we form subcliques. Some people even get to-
gether in churches that are “nondenominational” or in political groups that are
“independent.” These are cliques built around the supposed rejection of cliques.

We live our lives by migrating through the many different cliques associated
with the activities we enjoy and the goals we have set for ourselves. Our freedom
comes in the interstices; we can choose which set of standards to live by, and
when.

We should remember that there is generally some distance between cliques—a
buffer zone that separates one set of aspirations from another. People who are
happy within their cliques feel no great compulsion to go out and reform other
cliques. The jocks don't try to change the nerds. David Rawley, the Greencastle
minister who felt he was clinging to a rock, has been to New York City only once
in his life. “I was happy to get back home,” he told me. “It’s a planet I'm a little
scared of. | have no desire to go back.”

What unites the two Americas, then, is our mutual commitment to this way of
life—to the idea that a person is not bound by his class, or by the religion of his fa-
thers, but is free to build a plurality of connections for himself. We are partici-
pants in the same striving process, the same experimental journey.... B



