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CHAPTER ONE

Making Sense of Politics
through Resentment

have a story I would like to share with you. It is a story that my friend

Tom recently shared with me. We both live in Madison, Wisconsin,
which is the state capital and home to the state’s flagship public univer-
sity, the University of Wisconsin-Madison. Tom tells me that not too
long ago he was filling up his car at a gas station here in town. He drives
a Prius, and has two bumper stickers on his car that say, “oBaMA 2012”
and “RECALL WALKER.”

Walker, for anyone who may not know, is our current governor, Scott
Walker. He is a Republican and was first elected in November 2010. He
took office on January 3, 2011, and soon after, on February 11, 2011, in-
troduced a budget repair bill (Act 10) that called for an end to collective
bargaining rights, except with respect to wages, for all public employees
except police and fire employees. It also required all public employ-
ees to increase their payroll contributions for health and pension ben-
efits (to the tune of a 10 percent cut to many of their paychecks).! Over
the following weekend, union leaders organized protests at the Capitol.
By Tuesday, February 15, over ten thousand protestors gathered on the
Capitol Square, and thousands more packed the inside. Two days later,
fourteen Democrats in the state senate fled to Illinois, in an effort to
block the bill. The protests continued for weeks, peaking on Saturday,
March 12, when approximately a hundred thousand protestors packed
the Capitol Square. Earlier that week, the legislature passed the col-
lective bargaining provisions by removing some parts dealing with fis-
cal matters, which allowed them to reach quorum in the senate despite
the fourteen missing Democrats. By mid-March, efforts to recall sixteen
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state senators (of both parties) and the governor were underway. In the
summer of 2012, recall elections for nine state senators were held.? On
June 5, 2012, Walker himself survived a recall vote in a campaign against
the same Democrat he had competed against in 2010, Tom Barrett, the
mayor of Milwaukee —becoming the first American governor ever to
survive a recall. Then in November 2014, he was reelected, with 52 per-
cent of the vote.

The partisan divisiveness in Wisconsin reflects broader political
trends in the United States. The country as a whole has seen increasing
partisan polarization since the mid-1970s (Layman, Carsey, and Horo-
witz 2006; McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal 2008; Barber and McCarty
2013). Democrats and Republicans in both the U.S. House and Senate
are increasingly further apart on many issues. Also, state legislatures
have become more and more polarized. Wisconsin stands out in this
respect—its state legislators are further apart than most—but the trend
is universal (Shor 2014). Our political leaders are increasingly taking
stands that are ideologically distinctive and far apart (McCarty, Poole,
and Rosenthal 2008; Barber and McCarty 2013). And members of the
public are increasingly polarized as well (Layman et al. 2006; Jacobson
2010; Abramowitz 2013; Haidt and Hetherington 2012).

Some argue that the public is not actually polarized, that people
are just better sorted ideologically into partisan camps than in the past
(Hetherington 2009; Fiorina, Abrams, and Pope 2010). But others ob-
serve that there is more at stake here than ideology. Divides between
identifiers with the two parties in terms of religious preferences, atti-
tudes toward race, and racial demographics themselves are deeper than
ever (Abramowitz 2013, 2014). The divides are not just about politics but
about who we are as people.

These divides are also reflective of the central debate in American
politics today: What is the proper role of government in society and who
should pay for it (Stonecash 2014)? There are those who believe govern-
ment ought to be expanded in order to deal with the challenges we face,
and there are those who feel that government itself is a major obstacle
that should be shrunk. The emergence of the Tea Party is one manifesta-
tion of this fundamental divide.

So cm.n_n to ~.=< story. :. is in this contentious context that Tom is pump-
.Em gas ::.o his clearly .:cmE_\DmSon:n car. A cool vintage convert-
ible pulls in to the station. Tom starts chatting up the driver when he
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gets out of his car. The man looks at Tom, looks at Tom’s car, and says,
“I don’t talk to people like you.”

This is a little shocking. Unfortunately, it is not unusual in Wisconsin
m:%Eon..r has gotten downright nasty around here. People, in casual
conversation, are treating each other as enemies. And this is in a place
in which people are notoriously nice. Seriously nice. But times change.

I'am a life-long Wisconsinite, and proudly so. I am also a political sci-
entist. So I know from my daily work that besides partisan divisiveness,
another key feature of the times we live in is economic inequality (Piketty
and Saez 2003). Yes, families at all parts of the income distribution have
experienced growth in income since World War II, even when adjusting
for inflation. But the growth among the wealthiest folks has skyrocketed,
while it seems to have stagnated since the 1970s among the 40 percent
lowest in income (Bartels 2008, 7-8).

When you consider how much the very top income earners make com-
pared to the bulk of the population, economic inequality in the United
States looks even worse. According to 2005 tax returns, the average in-
come for the top 1 percent was $1,111,560. For the bottom go percent, it
was just $29,143 (Winters and Page 2009, 735).> Of course, since those
figures were calculated, the Great Recession hit us all. And this meant
a hit to household wealth—the savings, investments, and ownership of
things like homes that people can tap into during rough times. Here, too,
we see inequality: Those in the ninety-fifth percentile of wealth lost a
great deal of wealth in the Great Recession but then recovered quickly.
However, those in the bottom twenty-fifth percentile have lost a great
deal—approximately 85 percent of their net worth—and not regained it.*

This economic imbalance has apparently produced a widening gap
in political access between the rich and everyone else. The policies our
elected officials put into law reflect the preferences of the affluent, but
not so much the opinions of other folks. For example, when you compare
the votes of U.S. senators to the preferences their constituents express in
public opinion polls, the preferences of the lowest third by income are
hardly reflected at all in the senators’ votes. The preferences of the mid-
dle third are reflected somewhat, but just by the Democratic Party. It is
only the opinions of the wealthiest that correspond in any substantial
way with senators’ votes (Bartels 2008).° .

I offer another piece of evidence that national politicians seem to lis-
ten only to the affluent from political scientist Martin Gilens, who com-
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ons of the nation as a whole with policy oEoc.Bom. He
uestions concerning a variety of policy areas
1981 and 2002 (Gilens 2005, 2012).
When wealthy and low-income people had similar E&Qo:wam, their
d with policy outcomes. But when their prefer-
ct the wishes of the low- or middle-

pared the opini
used responses 1o 1,935 4
from surveys conducted between

opinions corresponde
ences diverged, policies did not refle
They reflected the wishes of the wealthy.

been found at the state level. State-level eco-
s to the desires of the rich and

income people.

Similar results have
nomic policy more closely correspond :
hardly matches the desires of the poor (Rigby and Wright 2011). On spe-
cific policies, including the death penalty, abortion, gun .ows.:.o__ level
of education spending, gambling, and scope of AFDC eligibility, state
policy again is unresponsive to the ideological leanings n.vm the lowest-
income residents (Flavin 2012). If our legislators are listening to anyone
(Jacobs and Shapiro 2000), it looks like they are listening mainly to the
people with a great deal of money.

There are some who disagree with this interpretation. Ura and Ellis
(2008) and Soroka and Wlezien (2008) argue that the evidence of un-
equal representation is not so strong, since on many policies, preferences
do not vary greatly by income level and tend to move similarly over time.
But even if that take on public opinion is correct, we are left with an-
other puzzle: as income inequality has risen in the United States, low-
income voters’ preference for redistribution of income has moved in a
conservative fashion. Their preference for redistribution has moved in
the same direction as that of high-income voters, even though presum-
ably low-income voters would benefit, directly in their pocketbooks,
from more redistributive policy (Kelly and Enns 2010).

This puzzling trend is not just among low-income voters, at least in-
ternationally. Among affluent member countries of the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development, when the distance in income
between low- and middle-income voters is small compared to the dis-
tance between the rich and the middle-income, there is greater support
among middle-income voters for redistribution (Lupu and Pontusson
2011). But that does not hold in the United States. There seems to be less
support for redistribution here than in other countries with similar levels
of economic inequality (Kenworthy and Pontusson 2005).

Why? Why is it that most voters continue to elect officials who appar-

ently do not represent the vast majority of us?° Or if one does not belieye
that interpretation, why is it that many low-income voters who might
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benefit from more government redistribution continue to vote against it?
Why, in times of increasing economic inequality, have the preferences of
the lowest-income voters moved in a conservative, rather than liberal, di-
rection? And why is it that, here in the United States, we have less sup-
port for redistribution among middle-income voters than in comparable
countries?

This book provides at least part of the answer to these questions.
Back in May of 2007, I started inviting myself into conversations in over
two dozen communities chosen throughout Wisconsin.” My aim was
to listen. I wanted to hear how people made sense of politics and their
place in it. I kept going back to those groups of people for over five years,
through November 2012.

Their conversations enabled me to examine what it looks like when
people who might benefit from more government instead prefer far less
of it. Listening closely to people revealed two things to me: a signifi-
cant rural-versus-urban divide and the powerful role of resentment. This
book shows that what can look like disagreements about basic politi-
cal principles can be rooted in something even more fundamental: ideas
about who gets what, who has power, what people are like, and who is to
blame. What might seem to be a central debate about the appropriate
role of government might at base be something else: resentment toward
our fellow citizens.

This book shows people making sense of politics in a way that places
resentment toward other citizens at the center. It illuminates this politics
of resentment by looking closely at the manner in which many rural res-
idents exhibit an intense resentment against their urban counterparts.
I explain how people make sense of politics when the boundaries they
draw between “us” and “them” coincide with real, geographic bound-
aries. I show that, although this form of thinking about politics is of-
ten criticized as ignorance, these understandings are complex, many lay-
ered, and grounded in fundamental identities.

I learned, as a city girl, that many rural residents have a perspective I
am going to call “rural consciousness.” To folks who grew up in rural ar-
eas, a fancy social science name like that probably seems unnecessary.
But it is my shorthand for referring to this: an identity as a rural person
that includes much more than an attachment to place. It includes a sense
that decision makers routinely ignore rural places and fail to give rural
communities their fair share of resources, as well as a sense that rural
folks are fundamentally different from urbanites in terms of lifestyles,
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values, and work ethic. Rural consciousness signals an identification
with rural people and rural places and denotes a multifaceted resent-
ment against cities.

When I heard people using this lens to interpret their world, I heard
them claiming that government and public employees are the product of
anti-rural forces and should obviously be scaled back as much as pos-
sible. Viewing politics through the perspective of rural consciousness
makes wanting less government a commonsense desire.

We political scientists often claim that whether a person feels closer
to the Democratic or Republican Party is the most important predisposi-
tion for predicting what people think about politics, including how much
government and redistribution people want. But in this book, I show
how partisanship can be part of a broader understanding of who one is
in the world and a less meaningful identity than we often assume.

Instead of partisan identities, many of the people I spent time with
in rural areas used identities rooted in place and class, this perspective I
am calling rural consciousness, to structure the causal stories they told
to each other—and to me—about the state of the economy before, dur-
ing, and after the Great Recession.® It informed their frequently nega-
tive perceptions of public employees. Even though there were public em-
ployees in their towns, and sometimes even in their groups, many rural
folks did not view public employees as truly rural. They did not see them
as hard working and deserving as rural folks in general, for example.
This perspective provided an environment ripe for the Tea Party, Scott
Walker’s success, and support for small government generally.

I call this book The Politics of Resentment because there are other
ways to make sense of politics than by relying primarily on ideas about
which of one’s fellow citizens are getting more than their fair share
and who among them is undeserving. I draw attention to a kind of poli-
tics in which people do not focus their blame on elite decision makers as
they try to comprehend an economic recession. Instead, they give their

attention to fellow residents who they think are eating their share of the
pie. These interpretations are encouraged, perhaps fomented, by politi-
cal leaders who exploit these divisions for political gain.

This is a different argument than is commonly made about U.S. pub-
lic opinion and its manipulation by political elites. OoE.SQ to the ar-
guments of political observer Thomas Frank .Aucot.. the _En::o—m:o:m
that I am describing are not devoid of economic oo:m_ac.ﬂm:c:m. The con-
versations I observed suggest that politicians are not distracting people
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from economic considerations by convincing them to focus on social and
cultural issues. People are taking economics into account. But these con-
siderations are not raw objective facts. Instead, they are perceptions of
who is getting what and who deserves it, and these notions are affected
by perceptions of cultural and lifestyle differences. That is, in a politics
of resentment, people intertwine economic considerations with social
and cultural considerations in the interpretations of the world they make
with one another.

The possibility I am raising here is that we may be missing something
if we think of votes in terms of issue stances, as political scientists nor-
mally do. Perhaps issues are secondary to identities. Perhaps when peo-
ple vote for a candidate their overarching calculation is not how closely
does this person’s stances match my own, but instead, is this person like
me? Does this person understand people like me? The answers to those
questions include a consideration of issue stances, but issue stances are
not necessarily the main ingredient.

This is a study of public opinion, but it is atypical in that my goal is not
to tell you what people think, whether Wisconsinites or any other general
population. My goal is not to predict voters’ candidate choices or policy
preferences. Instead, my goal is to better understand how people think
about politics. Some public opinion scholars have argued that opinions
about redistribution are not just a function of economic considerations
but are, instead, the products of people embedded in particular social lo-
cations and social environments (Brooks and Manza 2007). In this book,
I do the listening required to study how people combine their sense of
themselves in the world with their perceptions of economic conditions
to arrive at policy preferences. My goal is to uncover the understand-
ings that make a politics of resentment possible. I want to know what it
looks like when people use social categories to understand the political
world, and how they connect resentment toward particular groups to the
broader stance of wanting less, not more, government redistribution.

Let me also say that this is not a study of how well people interpret
the political world. American citizens already get a great deal of criti-
cism from public opinion scholars and political pundits for being inept
(as Lupia [2006] has noted). The pages that follow do contain a good
bit of dismay about the way people make sense of politics, but my point
is not to echo that argument. The purpose of the book is not to blame
the average citizen. Instead, its purpose is to illuminate how we blame
each other.
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Why the Focus on *Us” versus “Them” and Social Identities?

The politics of resentment is fueled by political strategy but it is made
possible by basic human cognition. When people try to make sense of
politics, what do they rely on? Psychologists tell us that when people try
to understand the world in general, not just the political world, they cat-
egorize (Chi, Feltovich, and Glaser 1981; Medin and Cooley 1998). A
particularly powerful set of categories in the realm of politics are social
identities, more casually called notions of “us™ and “them” (Tajfel 1981;
Turner et al. 1987). My definition of social identities is simply this: Iden-
tities with social groups. These may be small or large —from friendship
groups to society-wide categories like “women”—but they serve as refer-
ence points by which people compare themselves to others. These iden-
tities help us figure out which people are on our side. They help us figure
out how we ought to behave and what stances we should take. They even
influence what we pay attention to. Because of all that, they affect what
and who influences us (e.g., Tajfel et al. 1971; Brewer and Miller 1984;
Sears and Kinder 198s; Tajfel and Turner 1986).

These social identities are important politically. They play a central
role in political attitudes and behaviors (Campbell et al. 1960, chaps. 12,
13; Conover 1984, 1988; Huddy 2003). Identifying with the broad cate-
gory Republican or Democrat alone captures enough of individuals’
sense of themselves that those identities predict a whole host of political
behaviors, particularly voting (Green et al. 2002).

Not all social categories are relevant to politics, but it does not take
much for a social category to have an impact on the formation of prefer-
ences regarding the distribution of resources—an issue at the heart of
politics. When people are simply told to identify with an arbitrary social
group, such as Klee or Kandinsky fans, they become more likely to allo-
cate more resources to members of that in-group as opposed to people in

the out-group (i.e., the “minimal group result” [Tajfel et al. 1971]). Iden-
tifying with a group does not necessarily entail vilifying members of out-
groups (Brewer 1999). However, in the realm of public affairs, the distri-
bution of resources is often portrayed as a zero-sum game. There is only
so much money to go around. If I allocate it to my group, yours will not
get it. Therefore, how people conceptualize the o.E._Emm of us and them
likely influences what types of policies they are willing to support.
When people feel unsure and insecure about the amount of money

q
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available to go around, the situation is ripe for a nc::mu. of ._.r.f.h:_:,.r_:_.
People are especially likely to rely on their m.n.o:_u identities in situations
nty (Grieve and Hogg 1999 Mullin and Hogg 1999). When
people perceive that they are not getting their fair w:ﬁ.o ..:ﬁ that oth-
ers are but do not deserve 10, the emotion of resentment1s a :wc_v.‘ Em.::
(Feather and Sherman 2002; Feather and Nairn 2005). The combination
of a reliance on social identities and the emotion of resentment can n?..-
ate a situation in which people regularly view politics in terms of opposi-

of uncertai

tion to other social groups.
Resentment is both public and stubborn. It is more socially acceptable

to express than envy (Feather and Sherman 2002), making it a potential
tool for political arguments. And it is stubborn because even when mem-
bers of better-off groups are suddenly on the short end of the stick as
well—as when public workers must suddenly devote more of their pay-
checks to benefit contributions—those who resent them are not likely to
feel sympathetic toward them (Feather and Nairn 2005). Also, victories
over people perceived as underserving tend to produce schadenfreude,
or a feeling of pleasure over their failure (Feather and Sherman 2002).

A politics of resentment arises from the way social identities, the
emotion of resentment, and economic insecurity interact. In a politics of
resentment, resentment toward fellow citizens is front and center. People
understand their circumstances as the fault of guilty and less deserving
social groups, not as the product of broad social, economic, and political
forces.

Some people are more prone to interpret the world in terms of us and
them than others (Kinder and Kam 2009). My intent here is not to figure
out who uses us/them divisions more than others—I am not claiming that
rural residents do this more than urban residents. Instead, my goal is to
show what it looks like in practice when people interpret politics by fo-
cusing on whom they are against and whom they resent.

My Window Is Wisconsin

My window to the way the politics of resentment works is Wisconsin.
This is a state in which the debate over the appropriate role of govern-
ment has played out prominently and over a sustained period. It has been
central to the conservative response to the disarray of the Republican
Party after the George W. Bush presidency and Barack Obama’s 2008
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presidential victory. Wisconsin was a predominantly Republican state
until the 1950s, but Democratic presidential candidates have repeatedly
carried the state since 1988. Since 2000, however, it has been a partisan
battleground, or swing state.

You can see the push-and-pull of partisan fights here in multiple
ways. Wisconsin scored highest on the number of “Bush-Obama coun-
ties™; no other state had as many counties that went for George W. Bush
in the 2004 presidential election and then for Barack Obama in 2008
(Achenbach 2012). Wisconsin went from having a Democratically con-
trolled state legislature with a Democratic governor and two Demo-
cratic senators in 2009-10 to having a narrowly Republican-controlled
state legislature, Republican governor, and a split U.S. senate delega-
tion in 2012. The state senate has been narrowly balanced, and has al-
ternated between the parties, for decades.” The 2010 elections saw a
sharp shift toward the Republican Party. Those elections involved a de-
feat of three-term Democratic U.S. senate incumbent Russ Feingold
to Tea Party-backed Republican Ron Johnson, and Walker’s ascent to
governor (a position previously held by Democrat Jim Doyle, only the
second Democrat to ever win reelection to the Wisconsin governorship).
But the state continues to be closely divided. Although Walker won his
gubernatorial recall election in June 2012, exit polls showed that approx-
imately 9 percent of the electorate had voted for Walker and intended to
vote for Obama that coming November (Gilbert 2012b). In the 2012 pres-
idential election, Obama won Wisconsin, and in a race for an open U.S.
senate seat, Democrat Tammy Baldwin defeated Republican Tommy
Thompson, one of the most popular politicians to ever serve in the state
(a former Republican governor and secretary of Health and Human Ser-
vices under George W. Bush). In the same election, however, Wisconsin-
ites elected a majority Republican state assembly and senate.

These recent elections show that Wisconsin does not lean clearly to-
ward one party or the other. The state’s political leaders have real and
visible debates about the appropriate reach of government and the mer-
its of market- versus government-based approaches. This makes Wiscon-

sin a fascinating place to study the politics of resentment because it is a
laboratory for some of the most fundamental political issues of our time.

To be honest, I did not initially choose to study Wisconsin for these
reasons. I was not looking for a laboratory for arguments about the right

size of government or even a way to examine the Tea Party. T set out. in
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May of 2007, to learn more about the way social-class identities matter for
the way people make sense of politics. I chose Wisconsin because average
household income and local economies vary widely across the state, and I
knew the people here were likely to hold a variety of perceptions with re-
spect to social class. I also wanted to better understand attitudes among
state residents toward my alma mater and the university I work for, the
University of Wisconsin-Madison. I was also the faculty investigator of a
state-wide public opinion poll and wanted to use conversations with peo-
ple across the state to help set the agenda for our surveys instead of rely-
ing solely on conversations with politicos in Madison, the state capitol.

I had a lot of reasons for studying Wisconsin. But the three most
important ones were these: I grew up here, I love this state, and I care
deeply about it.

I did not foresee the rise of the Tea Party. I did not foresee the Great
Recession, Barack Obama, or Scott Walker. But as this intense politi-
cal context took shape, I was already in the field, listening and gathering
data on what residents in the state were thinking. I had sampled my re-
search sites in an attempt to take myself to a wide range of places in the
state. My hope was to listen to people of varying socioeconomic back-
grounds, across different types of communities. This meant that I spent
a lot of time in smaller communities, and more time outside metro areas
than ever before in my life."”

Listening to conversations in a broad assortment of places alerted me
to a rift that surprised me. As I listened closer and longer, I learned that
it is a rift through which our economic tensions and our ambivalence
about the proper role of government gets played out. This rift is, on its
most basic level, a rural-versus-urban divide.

Rural Consciousness

As a female social scientist driving my Volkswagen Jetta out from Madi-
son, the state capitol and the second largest city in the state, I heard a lot
of criticism of cities from people in small-town Wisconsin. I heard that
urbanites ignore people in rural areas, take in all of their hard-earned
money, and fundamentally disrespect and misunderstand the rural way
of life.

What I heard while inviting myself into conversations around Wis-
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consin taught me that the EB:ma:m-Ecm.:. divide is an important—if
ed—divide in American politics today. We tend to talk
n we look at electoral maps, but perhaps a
ural (Meckler and Chinni 2014).

quite overlook
about red versus blue whe

more important divide is urban versus rurat (e .
We have known for a long time that that this divide matters, but not in

the way I am suggesting. o

History shows us that the rural-versus-urban divide has long been a
factor in American politics. But what [ am describing in this book is not
just the correlation between place and votes. Instead, I am arguing that

place matters because it functions as a lens through which people inter-
howing how it matters. When previous studies

pret politics, and I am s
tters, they have not, in fact, ex-

have examined how or why location ma
amined how place-based consciousness matters for the way people make

sense of politics. In this book, I show how consciousness as a rural resi-
dent itself can make the stands that people take in these conflicts seem
appropriate and natural.

I am calling this lens rural consciousness to describe a perspective
that is at its core an identity rooted in place and class. But it is infused
with a sense of distributive injustice—a sense that rural folks don’t get
their fair share.

I heard this perspective in just about every rural community in which
I spent time."" In general, it had three elements: (1) a belief that rural ar-
eas are ignored by decision makers, including policy makers, (2) a per-
ception that rural areas do not get their fair share of resources, and (3) a
sense that rural folks have fundamentally distinct values and lifestyles,
which are misunderstood and disrespected by city folks.

I label this perspective rural consciousness in order to build on a line
of research in political science regarding “group consciousness.” That
work focuses on social identities that are infused with a sense of distrib-
utive injustice. Such scholarship argues that a group consciousness is a
social identity that has particular importance politically. People with
a group consciousness prefer their in-group, are dissatisfied with that
group’s status, believe that members of the group are not getting their
fair share, and perceive that this state of affairs is the product of system-
atic decisions, not just chance or individual-level behavior (Miller et al.
1981). When such attitudes are attached to a social group identity, that
identity tends to matter for politics. It affects political preferences and
whether people become politically engaged.

MAKING SENSE OF POLITICS THROUGH RESENTMEN

The Importance of Place in Contemporary American Politics

In this book, I focus on the urban-versus-rural divide and the perspec-
tive of rural consciousness as a window into understanding the politics
of resentment.'? I regard this divide as one of many through which the
politics of resentment can operate. However, this particular axis of re-
sentment is hugely consequential for American politics today. Yes, the
population of rural residents in the United States is quite small—about
15 percent of the total population. However, contemporary Republi-
can Party power depends on rural residents. According to a recent Wall
Street Journal analysis, “Over the past 15 years the percentage of rural
Americans represented by Republicans in the House has grown sharply,
while urban Americans have shifted slightly to House Democrats. ... As
Democrats have come to dominate U.S. cities, it is Republican strength
in rural areas that allows the party to hold control of the House and re-
main competitive in presidential elections” (Meckler and Chinni 2014).

Take Wisconsin, for example. Milwaukee’s suburbs lean increasingly
Republican, and yet Madison leans increasingly Democratic. There is a
lot of attention to the culture war between these two urban areas and,
also, to the tensions between the overwhelmingly Republican and white
Milwaukee suburbs versus the Democratic and racially diverse city of
Milwaukee.!?

But the rural-versus-urban divide matters. Almost half of the popu-
lation in Wisconsin lives outside the fourteen counties that make up the
greater Milwaukee and Madison metropolitan areas (48 percent accord-
ing to the 2010 Census)." And these nonmetro areas are a political bat-
tleground. Of these fifty-eight nonmetro counties, only six voted for the
Democratic gubernatorial candidate in 2010. But just two years earlier,
only eight of them went for Republican John McCain in the 2008 presi-
dential race. And in 2012, the counties outside the major metro areas ba-
sically split: twenty-seven of them went for Obama, and thirty-one went
for Republican challenger Mitt Romney. There is an independent streak
in the rural areas, and it has mattered in recent elections.'

Also, at the same time that the United States is becoming increas-
ingly urban, and increasingly racially and ethnically heterogeneous,
there are places that are experiencing something different. Wisconsin is
one of them. The changes in Wisconsin represent a change common to
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the Midwest, but one that is often overlooked by journalists living on
the coasts. Here in “flyover” land, the population in Wisconsin is indeed
becoming more racially and ethnically diverse. But the largest overall
growth in Wisconsin is in the Milwaukee suburbs, which tend to be pre-
dominantly white and predominantly Republican.'

You can look at demographic change and conclude that urban areas
represent the future, and rural areas the past. You could say that con-
servatism is woven into the fabric of rural life. Maybe. But the alliance
of Republican and rural is not inevitable. Nor is the correlation between
small towns and support for less government. My interest is in the inter-
pretations of the world that make these correlations happen.

What I argue in this book is that paying attention to identities rooted
in place is key to understanding these interpretations. We should pay at-
tention to place because rural areas are political battlegrounds, our sys-
tem of representation is based on geography, and conflicts between rural
and urban areas over who should get what are intensifying (Gimpel and

Schuknecht 2003, esp. 385). But we should also pay attention to place be-
cause it is central to the way many people understand the political world.

Americans’ perceptions of who gets what and our notions of fairness
about these distinctions are often linked to place (Hochschild 1981).
These perceptions of place and justice also correlate with perceptions of
who has power and how it is exercised (Hayward 2000). Our identifica-
tion with particular communities is also associated with our willingness
to pay taxes (Wong 2010, chap. 3).

The links we make between place and justice, fairness and inequality
are powerful because they involve race and social class. By social class,
I mean our perceived social standing relative to each other, which is
rooted in economic characteristics such as income, occupation, and edu-
cation. It is inescapable that there are haves and have-nots in the United
States in terms of objective wealth, and on that basis I argue class mat-
ters in American politics. Place is intertwined with the objective indica-
tors of class (Burrows and Gane 2006)," defined by a long pedigree of
scholarship as income, wealth, occupation, and relationship to authority
in the workplace."

When it comes to figuring out how the politics of resentment works,
people’s perceptions of their social class make a difference—and that
is also intertwined with place. Objective measures of class do not nec-
essarily predict how people will perceive their own social class (Walsh,
Jennings, and Stoker 2004). A person we type as “upper class” accord-
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ing to income may instead think of herself as “middle class.” Social-class
identities are a function of income, occupation, and education, but they
also incorporate a sense of what people value and the lifestyles they pre-
fer (Jackman and Jackman 1983).

Class is not something that people just have—it is something that
they do. They give meaning to their social-class status through the food
they eat, the clothes they wear, the sports they play, and so on (Bourdieu
[1979] 1984, chap. 3; see also Lareau 2008). People give meaning to their
identities through their everyday life and interactions with others, and
those meanings in turn structure how they make sense of the world."

The connection between social-class identity and geographic place
may be particularly important for politics. Because identities are per-
ceptions, not necessarily consistent with objective circumstances, other
people, including politicians, can influence and manipulate them. And
because dividing lines may be most easily exploited when they have
physical markers, identities rooted in geographic spaces are ripe for the
politics of resentment. Geographic boundaries allow us to actually draw
lines between types of people, particularly between the haves and the
have-nots.

I am focusing on place as a dimension of the politics of resentment
because it is intertwined with another social category that is highly rel-
evant to redistributive policy in the United States: race. Race has been
central to debates over what role the government should play in redistri-
bution since at least the Civil War. In their book, Fighting Poverty in the
US and Europe, Alesina and Glaeser (2004) explain that, until the Civil
War, the federal government did not have the capacity to redistribute
wealth. After the war, three things came together: a stagnant economy
among farmers, enormous increases in wealth for some people (this was
what we call the Gilded Age, after all), and a government with increased
power, not only real but demonstrably so—it had just successfully freed
the slaves.

At that point in time, the rural-versus-urban divide, race, and redis-
tribution collided. Rural economies were particularly hard hit and var-
ious rural-based movements arose, in which people argued for redistri-
bution. Their focus was on increasing inflation so that farmers could pay
their debts. But in essence they were asking for the federal government
to take from the very rich and redistribute to the rural poor.

These movements became what we now call populism. As populists
tried to make their arguments, they tried to appeal to African Amer-
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bat the Great Depression changed the amcmﬁ.o aboul ;
the United States practiced significant redistribution until the 1960s.

The Republican Party found itself out of woéﬁl:s:_ a m:m:mm ﬁ,:m: be-
gan with Barry Goldwater’s successful candidacy for ?m. vwaQ.m JOB-
ination in 1964 provided a blueprint that the party cE:.o.: in later
years. He gained support in that race by appealing t0 2 coalition of Mc-
Carthyites Amnzooaacim”mv, anti—-New Dealers, and moE:mE.mnm com-
mitted to segregation. That coalition has underpinned Republican suc-
cess ever since. As Alesina and Glaeser (2004) argue, whether or not
Republican politicians were intentionally using race, when they ran on
an anti-New Deal platform, they were appealing to those opposed to
integration.

Arguments against redistribution
fact that racist sentiments persist. As Alesina and Glaeser show, across

the globe opponents of the welfare state have succeeded by ﬁwvvm:m into
cultural heterogeneity, whether racial, religious, or otherwise. In w:m
United States, it is in the interests of the Republican Party for attention
to class to be diverted to attention to race.

In fact, race is quite likely the reason that public opinion in the
United States has not shifted in a redistributive direction as much as it
has in other countries, despite rising economic inequality. In most afflu-
ent member countries of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development, governments have responded to rising inequality with
ibution—but not in the United States (Kenworthy and
me say that the relative weakness of labor unions
and socialist movements (Korpi 1983) and the low voting rates among
low-income voters (Kenworthy and Pontusson 2005) in the United States
have resulted in less pressure for redistribution than in other countries.

Another part of the story, though, is the composition of the poor in
the United States. As I noted at the start of this book, support for re-
distribution among middle-income voters in the United States is much
lower than it is in other countries of the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development with comparable levels of affluence and
of inequality (Lupu and Pontusson 2011). Scholars argue this
proportion of the poor in the United States are racial
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is because a greater
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minorities (Alesina and Glaeser 2004). They argue that racial difference
reduces the connection that middle-income voters feel toward the poor.
Without a psychological connection to the poor, middle-income voters
are less likely to support redistributing resources toward them (Lupu
and Pontusson 201T; see also Lane 2001).

The history of the intertwined nature of race, place, and class under-
scores that the alliance of rural voters with a party pressing for less gov-
ernment has roots in human action—it has not popped out of thin air. In
fact, in the populist era, the relationship was reversed: farmers were al-
lied with populists calling for more redistribution. Looking closely at the
way rural residents understand politics today helps uncover the many
layers of the publics’ interpretations of who is on their side and where
they place the role of government in these battles.

Listening closely to rural voters also helps reveal how the meaning of
“populism” has changed in the contemporary United States. Political ac-
tors often claim to be populist as a shorthand for conveying that they are
especially close to the people and are railing against politics as usual.
Present-day U.S. candidates who call themselves “populist” are not nec-
essarily so0.2 Because we live in a time when distrust in government is
the norm, there is often a political benefit in running against government
and in making the claim that government is out of step with the concerns
of the public.

But the white-collar composition of our national, state, and local gov-
ernments calls into question the extent to which those seeking office are
on the side of “the people” in a populist division of people versus the
powerful elite (Carnes 2013). Also, how often are so-called populists
these days operating outside the party structure? For example, are Tea
Party candidates really separate from the Republican Party and the or-
ganizations that support it? That does not appear to be the case, as Re-
publican Party elites and the Fox News network have been key players in
Tea Party activism (Williamson, Skocpol, and Coggin 2011).

When populist appeals are made, do we really have genuine “discon-
tent stem[ming] from the disparity between those who hold no power
versus those who do” (Barr 2009, 31)? For example, in the rural conscious-
ness I observed, many people living in rural places thought that their com-
munities were not receiving their fair share of resources. And yet, em-
pirically the evidence on this is unclear, as I explain in greater detail in
chapter 3. Also, on many issues their stances were similar to the policy
priorities of the party in power: Act 10, gun control, and reducing taxes,
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for example. In this way, many appeals that are ._mdm_am. populist rarely
cut against the grain of society or against the grain of elite values.?! The
claim we will encounter that public employees are lazy and undeserving
is not exactly against the interests of the established elite, for example.
The approach I take in this book enables us to better understand the
operation of what contemporary political pundits call populism. I show
what some of these us-versus-them divides look like from the public’s
point of view. I also show why people find these categories appealing and

useful, even if focusing on such categories ultimately benefits not them-
selves but, instead, the powerful elite.

Public Opinion among Ordinary People

My attention in this book is focused on “ordinary” people who find
themselves in a caustic political environment and who, unfortunately,
through their own sense making, contribute to that environment. By or-
dinary people, I mean people who are not themselves political elites—
not elected officials, staffers for elected officials, public employees in-
volved in the policy process, or journalists and others who live and
breathe politics. (As much as I would like to think of myself as an ordi-
nary person, this leaves out political scientists, t00).2? :
Because I listen intensively to particular people in particular places
in this study, you can say this is a bottom-up study of public opinion. But
I'am not assuming that the opinions I hear in these communities exist
in a vacuum, independent of mass media or political leaders. I am also
not assuming that ordinary people simply parrot the views of Fox News,
Barack Obama, or anyone else. The reality I will try to convey to you is
of a much more complex process of sense making and understanding.
Here are my assumptions about the way public opinion operates.
First, we can predict the aggregate shape of public oEiom quite accu-
rately from the content of mainstream news media (Zaller 1992). Second,
differences within the population can be accurately predicted by politi-
cally important predispositions like partisanship, attitudes toward war
(Zaller 1992), and attitudes toward racial groups (Kinder and Sanders
1996). People pay attention to and hear things that resonate with their
preexisting beliefs. Third, when we judge whether the ordinary citizen
is capable of making “good” judgments with respect to politics accord-

e ——
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ing to how much they “know” (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996) and to
what extent they base these judgments on an overarching ideology (Con-
verse 1964), they do not in general perform very well. Fourth, when you
listen to the way people make sense of politics, they have justifications
for what they think, and these justifications make sense to them and are
steeped in their personal sense of who they are in the world (Cramer
Walsh 2004). Fifth, the identities people use to make sense of politics
are constantly evolving and change salience in response to the context
(Turner et al. 1994; Green, Palmquist, and Schickler 2002).

Sixth, public opinion is not just what polls measure. Before we had
survey research, people did not define public opinion as poll results. In-
stead, scholars thought of it as the product of groups of people competing
with one another (Blumer 1948) and the back and forth between citizens
and journalists (Bryce 1913). When the technology of mass sample sur-
veys was emerging, it seemed crazy to some people to think of public
opinion as the mechanical aggregation of the expressions of isolated in-
dividuals. Even today, for many decisions, especially at lower levels of
government, it is not practical to capture public opinion through polling.
Politicians with small constituencies or limited budgets figure out what
their constituents think and feel—public opinion—based on things other
than polls (Fenno 1978). They talk to people. They do “polling by walk-
ing around” (Cramer Walsh 2009). I am trying to revive this definition of
public opinion as more than just what polls measure. It is also the under-
standings that emerge from communication among people.

In this view of public opinion, bottom-up and top-down processes are
occurring at the same time and influence one another. Elites mobilize
public opinion. That does not mean that they create public opinion from
scratch. Instead, they tap into preexisting sentiments and values they
find it advantageous to activate. Market research and campaign consul-
tants try to figure out what messages will work—what will resonate and
what will successfully ignite opinions that are lying dormant (Key 1961).
In addition, political strategy does contribute to the opinions and senti-
ments that are out there. The seeds of resentment are sown over long pe-
riods of time. In other words, political elites reap the benefits of the divi-

siveness they help create.

In the conversations of this book, we see how the weeds grow as peo-
ple sow them in the minds of each other. We also see how certain con-
lexts create a bounty harvest as politicians fertilize certain resentments
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Why Study Group Conversation?

s is not your typical public opinion

ight have gathered that thi
o . ¢ opinion surveys. This

study, meaning a study conducted via scientifi : .
book is based on data gathered by inviting myself _:.S.Sm conversations
of ordinary people. I find mass-sample public wn::o: surveys enor-
mously helpful for capturing what a large no?w_m:o: of people :::w at
a given point in time. But for the task of figuring out :.Sw v.oom_m think
what they do I have found no better substitute than listening to them
in depth—sitting down with them in groups in the places they normally
hang out and hearing how they piece the world together for themselves.
This is sometimes called an “ethnographic approach” (Schatz 2009). It
is ethnographic in the sense of observing life in a place in order to un-
derstand the meaning people construct of their own lives and the world
around them.

[ said at the outset that my main motivation was not to get at how
well people make sense of politics, but to get at how they do so. I am try-
ing to discern what people have rather than what they lack, in terms of
the tools they have for making sense of politics. I take this approach be-
cause, as I said above, I tend to think of public opinion as the under-
standings that people create together. That is, if a person was to talk
about an issue one way in her morning coffee klatch and yet another way
in response to a telephone interviewer later in the day, which one is her
real opinion? Both are real and both have importance.

My hope is to better explain how the perspectives people use to in-
terpret the world lead them to see certain stances as natural and right
for someone like themselves (Soss 2006, 316). This is in line with an ap-
proach to social science called “interpretivism” (Schwartz-Shea and Ya-
now 2012). This kind of work mm:n_.w:.v\ shares the goal of trying to pro-
vide a coherent account of interpretations or ::amEmz&:mm in order to
explain why people express the opinions they do. My assumption is that
providing such an account is necessary Hoq.m. true explanation.

Even before I noticed that Emnw .Em:::ov, Were a prominent wey i
which people in the rural communities I sampled were making sense of

MAKING SENSE OF POLITICS THROUGH RESENTMENT 21

politics, T wanted to take into account the way the socioeconomic con-
text of their communities mattered in their conversations. An ethno-
graphic approach enabled me to do this. I also wanted to spend time
with people having conversations in their own environments because do-
ing so allows me to see the work of social identity. Social identity is hard
to measure with surveys. Our best attempts involve asking people how
close they feel to certain social groups, but when we do so we have to an-
ticipate what groups matter to people. I find that we learn a lot when we
allow people to tell us what their identity reference points are (Walsh
2004). In addition, when you watch people interacting with people they
normally spend time with, you can hear and see them using these refer-
ence points in a way that does not necessarily occur in a one-on-one in-
terview with a researcher.

Another thing I should point out about this study is that it is not about
causation. I am not trying to predict how X causes Y. For example, my
question is not whether living in a rural place causes rural consciousness,
or whether politicians activate rural consciousness. Instead, this study
is a “constitutive” analysis. That is, it is an examination of what this
thing, rural consciousness, consists of, how it works, and how it is part
of a broader politics of resentment (Taylor 1971; McCann 1996; Wendt
1998). The point is not to argue that we see consciousness in rural areas
but not in other places, or to estimate how often it appears among ru-
ral residents, or to describe what a population of people thinks. Instead,
my purpose here is to examine what this particular rural consciousness
is and what it does: how it helps to organize and integrate thoughts about
the distribution of resources, decision-making authority, and values into
a coherent narrative that people use to make sense of the world. In addi-
tion, the goal is to illuminate how this perspective fits in with a broader
politics in which tapping into resentment is an effective political strategy.
This is not a study of Wisconsin; it is a study of political understanding
that is conducted in Wisconsin (Geertz 1973, 22).

To clarify what this study needs to show in order to contribute to our
understanding of politics, and what exactly it does contribute, allow me
to contrast it with positivist approaches. By a positivist approach, I mean
one that tests data to demonstrate causality and discover scientific laws
that explain human behavior and society. One of the things that I do in
this book is to examine how people weave together place and class iden-
tities and their orientations to government and how they use the result-
ing perspectives to think about politics. A positivist study of this topic
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object is to understand neither the Eamwm:mai.nmana of identities and
attitudes (such as trust) on a given political opinion E.: how people hav-
ing different combinations of characteristics and attitudes no.Bmmam to
heir issue positions. Rather, my goal is to distinguish
bine attitudes and identities—how they cre-
selves and use these to make sense

others in terms of t
how people themselves com
ate or constitute perceptions of them

of politics. ‘
What does this study need to demonstrate, if not that X causes Y?

I have to show, convincingly, that a particular perspective is influential
for the way some people think about politics.”* The burden is on me to
show that rural consciousness structures how the people I spent time
with think about politics—that is, that their use of rural consciousness
screens out certain considerations and makes others obvious and com-
monplace. I have to show that the work of this perspective contributes to
a broader context in which politics is understood as a matter of resent-
ment toward other members of the public.

Plan of the Book

My plan for the remainder of this book is to first explain the approach
that I took in doing this research, what rural consciousness is, and then
how it functions to structure political understanding and contributes to
a politics of resentment. After I specify what rural consciousness is and
what it does, I will develop in detail how this lens structures interpreta-
tions of politics.

In short, here is what I will do in each chapter, In (he next chapter,
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[ explain my methods in full and introduce the reader to the groups who
allowed me to join in on their gatherings. It is conventional to put this
information in an appendix at the back of the book. I am asking you to
read it as part of the story because knowing how I went about collect-
ing these data is important for understanding what I learned from them.
Also, since most people—scholars and ordinary citizens alike—are used
to thinking about public opinion as the results of public opinion polls, I

need to provide some extra clarification concerning how to evaluate the

kind of data I present in this book.
In chapter 3, I lay out the nature of rural consciousness, the geography

of Wisconsin, and its historical relationship to politics in the state. With
the use of survey and conversational data, I argue that there are three
major components of the rural consciousness perspective: a perception
that rural areas do not receive their fair share of decision-making power,
that they are distinct from urban (and suburban) areas in their culture
and lifestyle (and that these differences are not respected), and that ru-
ral areas do not receive their fair share of public resources. I examine
the importance of understandings about who works hard in the popula-
tion and the manner in which rural consciousness has provided an extra
grounding for even this basic part of U.S. culture. I also carefully con-
sider racism in these conversations and ask the reader to take a nuanced
understanding of its role in the resentment we hear.

In chapter 4, I analyze whether there is empirical support for the idea
that rural areas are the victims of distributive injustice. I argue that even
though per capita allocations do not consistently support this view, the
nature of the challenges facing rural areas in the United States means
that there is a reasonable basis for these perceptions. Finally, the chap-
ter presents results of an investigation into evidence of rural conscious-
ness in local news coverage in Wisconsin. [ use our null results from that
analysis to argue that rural consciousness is one aspect of public opinion
that is likely communicated primarily through interpersonal interaction,
again suggesting the importance of public opinion methods that place
listening front and center.

In chapter 5, I move from explaining what rural consciousness is into
what it does—how it works for helping people make sense of politics. I
look closely at conversations about education, particularly higher edu-
cation, to analyze how rural consciousness has structured conversations
m.coE public institutions and public employees. As I contrast conversa-
tions among groups of people meeting in rural areas with groups meet-
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vides extra grounding for interpretati . ! : .,
In chapter 6, I show how rural consciousness provides fertile ground ,,

for arguments in favor of less redistribution and smaller mo<m§H.=mE. '
examine the way people connect resentment 85.3_ moéaaoa. in gen-
eral and toward public employees in particular s.:r the o.o.sn_cw_os that
government ought to be cut back. I argue that, in a politics of resents
ment, attitudes toward social groups do the work of ideology. In this kind
of politics, we see people arguing in favor of small government based on
resentment toward other citizens, not libertarian principles. I show how
rural consciousness provides an extra footing for these understandings.
Ambivalence in the public about the proper size of government means
these interpretations are not inevitable, but the narratives that resent-
ment offers make them seem that way.

In chapter 7, I show how the lens of rural consciousness has structured
understandings of the Great Recession, Barack Obama, and the ruckus
around Scott Walker in Wisconsin. I dissect conversations about pub-
lic employees to examine how rural consciousness served to reinforce
the politics of resentment before, during, and after the Great Recession.
I also examine conversations about Barack Obama, Scott Walker, and
the legislation by Walker that effectively ended collective bargaining for
public employees and required them to contribute much larger amounts
from their paychecks toward their health insurance and pensions. Fi-
nally, I analyze Walker’s public comments to suggest how politicians tap
into resentment to win elections and further their policy goals.

These analyses help develop the argument that the politics of resent-
ment is about more than making sense of politics with the tools of social
identity. It is about using perspectives that make resentment toward so-
cial groups inevitable and reasonable. In this style of interpretation, peo-
ple blame other residents rather than broader structural forces.

In the conclusion of the book, I reflect back on the nature of rural
consciousness, how people use it to structure their understanding of pol-
itics, and how it is part of a broader politics of resentment. T underscore
that perspectives that are often denigrated as ignorant seem quite com-
plex in these conversations. I consider what the results tell us about the
importance of place identity in public opinion, as well as the importance
of place in practical understandings of social class. I use the results from

the various analyses throughout the book to argue that understanding
contemporary public opinion requires considering both bottom-up and
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top-down forces. I describe some of the insights this interpretivist study
offers for positivist approaches. Finally, I conclude that this study gives
us some serious warning signals about the tendency of modern democ-
racy toward resentment. When arguments about how we ought to allo-
cate resources to each other are made on the backs of our resentment to-
ward each other, what does the future hold?
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CHAPTER SIX

Support for Small Government

hen I was traveling around Wisconsin, inviting myself into con-
2%3303 in gas stations, diners, and other local hangouts, many
times I got into conversations about health care reform with people who
said they could not afford health insurance. They wished they could af-
ford health care and dental care, too, for that matter. They talked about
how people in general in their community could not afford health insur-
ance. As the years went on, Barack Obama became president, and went
about pursuing substantial health care reform.

But people in those groups, even the folks missing teeth, rarely sup-
ported government-sponsored health care reform. Why?

A common way to answer this question is to say that people are sim-
ply ignorant; they vote against their interests. ButI would like to suggest
the possibility that the issue is not about what facts they know. Instead,
the issue has to do with the perspectives through which they encounter
facts and conceive of possible solutions.

When we stop to notice the way rural consciousness undergirds re-
sentment toward public employees, support for small-government wo.:-
¢1es and the conservatism of candidates in rural areas is 1ot so SUTpris:
ﬁwm_ﬁ_: this nrmvﬁmw, I am going to make the coE OEB that support for

é%owwgﬂma is more about identity than v::ﬁw_m. 2y
,.>:o~wmww_::m = bul o BT NS e _oo_a. cmnw - meﬂmhmnw related
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4ppropriat emocrats in general is related to their a .V ot Schickler
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thinking to himself, “In principle I believe the less
ter; therefore, I am going to vote for the Republic
single-payer health care, even though I need healtp,
think so.

Instead, what I heard over and over again is some
lowing: “I wish I could afford better health care, but
ends meet as it is. And the harder I work, the more
don’t want my taxes to go up anymore. I can’t afford i
is those tax dollars are going, they sure aren’t going
in communities like mine. Because look at this place! This compj
is dying! It seems to me that I'm paying for health care for vmoEo__“N
aren’t working half as hard as I am, and even though I am Working
self to death, I can’t afford to pay for my own health care %

A fundamental aspect of rural consciousness is th
“people in my rural community are not getting thej
sources—in particular, we are not getting our share of
We can imagine that people holding that belief would want more govery.
ment resources, as they sometimes did when talking about wanting more
state aid for the tourism industry or for their local schools. But tht js
not the conclusion I heard people reaching. Instead, I much more com-
monly heard them concluding something like “the government must be

mishandling my hard-earned dollars, because my taxes keep going up
and clearly they are not coming back to benefit people like me. So why
would I want an expansion of government?”

These are summaries of what I heard—but let me give you examples
of actual conversations. In the group of women meeting once a week in
the northwest tourist town, I heard this in January 2008 (Group 2):

that sucp Pergy
moéEBmE Eoo“o 1§
i

an T:Q and Raing
care myse]f»y I ag,H

VETSion of gy fol.
I can :maq mak,
Y taxes gy |
t. And ﬁ-ﬂg—. i
to People like e

€ perception that
I fair share of re.
menmwﬂ dollars?

ELAINE: A lot of people here have less money than other parts of the stateso
how can they buy their insurance?

Kic: Yeah, OK [quietly, overlapping other people talking) . . . important 0
remember,

KATIE: A lot of times people up here have health insurance but they hatd
huge deductible ‘cause that’s the kind of health insurance they can afford
50 you can still get stuck with a big, big bill.

In the northwest logging town, several hours south, earlier that woih
(Group 6, January 2008):

dine
(Group 9):
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m:aoﬁ ¢. Somebody that’s working in these industries around
. well you rell E_m:m eight, nine dollars an hour. With a family of two,
B here that 2r¢ Bw:o to afford eight hundred dollars a month for health
you WO_ g
how are J
Emc_‘mznm.‘
’ “<Ocom:;. 2
" On eight dollars an hour?
JIM: 't
. - Youcant.
KIC SEEQ_. <~. Jow]: Eight, ten dollars an hour? At fifteen, fifteen dollars an
; 1 : ’
u [really mac .
! s_oS how can you afford it”
i the
mong the group of people meeting at
geveral hours west of there, among the g

. : al tourist town, I heard this in June 2007
n the north-centr
¢ counter 1

How about health care? Is that a big issue?
e

y Ith care has always been an issue because the average person up

neLson: Hea el =
: ealth care.
x_MMMo,M:chMM_o_Mw:o& people up here just kind of take a risk, don’t buy it?
z:moz”. Well they get . . . they don’t go to the doctor when they should,
checkups, no. I've always been lucky. .

kic: So what do you think should be done about health care? There is a lot of
talk these days about universal health care and such . ..

NELsON: Well, see what’s happening right now is that we’re getting more and
more hospitals opening up, making enough money where they are build-
ing 'em. They are crying about not making any money, but they sure as
heck are—should see the doctor’s houses out here. They are beautiful!

[Agreement all around: “Yeah.”)

A half a year later, in January 2008, I asked that same group E:&
they thought should be done about health care, and Nelson was skepti-
¢l that a government mandate for people to buy insurance would work
in their type of town (Group 9, January 2008): “Well, when you mﬁ.aoé:
in the city, people are making more money, so you can afford to do it, but
When you're in northern Wisconsin making ten dollars an hour, and you
Uy to stretch that over for a family, you're not gonna get :mm:r.ﬂzm. As
dmatter of fact, you're lucky if you can pay your bills. You're going (o be
1unning an old car and hopefully that will get you back toward working,
but yowre NOt going to be able to pay for health care.”

:?..cv_n perceived that they could not afford health care themselves,
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then why didn’t they support gOvernment-sy
many conversations, people perceived that eve
care would still cost them a great deal. In the
Wisconsin, during my first visit in May 2007,

; oz.»z.mn Six
Sidizeq heay
n mo<m~.=_dmw
dice game, i,
T askeq this (G

:u nm—d..v ;
Tmcvmaﬁ

&g
éoﬁ.no:sm_

fOup yyp,
kic: Do you think a lot of people who are retired in th

not to do health care at all? Just decide to take the rj
HENRY: Some of 'em can’t afford to do health care,
RICHARD: Not a matter of choosing—it’s a matter of what

pay some insurance company,

is Commyp;;
Y degj
sk? e

You have t 4,
? Whateyer.

the state, that oy
buy insurance out of

or do you buy groceries b

ERNIE: Well if they would let us buy the insurance out of
be a hell of a lot cheaper— but they say well you can’t
the state. Gotta be in state. That’s stupid.

RICHARD: You look at the average income in the southern

look at the average income here and you could tell me
pared to buy their health insurance?

part of the state,
Who is more pre-
MARK: We're about the second poorest county in the state.

ERNIE: Yeah.

MARK: After Menominee, Dave, is that right?

DAVE: Uh, I think so. One of the poorest counties right now.

MARK: So we're what? Number 2? And the state-run health program is—I'd

like to say well that’s going to take care of this, but that ain't gonna work.
There ain’t a damn thing the state ever does that’s cheap.

The sense of identity as people from a place that was disadvantaged eco-
nomically coexisted with the perception that wherever their hard-earned
money was going, it was not coming to them. It seemed instead to be
going, in part, to bloated government programs and overpaid and un-
derworked public employees. That resentment toward government and
toward public employees fueled support for small government. In this
chapter, my intent is to show, in greater detail, what this looked like.!
The sentiments above about health care seem to include a bit of par-
roting of conservative media or Republican arguments. (Take, for ex
ample, the complaint about prohibitions against buying health insurance
across state lines. That was a plank in Mitt Romney’s platform i:«m
running against Obama in 2012.) But again, understanding these mg_:.
ments should entail more than looking just at the facts mentioned. While
the facts that people pick up and repeat are a product of what they coly
sider valid ang credible ways to view the world, it is important t0 dig

O<N%ZZNZH
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- 1ns that follow, T will examine more closely the way
e mmn:M to understood the appropriate size of government,
e

¢ the Size of Government
500 »-—UQ——
?w—m .
lars have reflected on why Americans have not sup-
R Ith care, they have noted the strong tendency to
1 N . . . . .
E:éam_ - le government intervention in this aspect of their
mﬂmm-momod But in order to understand what underlies sup-
in 2 . ) ; B ;
Jives (€8 Popk ament policies and candidates, it 1s important to ac
ort for small-gover American public is far more ambivalent about the
P the Ame -
nowledge that nt than many contemporary political arguments allege
/ e ;
size of mo,mns.a. 1982; Cook and Barrett 1992; Quadagno and Street
(Sears and O:::mv ’ .
in 2008). ) ¥
2005; Martin 20 sienificant expansions of government in U.S. history,
igreliore e M time of the Industrial Revolution and the New
e
E:woc_m% - M cades following World War II (Cook and Barrett
ree de 1 5 ] 3
bl 900 ﬂ.ro iy Public education, Social Security, and Medicare ar
. Martin 2008). Pu )
190 Quadagno and Street 2005).
three notable examples ( £ the 10705 occurred, crifcism about
When the economic aoﬁ:.EE @ % %oow BT
gsovernment social programs intensifie Aw o e orosperity of
mnosoawo crises of the 1970s were m_w:m:: o felt
i s, and people feltit. e {
2 s i , d primarily from inflation rather than
costlier as public revenues increased p STy
actual expansion of the economy (Sears and 1 R T
One result was protest against property tax hi am 5 5 o
levels, as Sears and Citrin argue in Tax wﬁs.: Qwowmmaca o i
California passed Proposition 13 (Prop 13) via r¢ S titution such that
one margin. That proposition changed the mﬁm.a.m 4 in how much they
property taxes dropped and instantly were limite
could escalate in the future. hat some fout as @ clear
Prop 13 is an example of an issue or event t. butitis understood
showing of widespread support for small moéBEH e spun by nationa!
i, Sl o Tw%ama But Martin (2008)
cel i i . y
political elites as support for downsizing g0 + for limited government
argues that Prop 13 was not a show of mcgo.ﬁm 2 resction 198 specific,
more generally. Instead, he argues, Prop J , Mc pport because the prop-
noticeable change in policy. It won the public’s



150

; ; Q;__H:
erty tax had been modernized in the 1960s and Memberg Ix

were steaming about the relatively sudden hike in thejr taxes

Sears and Citrin write that the conservative wing of e o.m .
Prop 13 “portrayed itself as a movement of ‘the people mmwvsmﬂs
nitive government” (1982, 15). When Prop 13 passed, 033_53 Ay,
Jeanings interpreted it “as a symbol of public hostility tq wofw of My
general, rather than the property tax in particular” (Martin ~= ool
Even Jimmy Carter said publicly in 1978, “I do belieye ol Hvaoom_. @.
13 is an accurate expression of, first of all, the distrust of moéws,ns
(quoted in Martin 2008, 126). Nmepy

Notice, though, that Carter said “distrust of government »
trust of government or antigovernment sentiment is not the same.
preference for limited or smaller government. By mszmoéﬂuaosal
timent, I mean criticism of the government, lack of trust in moﬁBBWS.
or perceptions of corruption or incompetence in government, By h_e.
port for limited government, I mean a belief in the adage the Jess w%o_”.
ment, the better. A person can be highly critical of the people curre aty
in government or current government procedures while at the Ssame (ime
believing in principle that society ought to invest heavily in governmen
even beyond defense (e.g., public education, public assistance, or health
care). At the same time, a person might believe strongly in limited 80
ernment (e.g., most government programs ought to be privatized), while

believing that current policy makers are doing a competent job. Walker
supporters in Wisconsin are one example.

f the Pubjj,

Bug gjg.

Even though antigovernment sentiment is not the same as support
for limited government, the conservatives of the Reagan revolution suc-
ceeded in melding the two. Conservatives used the hostility to govern-
ment they claimed Prop 13 revealed to justify cutting taxes in general
(Martin 2008, 15). In the midst of the shifting party coalitions in the
postwar era, the parties were looking for ways to distinguish themselyes
Republicans found such a strategy in antitax and anti-big-government
m.ﬁmsomm (127). Martin (2008) argues that Prop 13 changed American poli
tics because it changed how much attention the parties paid to taxes.

It was in that context that Reagan became president. One of the mai
targets of his efforts to scale back government was the welfare state. But
wos,ga argue that, despite these attempts, there were actually few o
m”“ﬂwh_:woﬂwmﬂﬂﬂ.«.:ru in the 1980s because the public, and E%H ”“”_
- e § .m:<rf ‘mn_zm:v\ expressed widespread suppe 5

programs (Cook and Barrett 1992). Cook and Barre
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of ﬁcc:n ov.::ow data show EM public opinion .E. favor of so-
analys® = "1 not drop in the 1970s and early 1980s, despite conserva-
~ial ﬁd:uamuﬂﬁm o contrary ANMV.N
ive a8 care debate during the mnmﬂ.n\mz of the Clinton adminis-
another oxwaw_.o in which a political outcome that was inter-
¢ evidence of a éaom.@amma preference for less mo‘.\Q:EmE may
something else entirely. Theda Skocpol mqm:_oa in Boomerang

¢ the failure of the Clinton health reform did not result from
(1997) &m pluntly rejecting an expansion of the government. Instead, she
the wczﬁ_wn public may have been reacting to the nature of that specific
:Q‘m.n_.:io: proposed increasing regulations, Sﬁrmn‘ﬁsms increasing
wwxmm\..no achieve nmmonn.r Skocpol argues that the public does not take
kindly 10 regulation é_‘ﬂwocﬂ oc.mm?wd_o payouts, w.c.nw mm.:ﬁ payouts
people receive from .moﬁm_ w.oo::Q. In Emﬁ. way, political elites who mo-
bilized against the bill, Bo:é:.& by a desire to make large Republican
gains in the 1994 midterm elections, were able to take advantage of that
vulnerability and defeat it.

These battles over the expansion of government suggest that U.S.
public opinion has rarely if ever been overwhelmingly in favor of lim-
ited government. Although a strong distrust of government is a famil-
iar theme in American history as it is commonly told, that is just one
strain of our political culture that politicians at times successfully mobi-
lize (Quadagno and Street 2005, esp. 67) and parlay into support for cut-
ting government back, including reducing redistributive efforts.

We can see from figure 6.1 how support for small government has
wavered even in the past several decades. This figure plots responses
from a nationally representative sample of eligible voters collected by
the American National Election Studies conducted at the University
of Michigan. Since 1990, the American National Election Studies has
asked three questions that tap into attitudes about limited government.”
Several things are notable here. First, support for limited government
Em not been the same over time, from a relative high in 1996, then a low
In 2008, then a rebound in 2012 to the highest point since the questions
Were included. Second, the responses seem to correspond to the parti-
*anship of the president at the time. The chart indicates that, since 1990.

*UPPOrt for small government tends to rise after a Democrat becomes
Ecmacsr The rebound in small-government views after the 2008 elec-
ton of Barack Obama suggests that his election provided fertile ground

for the Te. Cl e ernment.
¢ Tea Party movement to nurture support for limited govern

arguc
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Involved in thi —.;5;:
———  Government has gotten Involved in things that People shy
...... The free market can handle problems without o do/jy the

governmen
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FIGURE 6.1. Small government views over time. Source: A
ies, “Time Series Cumulative Data File [dataset],”
of Michigan [producers and distributors], 2010, htt
m=an:Enmniam|oaQu:nmlsaamolnwloa::B. D
spond to time periods with a Democratic presiden

merican National Election i
Stanford University and the U ity
?\\iis.m_oo:ozmzawom.o-w\m:_._ia
arkened portions of the x E&.W»_v

8
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Indeed, people tend to be less trusting of the government sw&wg
party is not in control of the White House (Haidt and mnganmwg
2012). Trust in government has declined significantly among wﬁ_us._
cans since Obama has been president. Republican ideology has deve:
oped into arguments in favor of less redistributive policy. So woas,wm.? :
in a time in which one party is advocating for smaller government aid
Supporters of that party in the public are also the least likely to trust

government right now. The time is ripe for Republican leaders t0 S8
“Look, government stinks. So let’s cut it back.”

What Support for Smai Government Sounds Like

We may be in historical moment when politicians have mc%am“mﬁ
melded distrust jn government with support for cutting back. B

: ith gov
] will respond to disenchantment WitB8

it is not inevitable (hat people overt”
ermment and their own quality of life with a call to scale back

3 NT
[ FOR SMALL GOVERN ME h
RTF
sUPPO | |
st and disenchantment with government is not the same as
ru

ist
ent. D mited government.

li ; oLy
ort moaaaaosm:mﬁm this using the words of the people who invited
t me

.ir conversations. Some people were highly critical of gov-
e hey did not necessarily want to cut it back. One case in
ernment, but t CmWn of middle-class African Americans in Milwaukee
poitt k- m,Hn the first ten seconds of talking with them, one man ar-
j g M needed to spend more on policing in his neighborhood
gued that Emanﬂw me thus: “We live in a war zone, OK? I'm gonna be
e axv_ﬂwm%oc. We are at the mercy of urban terrorists, you know, in
:o:n,ﬁ Mam and it seems like that message is not mo:_.sm :.:ocm:. ES.:
i le don’t really have an idea of what really is going on in Mil-
should wmww brush over it, politicians brush over it, there are times—to
,éc_.Sn. oanm%sta once they get into office, it’s like that’s going on the
Nnnwﬁwc“:oﬁ and it’s never going to be anything done about : This man
wanted more government, even though .ro. felt ignored by it. I encoun-
tered other instances of people complaining about government yet fa-
voring more services, rather than less. For example, many people 8:“
plained about the lack of regulation of the health o”“:m system and im”:w
to see government play a stronger role in it, especially before the debate
over the Affordable Care Act (or “Obamacare”) heated up and people
adopted partisan stances (Groups 18a, 18b, 22b, 17, 21b).

I also encountered clear support for limited government. The mem-
bers of a group of retirees in the Milwaukee suburban area that mzu oM.
ery morning at a diner for breakfast and coffee (Group 18c) Eo,e,aﬁ _,m.
clearest example of this. They introduced themselves to me as nﬂnmm_a
vatives” and time and again asserted that government programs mc o,“ra
be scaled back. They believed in people pulling themselves up W:Qm
bootstraps and lamented the inability of many people to do so. e
Were a few exceptions to their general belief in the less mo<2=wmw o
better: defense spending, and “programs like the WPA [Works Prog

. . hat re-
>a§5._m:m:o£ and the CCC [Civilian Conservation Corps] tha
Warded hard work.”

m
supp

Le
me into

. Those attitudes are attitudes in favor of limited mozd_.zaﬂr Mhhhmm

Uce how evep this seemingly principled group does not :o%M and the
that are Immune to the political context. They supported J, k, but they
cee because those programs presumably rewarded hard worK,

¢ he
,  the context of t
Were not MCUUOﬂ:/d of such WO<®~.=BGD~ ﬁ—.OW—.NEw in the

Great Recession.
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When I talk about “antigovernment attitudes,” 1 am jpg ’
e
plaints that government only cares about Wealthy People 5 _as.m con,
ness, not ordinary people, or that people in gover 1 big by,

§ i ) Nment are p
trusted because they ignore and avoid Mportant issye Ot tg b,
I am dwelling on this distinction between Support for smal]
ment and distrust in government to emphasize that politicy attit
not inevitable. Despite the evidence that there is Eo_ommom_
some political leanings and beliefs (e.g., Hibbing anq Smith 5
temi and McDermott 2011), people still have to dq the work of inte,
ing the political world around them. People have to make g oo:ummﬂ.
between disenchantment with government and wanting Jegg of it !
Political scientists look around for the basis for politica] beliefs—
litical ideology, value systems, and partisan guidance, What is j; gﬂw
guides these choices? Why do people think what they do? The way .
ral consciousness structures ::am;”m:amsm teaches us that 5 big part of
the answer is identity, including questions such as: What kind of 3 per
son am I? What is appropriate for some
Where am I and where are people like m
of power, resources, and respect?

80very,
Udes gy,
basig for
007; Hj.

one like me to think and do?
e in relation to others in terms

The conversations I observed suggest that rural consciousness is one
of the identities that makes support for limited government the logical
choice. Resentment toward cities often served as the glue between anti-
government and small-government attitudes.*

This worked in three main ways. First, when people talked about spe-
cific issues and whether government spending was a solution or an ob-
stacle, people in these rural places would often contrast their commu-
nity’s wealth against that of Madison and Milwaukee. They said .E.p
sure, their community needed government services, but people in their
type of town simply could not afford to pay higher taxes in order to N..n.
ford these services. “There ain’t shit here” one logger in northwest Wis-
consin told me (Group 6). When I sat with his group in April 2008, ¥
got around to talking about sewer pipes. It sounded to me like the Bo_”
in the group knew their town needed new sewer pipes, but they though

. fford
people in town simply did not earn enough money to be able t0 2
them,

the W&
SAM:

 percent of
If only we had more money to fix our sewers. Twenty perce

9
: h . ow?
ter is unaccounted for. We got no money to fix them, you kn
Kic: Wow,

ENT Hmm
FOR SMALL GOVERNM
ppORT |
:%o | |
S well all these were putin back in the forties.
(DALL:
RAND )
rties . - -
ic: Inthe fo )
KJC: I s iust can’t even nmﬁnr them anymo - | |
e s Y _.Cm_” t in close to three million dollars in Sewer pipes
. So yo p . .
=>z_u>rr. : wm 50% i incanie Survey, a private income survey, away
ears ago.
three ye

wn . . . saw the results of the engineering permit. The average
e to e

from th in the town I live in is eleven thousand dollars.

income 1

KIC: Eleven?

ills are fifty-three dollars a month.
. And the sewer bi
RANDALL:

cic: A month? |
jority of people—
LL: A majority O &
?zc@ w. now my sixty-five and a quarter ain’t too bad at all.
e .>za a majority of the people, it was over half if I remember, are
RANDALL: :
clderly, single people on a fixed income.
xic: Awful. :
paLL: We were promised 9o percent grant money. We got under seventy.
RANDALL: :
So the federal government won’t work with us atall. ..
jc: Oh my, yeah. What are you gonna do in a case like that? I mean, you
KiC: ) .
need a sewer, right? I mean—
saM: Yeah, you gotta have something done . . . 3 g
rRANDALL: I'll say. In order to fix anything, you can’t keep raising the rates o
it, you know, those people can’t afford it.

The second way that rural consciousness fueled :B:oa-moéaam_a
stances was by providing a set of arguments against mo<9.5§9:. el
tion. Many people openly resented having decision makers in Em cities W_BW
pose regulations on rural life that they felt displayed an obvious _wn. i
understanding of what life in their community was like. In the IV
chapter, I mentioned some of these complaints with respect to the m.xzm .
Department of Natural Resources, or DNR—or in some of .:_nmm circles,
“Damn Near Russia.” The DNR came up in many conversations as m.mom.
‘rment entity that imposed what were perceived as ridiculous Em:_m:o%:.

People in rura areas mentioned the DNR more than any o%ﬂ_mﬁu
crMment agency. It was a prominent force in their lives. Zmzv_‘mow e
Made a living working with natural resources, and many vmo,w: :ﬂ o
800d bit of theijr leisure time outdoors hunting and fishing. V ,” L e
et the loggers in northwest Wisconsin, I asked them, ...mo éﬂmo =
4o, when You have leisure time, if you do, what do you like to
[this 1OWn)?” (Group 6, June 2007).
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n=>v.~m= iy
saM [laughs]: They go to taverns...

xJc: Hang out and visit?

cHARLIE: Go to work!

saM: Sure yeah, go back to work.

JoHNNY: Hunt and fish. That’s what lots of people do,
kic: That’s great, that’s great.

y1m: Four-wheel it.

Later in our conversation, they brought up the cost of hunting , d
ing licenses. 0d figh,

cHARLIE: No, they keep raising the prices of everything, hunting lcen
fishing license, and your wardens and stuff—you’re on this side of the :M.
then the trout has gotta be twelve inches long, and YOu g0 down here “
hundred yards underneath the bridge, and it’s gotta be fourteen ;n__.s

_osm,m:a}o:wo:mﬂwmowoa:vmna;niwao:aos.ﬂ even know why
kind of fish they are.

kic: Oh gosh!

CHARLIE: You know, it's—I haven’t bought a fishing license in—

kjc: Do they keep close track of you, keep track of what you fish?

CHARLIE: I used to love to fish but I quit buying a license.

J1M: Yeah, I quit buying a license

CHARLIE: I won't even fish anymore because they don’t know what they're
doing, and I'm not going to go out there and get caught. As far as I'm con-
cerned, the DNR thinks they are God. You know? We drop a half quart
of oil out there or break a little hose or whatever and you gotta spendsix
months out there cleaning it up. It’s good, but their good can go overboard.

I can’t walk out into a federal forest and go behind a tree and take a lezk.
KJic: You can’t?

CHARLIE: No! It’s that bad. Really.

Kic [laughing]: Good grief! Do DNR folks live around here?
Jim: Oh yeah—

CHARLIE: We run into ’em all the time.
kic: Be friendly with your neighbors, you know.
FRED: Well some of the guys—like in the forestry department, [of] coursey®

got your forestry department, then you got your law enforcement T
your environmental stuff you got—

SAM: S0 guys turn them in, then they gotta go investigate.
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geer hunting 2 big thing up here?
s de

. Oh yeah.
. d do they overregulate?

xic: D
jornNY: ¥

¢ you ask five guys you’ll have five different answers,
If yo

SAM: .
jc: That's all right.

KJC: [g: It's just like the bear season, you know? You apply for a bear tag,
hE}Wr C .

apply forabear ek takes you seven years to get a bear tag. But there
%O:

are sO many bear up here.
SAM: Yeah, got way too many.

LiE: Every year you pay in to get that tag, and bear problems all over
CHARLIE:

the _u_mnw. . oy} A
My mother lives down by Glidden, and they are ripping her bird feeder
JIM:

down every night, they are taking the humming bird feeders down, and
you call the DNR and: “We ain’t got time. We ain’t got time to come up
and check and see,” you know. So what you do is you shoot the sucker. Got
to. Got to protect your own property.

[ heard criticism of the DNR as an agency getting in their way, even

though its employees, according to the locals, knew less about the en-
vironment than they did, in many small towns. On the other side of the
state, in Door County, I heard this (Group 5, June 2007):

poris: Talking about the environment up here, we've gotta do something
about this algae that’s running around [in the Great Lakes]. [People in the
group groan in agreement.] Now you can get a fifty-dollar permit from S,n
DNR to clean up your beach, but supposedly the people next to you don’t
do anything. And it comes back, I don’t know how many times are you
supposed to do this, and how are you going to get down [to the beach 9.9..:
the cliff above], like where I live, to get something down there to scrape it
allup, and then what are they going to do with it?

PAM: And why do you have to pay? ; d to be

DORIs: Yeah? Supposedly giving you a break because 1t was suppose
five hundred dollars.

Kic: So—

BECKY: Why are they going to charge you to clean?
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_mgwsgm%in Have to have a permit.

xic: Yeah—so for the $50 you just get a permit, it’s not ko113
to

plies you need? 0ls, orgyy

poris: No, just to clean it up

sHELLY: And get rid of it.

PASTOR CORRIE: Yeah, that doesn’t make any sense at aj|!
kJc: That doesn’t make any sense.

paM: Right now—

pon: The DNR is very difficult to understand.

Many DNR employees live in rural areas, and are evep fro
areas. But people in small-town Wisconsin would often talk mca e
DNR as one of these arms of government that is driven by %Qmmoos .
ers in Madison. The perspective was that even if a given DNR osnuu 5
was him- or herself a rural person, the regulations they had to nmmss
were made by people who were oblivious to rural life. In this wy %
sentment toward cities and toward the way urbanites ignored and Mm.ms.
spected rural folks fed opposition to government regulation. i
. A third way in which rural consciousness provided grounding for
limited-government stances was by providing a story about s:oam_aw
tax dollars go. The basic narrative was that taxes are high and they must
c.m going somewhere besides rural communities because rural communi-
ties are dying.

H.: that view, even if a person was willing, in theory, to give up someof
their own income to support something like education, in practice they
Emn:.ﬁa the idea because they believed that those dollars would go to
the Em cities, not to their town. Their disgust with the cost of publiced-
ucation was not aimed at spending on education in general. Instead, i
was a resentment that public education spending systematically disad
vantaged rural areas.

. Take, for example, the conversations about education that took plac
In a rural group that leaned liberal but contained vocal conservativess
well, _:. a far northwest tourist and artistic community, a group of older
and retired women met every Tuesday morning for coffee in the back
om a restaurant, on the edge of town beyond the tourist-proné m_m&
Mm““ﬁ mnvm_w.oam wm the women were big Obama supporters. H:.a: left
sh carly signaled when one woman bellowed, “Rush Limbatg?
EWM_M:MM ”::m >:w52 member stated outright that she moved 10

wosc%o?;:%Em:o:r:mnomgccznna:nm:on. She knet

W
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i c:m_:v\ education required higher taxes, and she was more than
tha
iling to pay them:

You know: on the other :w:a_ E.OCW:. this maybe seems strange, I've always
felt that if 'm living in Wisconsin I’'m going to be paying taxes. I've already
pted that. And I don’t want to live in Florida, and I don't want to live
where education is poor: If my paying taxes supports kids, that’s what I need
to do. We feel that—I mean my husband and I both feel that way. So even
oh taxes are creeping up and they do and they do and they do, I think—if

ces, I'm going to pay taxes, they have to go to schools.

acce

thou
[ want servi

However, some of the women in this group were not as liberal. Many of
them ooan_mmsna about high local property taxes. Their view was that
urbanites bought or built expensive vacation homes, pushed up prop-
erty taxes, made it hard for the locals to keep their homes, and changed
the character of their town. Even the more vocally liberal members
of the group nodded in agreement with these sentiments. Like many of
the other rural groups, these women were willing to pay for public ser-
vices but perceived that the money they put into the public pot would not
come back to their small town. They lamented the way income tax took
money out of their community, but were not at all positive about the way
property taxes kept it there.

As noted in chapter 3, one woman, Carol, kept a notebook of all of
the names of locals who had to leave town because of what they saw as
skyrocketing property taxes driven by the price of urbanites’ summer
homes. When others expressed surprise at the length of the list she had
accumulated in just nine years (sixty names), she said in June 2007:

caroL: This is a phenomenal thing. My notebook withall the pages of people
that have left or are thinking about leaving. The majority for tax reasons.

LAURA: And did they move, like, to . . . nearby areas? But just out of [this
town]?

CAROL: Out of [this town].

LAURA: But still in the same county.

CAROL: Mostly.

ROSE: And one of the things, too, almost everybody has got
lake. Almost everybody. And you pay for having a view,
doesn’t seem right.

LAURA: . s
JRA: Oos,dawo_% because of the high cost of living, peo

a view of the
and that just

ple, especially fam-
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ilies, aren’t moving in because there is not a job to SUPport them v

to live here. So the school enrollment doesn’t increase anq we sl Ewozo

pay the burden of the school as part of the taxes. to

suE: And I think with shared revenues in the state of Wisconsin iti

going to be that way. The money is collected here, it ig sent to

and it is dispersed to Milwaukee and Madison primarily,

S N_E@m
gm&moF
and s our re.

turn on what we spend is very little, you know? And we struggle wity i
o

school system here for the same reasons.

This was a general pattern for ambivalent rural groups. They were not
necessarily opposed to government spending in principle but, insteag,
perceived that the government spending that did take place was unfajr to
people like them—rural folks. Again, these perceptions were not always

accurate. The school-funding formula in Wisconsin is designed to ensure
that every district has a minimum level of spending per pupil. Districts
that have lower wealth in property values obtain proportionately more
in state aid.’ But it is the perceptions that matter for how people inter-
preted small government.

Some of the people in these groups were clearly not opposed to gov-
ernment involvement in their lives. For example, although the group at
the diner in the northern tourist town (Group 9) passionately resented
regulations on hunting and fishing, they also supported stricter drunk
driving laws. The opposition to “big government” was more commonly
rooted in a perception that government was not functioning on behalf of
people like themselves than in a belief that government in general should
do less (Williamson, Skocpol, and Coggin 2011, 34).

Some of the ambivalence may also be related to the way the peoplel
listened to tended to meld different levels of government—Ilocal, county,
state, national—together when they talked about the government. Com-
plaints about one level seemed to flow right into complaints about an-
other. An issue with DNR regulation (a state agency) was often cause 0
complain about “the government” in general.

The conversations in the Downtown Athletic Club, the group that E
coos. meeting in the old service station in the small town in central é_m.
nosm.:r can help illustrate the way groups were willing to pay for public
services if they could be convinced that their tax dollars would actually
Mmmﬂwﬂww“_._ﬁsﬁoﬂzﬂ people om. their rural community. After I mwo,%wunm
and we o<o%:M_n=a EW — V&E down, Tvrote 2/ 1cHC and

Y gotin touch. They had moved to a new location

(ALL GOVERNMENT
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pPO
SUPP with them one November morning in 2012. It wag a small
| _o._:& c,ﬁ < of deer hunting season (Group 1, June 2012). There were
crowd smom.: there that morning when I arrived: the former service sta-
two Bo::a the owner of the business that had become the new loca-
jion owner. 3 morning meet-ups. For a few minutes, the wife of the latter
ion for Em_w er joined us, as did another man after about an hour. None
pusiness A.ZM hc: ¢ school teachers were there that morning,
of the ﬂ.m:ao Mma:mn visits, the members of the Downtown Athletic Club

During Bw\oﬁ of pride in their local schools and worried about their
r_%aammna .w away if the state decided to consolidate the school district
town Zc@ww ols from a nearby town. Even without the retired school
wilt %m .wh attendance, these small business owners said they were will-
@%nam “ﬂ tax dollars for the public schools, but they were not willing to
Mmmw%mwgmn taxes to support benefits for school teachers.

Eﬁ

rrep: Exactly, that’s why Obama won cause he got the black vote, he got
the Hispanic vote, and he got the women vote. He preyed upon the peo-
ple who want to sit back and do nothing and keep receiving the handouts.
And—
sHarON: That’s what irritates me.
FRED: Nobody is ever going to get in there and win an election if they go in
and tell the truth. Nobody will ever win any election if you go in and say
we have to raise this tax 2 percent for this reason. We have to do this. We
have to cut this for this reason. You'll never get in. It’s like I told Lou and
all them guys at the schools with these referendums. I says, If you can tell
me the school needs a million-dollar referendum to buy computers for the
junior high, new labs for the senior high, and a science class or whatever,
I'd be more than happy to pay extra taxes and do my share. If it’s truly for
what the kids need. Now but that referendum just means the school can
use it for whatever they want. And if they need this million dollars to pay
the teachers’ health insurance when we're paying thirteen hundred dollars
amonth with a twenty-five-hundred-dollar deductible.
ARON: Yeah, no, forty-five hundred dollars for the family %acn:zo“
FRED: I'm SOITY, now you're starting to hit, where I won’t scause it’s not for the
Kids anymore. It’s not about kids.

ARON: No dental. no vision.
MAT T

SH

SH

You know, but—

. T : , my kids a tu-
PHARON: And that’s, I told Fred, I said I would just as soon pay my kid 3
iti tcan

fion to g0 to school, And 1 realize there are people out there tha
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that. But I really feel like there’s too much free shit ip the worlg 5
ple are abusing. Way too much. at peg.
kic: That's frustrating. When times are tight.

Fred’s wife, Sharon, who had joined us for a little while says goog

g 3 §
and leaves, and I continue. bye
kic: Yeah, that’s so hard when you're busting your butt to make

; . A ends megy
and it feels like, you know, the government isn’t paying any g

tentio,
people like you. Al

MATT: No, it’s like we've always said, small business, we’re not
business—him and I aren’t. I don’t know what the hell we are.
FRED: We're just . . . We gotta carry umbrellas so the ants .

carry umbrellas so the ants don’t pee on us.
[KJC laughs]
MATT: Yeah, small business is fifty employees. That’s not us.

a smy||

<. We've got 1o

KJc: Micro? Micro-business.

MATT: Micro-business I guess you'd call it. There is no category for us. They
just kind of skim over the top of us.

People in other small towns were similarly willing to devote their tax
dollars to education, but reluctant to give it away to people who seem-
ingly ignored or were unconcerned about them and their town (includ-
ing the local public school teachers, who were often treated as outsid-
ers). When I went back to the dice game in west-central Wisconsin on
recall election day (Group 11b, June 2012), I sat down at the table, apolo-
getic for winning so much money during a previous visit. Amid shouting
about the score on the previous roll, Dale said to me:

DALE: You should get your money out.

Kic: You know the one time I did that, I won and won and won and nefet
lived it down. I won’t play again and take all your money. Partly bellh
I come up here and hear that Madison sucks away all your money, &
that wouldn’t be very appropriate for me to just sit here and take allyouf
quarters,

DALE: That was a lesson to remember. Madison sucks it all away.

Kic: I know. [laughs)

I
RICHARD: Wel| they do suck a lot of property tax® away north of the M2<?

L GOVERNMENT
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. on line’ for school aid. T wonder what—look at what they get per sty
X . ,
Di ¢ down there for school aid versus north of Highway 21,
den ;
.1g: They shouldn’t get any.
-RNIE: . ;
. g: You're getting to the problem now if they would bring us their school
o»mi..:_.ﬂ money back, we wouldn’t have to raise taxes.
is |
ARD: We're supposed to pay the teachers at the union scale and keep up
RICHARD:

all this stuff the same that they pay down there and we’re expected to do it

with less dollars than they do it south of [Highway] 21.

baLE: We keep our schools up and they let theirs fall apart and we pay them
more.

jcuarD: The problem is with Milwaukee, of course. For years, the policy
was the worst we're doing down here, let’s just throw some more money at

it. You think afterwards you would say, “It ain’t working. There has to be

R

fundamentally something else wrong.”

paLE: We have to tax them enough to get it.

RICHARD: Who you gonna get them from though? Who you going to tax
from?

paLE: The [same type of] people that they’re taxing.

rRiIcHARD: Why do you think they come up here and identify—and come up
with a new term, “recreational land.” You know what all that is about. It’s
about collecting more property taxes here to go south of the Mason-Dixon
line. That’s all it is. That’s the only reason to do something.

DALE: We can halfway agree on something.

ERNIE: What’s that?

RICHARD: The politics down there . . . they saw all this wooded land and of
course that’s God’s country and why are all these people able to own that
and they’re paying nothing for property tax on it, you know. Well there’s a
feason property taxes are different up here than down there.

Hours south, well south of Highway 21, but nevertheless in very
Tural area, I heard similar complaints. In the hamlet on the émmnonm_.:
River, the people in the gas station resented the manner in which Madi-
sonsucked their tax dollars away for what they saw as unnecessary prob-
_S:.w. but they also resented that the state government mandated that
their local schools provide city-like programs (Group 8, January 2008).

TR (ST . 1? No, be-
PAN: It's like, have you ever seen a politician ever cut out a progran

: il overnment
Cause the more programs you have the more politicians and g
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employees it takes to run them. So they want a5 man

Y pro
ble, whether they’re any good or not. Programg a pogg;.
[KJC laughs]
RANDY: So are you, you go right there. [You’re doin
there. You know the legislature used to be part ti
kic: I know. Very different isn’t it?

g the same thip

j & R;
me in Wiscong; e

n,
pAN: It's no different than all the programs that are ma
They’re never gonna back off in those programs bec,
more state employees to administer them. So they want a5 Many Progran
as possible. And the health care is no different. The MOIe programg they
have, the more government-controlled programs, the more 80Vernmey
employees it takes to run them. So they never talk themselves oy of ajoh,
LARRY: I remember when the schools were paid for by our locg] taxes, The
state of Wisconsin said, Well, you know, your smal] schools here, youre
not giving the number of different classes that these kids could take, W
want the kids in asses as the kids in Mad-
d we still are not getting

ndated i the Schoglg
ause it takeg that Many

[this town] to receive the same cl
ison. So the state of Wisconsin took it over. An

the same classes that they do in Madison and they’re not paying to run oyr
schools.

DAN: But we’re helping pay for the Milwaukee programs.

LARRY: That’s right. Qur schools are going into debt every year.

That kind of a conversation suggested to me that opposition to gov-
ernment spending was rooted in partin a perception that school p
Were unfair to small towns, Part of the opposition here is due to a

I government waste, Byt part of it stems from rural consciousness
Support education s

will not b

olicies
belief
. Why
pending when you believe that the money collected
€ used to benefit your own district? In these conversations, 10
one considers the possibility that any of these policies—school aid %._.
icy, recreational land designations—were created with rural interests I
mind. Instead, the lens is of unfairness to rural places and rural peoplé:

Political Principle? Oy Identity and Resentment?

When PEOple in rura] areag claimed that government did not Rmn.amoa
their interests, they were often rooting these claims in their identities &
rural people, When they tried (o make sense of the proper 3_0. cmmoM
Sibmentntis concept of deservingness mattered just as it did in me
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However, their understanding of who is aomﬂssm was of-
s- ntrasts between themselves as rura] People and nonryry]
ooted 5&0% not face the same challenges and did not share the same
ﬁn%ﬁ g,&oca values. i ) !
work ethic as a key consideration for the consistently conservative

Hard work W rguably, for the vast majority of the groups, including
groups but i m@W@ ch.?m_ma about small government. This is impor-
the groups Who swmﬁ support for limited government is not driven mainly
tant. It SUBEC o Il government as a principle itself but, instead, by at-
by a belief :” M“mmn:nz_wn program’s recipients (Schneider and Ingram
s wco: and Kinder 1996).
1993; Z.n_mos ant to pause a moment and consider once again the work

i _Bwod,wnm: eople were complaining that their hard-earned do}-
of race :mﬁm.. BxMa away and unfairly spent on the cities, wasn't that
lars ém.a cow MT argued in chapter 3, I would like to suggest that the an-
just :.?._mnw .w simple yes. There is ample evidence to suggest that racism
mzw %MMBCOS of the opposition to government spending, particularly
““ (Mn:mﬂm (Kinder and Sanders 1996; Gilens Go.ov, w::o:ms RIS mo_.:Q-
ars argue that such opposition is based on the principle of individua i
not rooted in racist beliefs (see the outlines of the debate in Huddy an.
Feldman 2009). Particularly since the Progressive Era (the late 1800s
through the 1920s), cities in the United States have 8@3%:8&.90 ex-
pansion of government and cultural diversity (Conn 2014). H:mﬁ._w, what
we think of when we think of city is often about both of these things, to-
gether. We know that drawing attention to race, subtly or overtly E.ccﬂ
and Lapinski 2006, 2008), influences support for policy. When race is sa-
lient, racial stereotypes play a role in whether people support a given
¢andidate or policy choice (see also White 2007). Race can be made iy
lient in o variety of ways, including images of people o.m color 2&02:“
1999; Mendelberg 2001; Valentino, Hutchings and White 2002), %M. Bom
of the president Proposing the policy (Tesler 2012), the aaBomBW _ooM "
4 policy context (Soss, Fording, and Schram 2011), or Ew use o M< o
tike “inney ity” (Hurwitz and Peffley 2005) or “welfare” that have
- €ar-synonymous with people of color (Gilens 6@8.& T

¢ Support for policy is often driven by iR D AREASTE:

4rd work (Soss and Schram 2007), and perceptions of P
A€ tlinged by racism (Winter 2006, 2008; DeSante 2013). T

. ey temporary
c:_.c:::m_nq an inescapable part of public opinion in the contemp
C::na St

ten I

Becayg
and L

ates,
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However, I am reluctant to explain the work of rural conscjq .
simply the work of racism cmnmcmm :.g contemporary Parlance m@aﬂe
is often understood as blatant discrimination against People omgf..
That is not what is going on here. As I mentioned before, | ohas Color,
tle overt racism in rural Wisconsin.® But I heard ample mEo:EMéQ
urban and suburban areas.’ I searched my field notes for a 85% !
in a rural community in which at least one Person made g commu
directly linked urban residents with being lazy welfare recipients farn.
ample. I found exactly zero such exchanges in ruraj ooEBEEm
several in urban and suburban locations. w
When the rural residents I observed complained about E@wnvmo? #
sucking tax dollars away, they were talking about their vmnoocmo%.e
urban residents paid fewer tax dollars than rural residents and Teceiveq
more government services such as better schools and better roads ang
infrastructure (e.g., Group 8). When I heard rural residents talk aboy;
“those people on welfare,” they were talking about their white :&El“n
bors, not people of color in the cities (e.g., Group 8). Also, when they
talked about lazy urbanites, they were talking about government ep.
ployees or wealthier people who did not have to work as hard as them-
selves. The lazy and undeserving were also often young people (see
Skocpol and Williamson 2012, chap. 4; e.g., Group 3). In this way, the
perception that government programs benefited urbanites and not rural
residents was not racism as it is commonly understood.

But racism today is not simple. Race is not something that we cansi-
phon off from place and class in the contemporary United States. Pat-
terns of discrimination over centuries mean that race colors our il
pressions of what kind of people are where and our willingness to share
resources with them. i

Unfortunately, particularly in a time of economic recession, the maoa;
of racism in U.S. political culture make it possible for public oﬁ&w
use racism to mobilize support for small government. If one Wisies &
mobilize opposition to a government program, a powerful way of do o
SO is 10 suggest that the recipients of that program are E&oa,
people of color, precisely because support for policy hinges 50 st
on notions of deservingness, which are rooted in notions of who
Population works hard, The persistence of racial stereotypes B.& gl
tain beliefs that some racia] groups are lazier than others makesIt:
that those arguments activate racial resentment among many P
and, therefore, even stronger opposition to government spending, 55
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Jization of support for FFO T OERSs (e.o.
y ch_ _ o: Parker and Barreto 2013)."

ind 2010; many people in the population feel that the
Qw.m to their concerns, as we have already seen.
; hat it is the affluent whose preferences are most
o licy decisions, then reducing the size of govern-

mﬂv _sw\:mﬂ they would prefer. Instead, their response
e . ses in taxation of the rich and big business or,
o favor increa aign-spending laws. But if the focus is placed
ms to mmﬁwa wwmﬂmma, the logical solution is to eliminate or
ms Emﬁﬂnoiam a safety net for the csaoma.aizm, n.r.mn.mg

kg 8 ment spending. To be blunt: conservative politicians
- mo“ﬂ“ to focus on the undeserving as a way to achieve their
encourage pe . overnment without harming the interests om. the éom:r«.
goal o:_B_::mm.:m chapter, I look in closely at conversations that di-

In the follow1 !
y involved race, as I analyze reactions to Barack Obama.

suPPORT B

ment
Bmmg be t

perhaps; reforms 10 -
on the “undeserving

rectl

Conclusion

It may not take much for you to agree with me that the mmow_m H. ow.
served are not reasoning about politics on the basis of political .v::nr
ple. We do not expect people to reason on the basis of coherent ideolo-
gies, and we often denigrate the average American voter as ignorant and
incompetent in the realm of politics. But what is support for small gov-
erment, if not a function of principle? To suggest that people are being
boodwinked does not mesh with what I have just presented to you. Peo-
Ple have reasons for not wanting more government programs, even if an
wsmao observer might conclude that stance is not consistent with their
Interests,

Why might the rural folks introduced here vote for a candidate whose
policies Support the idea of less government? Is it likely because they
*Upport an array of that candidate’s specific policies? Are they voting on
the bagig of issues?

1 Suggest that whom people support in the election booth has to do
:G_HawoSQE:m ﬂ.::ﬂ different than issue <ozq.umlsm8m:u Ems‘ﬂnﬂﬂnw
. EMMwEm Smf:m. sense of health care, education, and Eovmmmv ,_,ﬂ o
- :_Ho: of the kinds of people they believed Emﬂmm_éw 6 o ,.r
“mselves as a part of a local community with a particular kind

W
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of challenging economy and relationship to government meang
wanted less interaction with government, not more, thay they

In the following chapter, I show how those pereeptio

identity-driven assessment of government programs played m”m_ewn_ a
way they interpreted the Great Recession, Barack Obamg Ol¢ in th,
Walker. > and §eqy

ﬁi}ﬂ.ﬂmx SEVEN

Reactions to the Ruckus

hen I started this project, I did not know the Great Recession was
2885@. that Barack Obama would soon be elected leader of the
free world, or that Scott Walker would soon become my governor and
propose Act 10. And I certainly did not foresee how interesting Wiscon-
sin politics were about to become. I tried to take advantage of the fact
that I was already in the field as these events happened. Because I had
by that time established relationships with people taking part in regular
coffee klatches across the state, I was able to ask for their permission to
listen to how they were making sense of all this ruckus.

Noticing the Great Recession

the remarkable thing to me about the way people in small towns made
sense of the Great Recession was just how unremarkable the recession
HHM:MW%O.BND.% o.m them. For people who viewed the world through .Em
s Eommw,_.:m <_o:ﬂm of economic injustice because of ,a..ﬁm EQ live,
theip Hoéw_owwimm just not that big of a deal. The recession ai.wmms
nomic w::m. ~5 they :mm.:oa the effects as c:.RBmumem. They said eco-

wocm:momm ¢ was nothing new where they lived. o s
lasted we]; B« m.m_aéo%.ﬂm:aa before the Great Recession mmw o
people :oﬁ.v.aZ .:m technical end, I was able to get some mnzmm.o_ i
groups in :_Ho.ma 1t. &5@: I first visited twenty-three om. the .ﬁ.::va ¥
yet oCo::‘,p__w study in May and June of 2007, the m:».:m_m_ a.:m_.m .M o
Tecession rn.. _wﬁ that time, the Dow Jones was m:__.:m_:m A:hw _:av:w.
Cession EM %9 m: 0207@ 9, 2007). By most official mwno.cs h_c ol

egin until August 2007, when problems WIth § P



CHAPTER EIGHT

We Teach These Things
to Each Other

A ) J hen Wisconsin Governor Scott Walker
June 2012, the city of Madison went j

had lit up the capitol square for week after
sign of the animosity toward Walker and hij

: : 1s budget repair b
Zm.i people in the Madison area had been directly mmmao”n__
residents of Dane county, where Madison is located, 22 vmﬂoonﬁt
ployed by some level of government at the time and, therefore hi

week were 3 visible, tap

and i
health care Insurance. “RECALL WALKER”

! bumper stick
Signs were everywhere in Madison, . -

P i :
onﬂmmv_o expected to stay up late until the results were final, Th
n .m 7M close race. But instead, it was over by 10 P.M. Many vam
g n Madison could not quj 1 i ‘
; quite believe the outcome i
Who were the 53.1 perc i

ent who vot P
were they thinking?” ed for him?” many asked. 3

soww_wmwww@aﬂwnw o m.ucza it hard to believe that

the state. I have :o recall effort, things looked different in rural 4

el EVerseen so many political yard signs, and the va
AND‘WITH WALKER:” The election was bitterly foug

the Madiso i

n and Milwauke i w

y € metro regions, but it w. i
Inrural areas, Ope keen o : S

2012a), bserver called it the “rural landslide” (
The shock that . ) X
minded me just h people in Madison expressed when Walker won

o = yr % . .
W unfamiliar the perspectives of people in ou

CH THESE THINGS TO EACH OTHER
EA
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wET

wisconsin are o those _.Z.Em :., Madison and uo.%%m w.n Milwaukee as
well. When 1 gave 5:3. in Madison about the anti-public employee sen-
timent I had observed H.s my mn_aéoqw, all .::.y. way back .8 2007, people
were surprised. They still are.! Walker’s win in 2014 again shocked peo-
plein Zmaans.w . : :

My hope 18 that ::.m coww. rm_.vm to lessen that surprise and increase
understanding of public opinion .E our n.ozﬁavosQ context. When we
start to ask why people <o‘8 m.m,m_:ﬂ Emz. E.awmma_ we need to acknowl-
edge that interests are subjective. In a simplistic view, this means that in-
terests are not necessarily what we as observers would predict based on
objective facts, such as a person’s income. But in a more useful view, this
means that interests are interpretations that people arrive at through
thinking about the world as particular types of people—people with
identities. The simplistic view paints voters as ignorant. The latter view
acknowledges their humanity.

The particular puzzle I focus on in this book is why people prefer less
government when they might seemingly benefit from more of it. This
study shows how people can arrive at the interpretation that less govern-
ment is better on the basis of perspectives with class- and place-based re-
sentments at their core.

I used observations of conversations among thirty-nine groups in
twenty-seven different Wisconsin communities to illuminate the way
people arrive at preferences for less government by making sense of pol-
itics through perspectives rooted in social identities and perceptions of
distributive justice. I visited these groups repeatedly across a contentious
five-year period in a state that exemplified national debates over the role

of government. .

1 did not expect to hear it, but many of the people I listened to in rural
areas exhibited a multifaceted resentment toward urban areas. Hra re-
sentment was part of a perspective I call rural consciousness. It is a per-
spective rooted in place and class identities that convey w. strong sense

of distributive injustice. Many of the people I listened to in rural areas
identified strongly as rural people and took it as a given ~.:.2 rural T
eas do not get their fair share of political attention or amezos-amwws_m
power or public resources and have a fundamentally different set om ,”
ues and lifestyles, which are neither understood nor respected by city
dwellers. !
O:nmowb view as misinformation or ignorance the perception among
rural folks that they are the victims of distributive injustice, but the con-



210 o:>3m~m55
clusion that people vote the way they do because they are
self pretty shallow. It overlooks that much of politica] :samwﬂ
not about facts; it is about how we see those facts (Bartels uow
Nyhan and Reifler 2010). Support for less government am
income people is often derided as the opinions of people wh
duped. But the stands taken in favor of small governmen
in this book are rooted in views of the world that carry a
meaning for the people that hold them. Listening in on these ¢
tions, it is hard to conclude that the people I studied believe s:ﬁo e
because they have been hoodwinked. Their views are rooted i EEQ%_@
and values, as well as in economic perceptions; and these thin moun_.n._m.‘
intertwined. Economic interests do matter here. But they are »w:ﬁow__»
of the complex meaning that people give to their lives, -
Studying the act of making sense of politics in Wisconsip =
fruitful as Wisconsin became a focal point for debates about anz_uﬁ,._
government. Political commentators treated the 2012 mccmgmﬁono e
call election as a proxy test for the national debate between two visions
of government: government as an essential safety net and mcmsaoﬁmm_w
healthy society versus government as an obstacle and bloated 38» “uﬂ
suck. =3
Wisconsin is a microcosm of the nation in another respect. Whathap-
vmn.oa there is symptomatic of the role of divisiveness in 8:85.%.3_(3
politics, both in the public mind and in the manner in which wo_a%bm-“.
are actively using this divisiveness for political gain. il
The contentiousness of our times is not exclusive to the urban <& b
::.m_ divide. It occurs in the context of broader political polarization,
which our national and state-level political leaders are increasingly far
apart on a range of issues (Layman et al. 2006; McCarty et al. 2008; Sk
2014). Members of the public have also sorted themselves into partisan
camps (Fiorina et al. 2010), which are distinctly different in fundamental
n::E.m_ ways (Dionne 2006; Abramowitz 2014). m.,.
i .ﬁzm study and events in Wisconsin in the past few years mcmmaa%@mmf
divides are not just political disagreements, but are actually Eaam?
personal for many people. When Walker proposed Act 10, publi 3
ployees felt personally attacked. And they were, at times.’ Walker om g
:mwﬁ were not innocent of this incivility either.* The personal natuf
ot oo o
s o -calling. In a surprising number om.owmmm. theRESEs
ne another seemed to become impossible. A week

:_u—n W.mﬁ.
tanding
8, ormv&,".
Ong loyey.
0 have peg,
t Qo—gnwﬁg
great deg| o
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ter the recall vote, 31 percent of Wisconsinites reported th
stopped talking with someone about politics due to the atte s
of Scott Walker.” The story I told of Tom the Prius driver :“w”& Sn.m .
ning of this book is a related case in point. WA

A politics of resentment stems from and reinforces political differ-
ences that have become personal. In a politics of resentment, we treat

ifferences in our political points of view as f -~ ;
“ e e undamental differences in

1 have focused on rural consciousness as one perspective through
which the politics of resentment can operate. The work of rural con-
sciousness that I have revealed in this study is evidence that support for
small government can come from something more visceral, though cer-
tainly not less serious, than political principles: our sense of who is on
the side of good and who is on the bad.

There are other dimensions along which a politics of resentment can
operate. On a national scale, the United States has experienced a great
many divisions—Northerners versus Southerners and people in favor
of equal rights for women versus those in favor of traditional roles for
st to name a few. Other forms of resentment could feed a pol-
hey tap into salient identities that coincide
oth economic and cul-

women, ju
itics of resentment if they t
with perceptions of injustice that encompass b
—namely, a perception that people on opposite sides

tural considerations
res of power and resources and that

of the battle lines have unequal sha
they live different lifestyles according to different values. These battle

lines do not need to coincide with geography. but they likely do, given
the way Americans have segregrated themselves socioeconomically.

Beyond garnering the insight that people use social identities to think
about politics, this book also shows how social group divides can operate
as the central narrative by which people understand the vozzn.s_ land-
scape and by which they structure their ideas about which candidates to
support. In this politics of resentment, when we tell ocam_&.w Ea. others
about the reasons behind how events have unfolded, :zu” stories hinge on
blaming our fellow citizens. What I am calling the no::nw of Eon.BMa
is a political culture in which political divides are rooted S.oE,%oz Ma
sic understandings of ourselves, infuse our everyday relationships, @
are used for electoral advantage by our political leaders.

A review of what the work of rural 83&.0&:.2& te e
the politics of resentment may be helpful at .::m n.o::. _=_n. amwmrwc.m:owm
plored, using conversational data, the ways in which rurai o

aches us about
I ex-
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ctive rooted in identity—specifically, the belief that pygyy

is a perspe R T e ool
tims of distributive injustice In terms of resources, poy

are the vic

also cultural respect. 3 ..
Chapter 4 provided empirical support for these perceptior

ever, evidence that rural people are the victims of &ﬂlaﬁ?ﬁ
is not straightforward. Nevertheless, there L variety of soliq
that people living in rural areas would perceive that their type
munity is under attack. I also argued that these perceptions are
the result of social interaction, not simply the parroting of facts,
matters for how people use them to interpret politics. 4

In chapter 5, I detailed how rural consciousness structures a

to the University of Wisconsin-Madison. I found that moov_o__w
Wisconsin felt distant from the university and believed that ) =

(or opposition to) something more specific. This is in line with de
of research suggesting that individuals’ opinions are more often fo
.o: the basis of attitudes toward social groups rather than on the basis
ideology (following Converse [1964]). We see in the conversations I pre-

vwwm:m higher taxes in order to fund education. They were often proud |
ofand concerned about their local public schools and weren't opposed 10
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paying more Taxes i fuat money would improve education. But they per-
ceived their tax ao:.mnm going 1instead to urban and suburban schools or
i undeserving public mnw—oo_ teachers. It was not more money for educa-
tion that they opposed; instead, they resented the perceived recipients
d that fueled their desire for limiting this aspect of government.

part of my argument in that chapter is that lack of trust in govern-
ment is not the same as wanting less of it. I focused on conversations
about health care and education to emphasize three ways that rural
consciousness among people in small towns brought together their dis-
taste for government with support for small government policies and
candidates. Rural consciousness fed the argument that people in small
towns simply cannot afford higher taxes. It fed an attitude that govern-
ment regulations are out of touch with rural life, causing rural inhab-
itants to want less regulation. Rural consciousness also structured talk
about government programs such that people said they were willing to
pay higher taxes in principle but were resistant to do so in practice be-
cause they believed those tax dollars would not return to the people of
their community.

These arguments were rooted in rural identity and perceptions of
the rural economy and rural life and values. In other words, although
I was able to identify resentment toward public employees in conversa-
tions among urban and suburban groups, too, the resentment among ru-
ral people was special in the way it wove together place and class identi-
ties, making preferences for less government logical.

The economic woes people communicated to me through the lens of
rural consciousness were interlaced with their sense of who they are, who
is a part of their community, what their values are, who works hard in so-
ciety, who is deserving of reward and public support, and how power is
distributed in the world. This complex set of ideas is the product of many
years of political debate at the national level as well as generations of
community members teaching these ideas to each other. This entwined
set of beliefs was not something that any one politician instilled in peo-
ple overnight—or even over a few months.

In chapter 7, I examined how people used rural consciousness to make
sense of politics by focusing on their conversations about the Great Re-
cession, Barack Obama, and Scott Walker. People in small towns treated
the Great Recession as unremarkable since they perceived their rural
cconomy as having been bad off prior to then. Assigning blame to cer-
tain fellow citizens—public employees—became the centerpiece of the

an
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stories people told to explain H:.w economic downturn, Ped
towns were uncomfortable talking about Obama and ry¢
case with people throughout Wisconsin—but they were init
ive of him. However, they eventually came to talk aboyt
as aloof to rural concerns as other politicians. Scott Walker madgi
ger splash. Many people in the rural places believed that hah mm big.
was someone on the side of small town Wisconsinites. Apq m,_oam_:x
Walker's rhetoric shows he overtly attempted to foster that image 0k gt
Scott Walker’s public comments are suggestive of how oy rz
mobilize resentment for electoral and legislative gain. ZocENEm 0 erg
ment toward public employees, for example, is not simply the il ent-
suading ignorant, unsophisticated voters that the real enemy i E_wﬂ._.
school teachers. Tapping into these resentments works because Ean&oh
of the public have complex interpretations that are ripe for tapping EM
as the analyses in this book collectively demonstrate. ,

PIE in gy
.mlacnv the
E:w mcvvoz.
Obamg g Just

Lessons from Listening

Researchers do not usually study American public opinion by inviting
themselves into conversations in gas stations. Those used to reading
positivist research will wonder about the generalizability of the results
of this study. And as discussed in chapter 2, I agree that it would haye
been optimal if there were enough of me that I could have spent timein
enough groups, in enough places, at enough times that I would have had
a truly representative sample of Wisconsinites, or even of people in the
United States. I would be able to describe urban-rural divides generally.

judged, therefore, not on the basis of whether the results are mcaom&mﬁ
mw:mB:NmEo to a broader population but, rather, whether I have pro-
<.ama results that are “sufficiently contextualized so that the ESQR@&.«.
tions are embedded in, rather than abstracted from, the settings of the
actors studied” (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012, 47). :

Though my intent was not to generalize to all people in the United

m—H 5 i ini . o
m?_w or even all Wisconsinites, the fact that the vast majority of
co ; - - > i . v 3
w_s - ov%..?& were middle-aged or older raises a question omiwaﬁp >
Perspectives encountered here reflect a generational divide rather
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an simply @ rural-urban divide. Would my findin

th pent time with additional younger people?

had s — SR
[sp ent much time 1mn these pages a_wwmozsm resentment toward public

employees- H.ﬁ is possible that oEo.n folks in particular are more resentful
toward public waw_owmmm|mmvoo_m=< public school teachers. Their kigs
are no longer 1n school but oE.Q @mov_w nevertheless have to pay ris-
ing tax bills, msm wrmw are especially sensitive to those increases because
they are often living ow fixed incomes. High school students in the con-
versations I observed in 4-H groups did exhibit less resentment in gen-
eral than did older folks. Mass mwav_n survey studies show that younger
people are actually no _omm willing to pay for older folks’ social welfare
penefits like social security than are older people (Campbell 2000).
However, there is evidence of an increasing generational divide in terms
of attitudes toward government spending in general, especially between
older white Americans and younger nonwhite folks. This is sometimes
called the gray-brown divide: older white voters are more likely to prefer
smaller government than are younger people of color (Brownstein 2010;
Skocpol and Williamson 2012, 204; se¢ also Leonhardt 2012).5
The in-depth view I provide of older citizens’ understandings helps
explain why the gray-brown divide has power. It may manifest itself asa
divide over the role of government, but it is likely rooted in social identi-
ties and resentments against particular types of people. Even if younger
generations are less resentful, getting rid of the politics of .Rmmaama
will require political leaders who do not foment divides but, instead, try
to bridge them. " .
Questions about the way younger people interpret politics and fit into
the politics of resentment are among those this book .w.s.ém :E_.,mg_aqm.
Many of my claims about the manner in which politicians uo:é% M
into these resentments are as yet untested. It would be useful for utu ‘
research to examine the relationships between n.<ncdm< oonwmﬂwm_w”.
and the rhetoric of political actors and news media outlets t0

: i se among po-

derstand how the connections we se¢ 11 the public M”M ﬁmﬁ_o:caa W id
o iments W

litical el i nother. Experimen i :

. S s s. Some additional historical perspec

our understanding of causal effect . e 1o cultivate support

tive of the arguments that have been e ! L _E”_o_.zmz&am of the na-

for small government is also necessary Wm a.mn_“_aznoa emporary period.

ture of arguments political actors ar¢ using in ! he study of public opin-
One of the benefits, however, of approaching t

gs have differed if |
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1 the manner I have used here is that it illuminates our unde
ic opinion in ways other Emanm cannot. It can :n_v 5?95
our poll-based positivist analyses Mbhm“wohm—mmmimwm. .w:mr this Study
suggests that although measures © P b oL+ imited governme,
are useful predictors of wo_:_nm_ﬂow_Eosm, t ere i much to leary e
what predicts those vammmnmwnmm. O:. srwﬂ basis do people believe “the
Jess government, the better”? We might EHQNSH mwor 3 question g gy
indicator of libertarianism. But the conversations .5 this book Slgges
it may instead reflect primarily resentment. The distinction Matters, |
we conceptualize limited government measures as tapping an j deolog
ical principle, that seems 10 ignore the amommom of research reinforcing
Converse’s insight (1964) that the vast majority of people do not reasop
on an ideological basis (Kuklinski and Peyton 2007). If, instead, it s an
indicator of resentment toward public employees, or something else ep.
tirely, we could more accurately model opinion by asking directly aboy
such sentiments, delving into the complexities of attitudes toward differ-
ent levels of government and how those change depending on who is in

joni TStang.

:._m Om. ﬁ_..;i

office.
Second, this study suggests that consideration of external efficacy

ought to take into account not just whether people believe government is
responsive to “people like me” but also whether it is responsive to “peo-
ple in my community.” We see in these analyses people thinking about
government through the lens of their geographic community. Which ge-
ography people have in mind when they think about “my community”
matters for their perceptions of racial context and resentment toward ra-
cial groups (Wong et al. 2012). Given that, it seems our understanding of
individuals’ orientations to government would be improved with atten-
tion to perceptions of geography.

The approach I use in this study suggests not only new avenues for
positivist research or refinements of existing measures but also an-
swers to some of the puzzles raised in positivist studies. Returning,
for example, to the question of why white working-class people tend
to vote for Republican candidates, hard data show that this is a com-
mon misperception. The majority of lower-income whites actually side
with Democrats—and pretty consistently so ever since income inequality
mehwﬂﬁwnasﬂﬂm A_wm: ﬁo_.m 2008, 73). Yes, higher-income states do “nmm
days. Ioéﬁ,&n ﬁ_:m o_so.Z:om.vBo gl Hm.:a 8. vote: Reputlifl aMn
W : o_m re m:o:.m:_.v .Uﬁimo: higher income and Democrd

on the individual level.
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But what about those red and blue electoraf
clections showing ::m._ areas within states—ywp;
come—a$ red (Republican)? Yes, rural Americy increasingly leans R
publican AQEG@_ and Kamnes 2006, 467). But again, corws% at M_:mc mo_u
Jregate level is not no:m.aS.E with individual-leye] behavior. Within stat .
_n,n jwer-income people still side with the Democrags (Gelman et al Noow "
A mystery, though, is why lower-income areas witpin blue o.ﬁ _ug”.
Qm:o-_g:w:m states are more likely to vote Republican than Ems%u
‘ncome areas (Gelman et al. 2008, e.g). This study offers one possible ex-
planation. Let’s assume that some version of rural consciousness exists
outside of Wisconsin. It may be, then, that rural places in blue-leaning
states are places in which many people hold a perspective that is condu-
cive to small-government arguments. In that respect, people in rural, low-
income areas in blue states might be more likely to vote Republican, even
though the relationship between low-income and Democratic votes holds

aps that pop up during
¢h tend to be lower in-

pationwide.
Which party people vote for is obviously important. But this study
Eoiaom a significant caution for our continued reliance on partisan-
ship as the most important predisposition in the study of political opin-
ion. There is no denying that partisanship performs well as a predictor of
votes and policy preferences. But what is that actually telling us? If the
main divide that people see in the political world is not Democrats versus
Republicans but, instead, us versus the government, or people with my
work ethic versus people without it, shouldn’t we spend more time mea-
suring identities that are more meaningful to people than partisanship?
One possibility suggested by this study is place identity. For at least
some people, place matters more than just as a proxy for which parti-
sans are where. It is a part of at least some voters’ fundamental sense of
self. One can imagine many other perspectives rooted in the intertwined
identities of place and class that matter for politics. zmmmgo}o.oa. £
municipality-based identities in urban politics and region-based identi-
ties in national politics are some examples. Our a_aa:n« to use :»:25_”
level survey data leads us to overlook the manner in which R%os%%ﬁ
perceptions about their immediate geographic context £ e i MM
political preferences. Voters’ sense of where resources arc mﬁw_cm WMME
ten be intertwined with partisanship, or as important for uncers ’
the shape of public opinion as nm:m.mmsmaw. Jace with respect 10
This study also highlights the importance o.m plac sy
class. The way many people in these conversations 1m
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nomic and distributive Som:.m:m suggests that whegp
lass identity or the social construction of ident,
Bourdieuian sense, attention to Emo.o can be useful. For man
in this study, geographic place .% 82%.:8 Was a centra] consig
in their subjective sense of their Emwo in society. }_o.zmmm i
like income, occupation, and o.a:om:o:,.irmﬁﬂ o.sw is rural o
was part of the way they ooz.w:::ma their own position Wwith
wealth, resources, and authority. .

The manner in which people intertwined place and class in
versations reminds us that social class is a social science concept. |
an everyday, readily familiar concept. The people in this stot

with eco
interested 1n €

selves in more specific but nonetheless meaningful categories .
ral folks) that convey a perception of relative wealth and power,$
words, even though people do not readily use the terminology of
this does not mean that people do not think about how they co
others in terms of power and resources. Whether we call this act of
parison “status,” “class,” “social location,” or something else do
really matter. What matters is that we recognize that these comparisor
to other people in terms of haves and have-nots are very much a paj
our politics. o

These insights with respect to social class are an additional |
tion that poll-based analyses of opinion ought to be accompanied
just by focus groups or in-depth interviews but also by listening me
that expose us to the conversations and contexts of everyday life.
ple use people they know and the physical surroundings they are
iar with to make sense of politics. When we study them independer
these things, we treat them like particles, not people. If we wish to
the social bases of politics, we would do well to open the study of of
ion to a wider range of methods and methodological approaches th:
able us to see these social tools at work.

My focus in this book has been on public opinion among ord
people, Not so much on the strategies that politicians use to influe
Mwww%owﬂwmohm_..wc. .:_.o _o.mmosw.a this book nonetheless speak to MM., p
e moMo o“ﬂwv._:_o: in which top-down as well as bottom-up .,, :
Wisconsin ang u_ﬂ_nu Mm Qo,\.ﬁsoa i, a.omom:wa o n<oM&
eroated wdivid. _MMM\ .::: Itwas the budget legislation he proposed :

1sconsin between public workers and the rest ol
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public Arcmamﬂ 201 c.. However, H.ro &mocmwmosm.i this study show that
the seeds of this v:c:n-<m~m:m-v:«mﬁ-io%ﬁ divide predated the 2011
legislation, and even the 2010 &mo:on that brought Walker to power.

Undoubtedly, these battle lines are adopted to a degree from mass
snedia? Walker may not have nnomjaa En.ma divisions, but his policies ex-
posed them and Bmmm EoB readily available for people to grasp onto
a5 legitimate om.”nmow_nm:.osm and targets of blame. The current animos-
ity toward public unions is arguably part wm a decades-long battle against
unions among conservative and Republican elites (Zernike 2011). But
again, it i the bottom-up process om.vooEa teaching in-group/out-group
nmﬁmmolum:onm to each other, including the many layers and associations
that those distinctions contain, that clarifies, reinforces, and keeps alive
these divisions that politicians can then exploit. In chapter 4, I presented
evidence from an analysis that showed animosity toward urban areas was
not present in daily newspapers serving areas outside Madison and Mil-
waukee. If this and other aspects of rural consciousness are not promi-
nent in daily news outlets in the communities where people are express-
ing anti-urban opinions, then how else are such positions communicated?
Interpersonal interaction is likely an important part of the process.

As people tried to make sense of the economic crisis they exper-
imented with various scapegoats. However, Walker’s budget bills (like
the budget bills offered by Republican governors in numerous other
states in 2011, such as Ohio, Indiana, New Jersey, and Florida) put two
particular targets of blame front and center: public employees and the
unions through which they organize. And as my findings in this study
indicate, public opinion and the political process are driven neither by
elites nor from the bottom up. Rather, politics occurs at the confluence
of these forces. In order to fully understand the origins of mass opinion
at a given point in time, we need to acknowledge processes SE.:m place
among members of the mass public as well as the messages coming from
political elites.

Implications for Democracy

I do not know if the politics of resentment is Eomommmum. 5.:6 .Cn,__mmw
States. Democracy, for good reason, has contention built _EM.WH e
United States’ form of government was designed on the mmmc.BM _<<m g
people do not automatically agree about the best way forward.
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supposed to have competitive elections. We are supposed tq havell
in and outside of government. The system, in theory, !
ing of disagreement, rather than its suppression.

But contentiousness is not necessarily resentment. My fear st
mocracy will always tend toward a politics of resentment, in which
politicians figure out ways to amass coalitions by tapping into oyg ge
est and most salient social divides: race, class, culture, place. T
not exactly make for a pleasant public life. When we get to 5 point
we do not actually have a public life, when we turn away from politj
cause it brings resentment rather than hope to the surface, demq
ceases to exist.

Privileges the,

sentment from dominating the perspectives through which people make
sense of politics. The question is, what is that fix? What is the o:w.,ﬂv

couraging the public to get along despite our leaders’ proddings to
contrary? Is it a move toward greater economic equality? 4
As we ask ourselves these questions, we should also question the
quality of representation that takes place in a politics of resentment. In
this study, we see politicians tapping into divides and nourishing anmoﬂw(wnm
ment and then claiming that electoral support is evidence that the pub-
lic has a principled stance on the role of government. The ooc<o_.mwao=myh
I observed suggest that what gets sold as support for small governmentis
often something quite different. «WH. ,
Even support for the Tea Party is perhaps not best understood as sup
port for small government. Support for the Tea Party may be a ma
festation of simmering resentment toward social groups in the majori
culture, though its most devout adherents may themselves be ideologi-
cal extremists (Barreto et al. 2011). Moreover, the charge of Tea Partyer
to “take back our country” seems an enticing call to a seemingly broad
swath of people who believe their lives are buffeted by forces beyond
their control that they can’t even observe. Is this support for limited mo..,?
ernment? Or support for a kind of government that listens (0 ..ﬁo%_m.
like me™? Tea Partyers’ pro-small-government arguments are omg.u
based in libertarian principles but are instead rooted in a sense of injus-
tice (Williamson et al. 2011; Skocpol and Williamson 2012).
Nevertheless, we can expect that political elites who ar¢ small-
government proponents will continue to claim a mandate for limited 8%
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ernment policies. That certainly has been the case in Wisconsin, as small-
moéSBmE proponents have taken center stage. Governor Walker has
survived 2 :u”omz and a closely fought reclection campaign and was for
a while in mid-2015 a serious contender for the Republican presidential
nomination. Oo:.m_dmma.»: Paul Ryan, an Ayn Rand devotee, was a vice-
Eamaonaw_ nominee. Since the November 2012 elections, both houses of
the state government have .conn controlled by the Republican Party. As
long as public workers continue to be portrayed as less hard-working and
as undeserving of the pay and benefits they receive, there is leeway for an
antigovernment stance to serve as a viable campaign strategy.

One might say that even if Tea Party politicians are tapping into nega-
tive attitudes toward particular social groups in order to win, they should
pe applauded for giving people a sense that finally someone in govern-
ment is listening to people like them. Many of the people I spent time
with who expressed support for Act 10 and Walker conveyed a sense of
gratitude that finally someone in power was recognizing the burdens
they faced. To them, someone was finally acknowledging the injustice of
their hard-earned money being shunted toward the undeserving,

But what about the people in rural areas that complained about being
ignored? Was Scott Walker representing them? One simple way of ad-
dressing this is to examine how he has spent his time in office (Hall 1996).
Has he spent time in rural areas in the state? According to the Wisconsin
Center for Investigative Journalism (a center housed at the UW-Madison
and supported in part by funds from liberal groups), the answer is no.
Their analysis of Walker’s official calendar from his first thirteen months
in office shows just sixteen public appearances in the northern third of
the state (the most rural portion of the state), as compared to 778 appear-
ances in the southern two-thirds of the state."” If Walker had made visits
in proportion to the distribution of population, he would have Em.an four
times as many visits to northern Wisconsin. Unfortunately, even if many
rural Wisconsinites perceive that Scott Walker understands the mozno:a
of people like them, it does not appear that he is going oE.% his way to

listen to them, at least not in person in the first year he was in office. .

Moreover, we still have the broader problem of lack of awvamoa_m:o.n
with which I began this book. We live ina na.o. o.m increasing m_o.o“wn“n.
inequality, and yet voters continue to elect politicians ,<:o$~vonwn il
spond very disproportionately to the E&anomm of wB:mewv mh:._.m .
that respect, the issue is not why is the 2?8 io_._w_:m class g
wrong, but why is nearly every voter getting it wrong:
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[ have resisted the terminology of “getting it wrong” througt
book to try as much as possible to listen openly to the s@smmon.
and set aside my own predispositions. I could provide an argum
says each person has the right to define his or her interests m:a.n
academic should be so arrogant to judge what people “ought” to ]

It is not the case that people have been hoodwinked intg yog
Republicans by being distracted from economics by social and ¢
issues (as Frank 2004 argues). In the conversations that [ observed
nomics are very much a part of the conversation. Bartels’ mnm_wmm
vey data also shows that economics are of as much importance,
more importance, than social and cultural issues in recent pres
votes (2008, 86). But consideration of economic issues is not am.
social and cultural issues, either. I observed people making sense
nomics by pitting themselves against their fellow citizens along
and cultural lines. :

So the problem, for me, is this. We are in a time of Eo_,ommg.m.
nomic inequality and of stark policy bias in favor of the affluent, a .
the politics of resentment draws our attention to our animosity t
each other rather than the ways in which the political system is not w
ing for anyone but the very few. o

In more partisan terms, why do people vote for the RepublicanP
when it is that party that is especially likely to represent the polic
erences of the affluent and ignore those of everyone else? The conv
tions in this study suggest that it is not because a wide swath of pe op!
identify as affluent or believe that they will be affluent someday. Instead,
the conversations suggest that the Republican Party has been <oQ. :
cessful at tapping into existing resentments toward particular targets
In the frameworks they provide, the demons are not affluent people
but, rather, the government, the people that work for it, and urban
eas that are home to liberals and people of color. The manner inw
these understandings hinge on notions of hard work and deservingnes
means that social and cultural issues are important considerations, @
are economic concerns. The “them”—the “haves”—is defined not
fluence but by culture. In these narratives, people are telling each 0
that there are people that do not value what we value, do not work
hard as we do, and are actively sucking away the livelihoods we !
MMMMMMmmMM.MMm AS o_‘o.m:w While some people mo:: to &m mo<m:._BM
T EMMSEF others—such as those just described—do

government programs will help. They have been hur
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woo:o&mnm.:w for generations, and E their eyes government programs do
two things: they help the undeserving, and they require an i i
A increase in

taxes. Even though they perceive that their towns are about to d
and blow away, they want government to just leave them alone ry up

The 2012 presidential 0_2.:91 demonstrated a limit to the ability of
the Republican Party to nmv:m.:Nm on such arguments. Mitt Romney’s
ﬁoaosm_ wealth and plutocratic lifestyle proved to be a liability for
the Republican Party. Bartels (2013a) has demonstrated that Romney
turned voters off because he appeared to care more about those with
wealth than those without. In that light, it seems the Republicans’ abil-
ity to paint the haves as social groups other than the wealthy is limited.

In other words, it is not inevitable that rural residents will remain at-
tracted to the Republican Party. The Romney candidacy demonstrates
this, and so does the lack of enthusiasm that I observed for either party.
If the conversations 1 observed are at all representative of conversations
among white working people elsewhere in the country, this is a demo-
graphic that displays considerable ambivalence about, not solid alle-
giance to, the Democratic and Republican Parties. When these folks ex-
pressed support for small government, it was typically rooted neither in
political principles nor in identification as Republicans but in a percep-
tion that services were not benefiting people who deserve them: hard-
working Americans, like themselves.

What the rural voters I observed wanted in their politicians are peo-
ple who understand and respect the way rural folks live and their daily
concerns and desires. It is not obvious to me that Republican candidates

are innately better suited to provide this understanding and respect.”

What Is to Be Done?

n this book

to the concerns I have raised i
places

< what is going on in rural
ave made to date. As I docu-
onsin are receiving sig-
ess than their fair
esentment to-

One straightforward response
might be for policy makers to reasses
and reconsider the policy responses they h
mented in chapter 4, rural communities in Wisc
nificant amounts of resources—and not necessarily I
share, as many of them believe. However, the amE.: of the res ’
ward cities and policy makers suggests three possible alterations to pub-
lic policy targeted toward rural areas.

iti ceivin
First, it is possible that the resources rural communities are ré g
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are not effectively addressing :_m. :oo.am of rural communjtjeg
state, federal, and even county legislation is too often applied 5. 3
of places equally. Maybe more programs .mvoEa be tailoreq spec
for rural needs and crafted with recognition that not aJ Tural ap,
the same. When such programs are developed, they haye to be nw
by legislative bodies that include representatives from urban,
and rural areas. We need geographic cooperation as wel] as bip;
ship. Within state legislatures, something as simple as an exchan,
gram, in which representatives from urban districts spend time
ral districts and vice versa, could help improve empathy for the p
people outside one’s own type of district.'?

The second thing rural resentment toward the citjes suggests g
public policy is that some of the resources rural communities are re.
ceiving are invisible to the people who live there. Many of th :
ernment benefits that a wide variety of people receive are part of
“submerged state”—government programs that are as expensiy
fare but less often acknowledged (Metler 2011). How many of :m
asked, admit that we have “ever used a government social pro,
not?” Most—56.5 percent—say we have not. But 60 percent of thos
say they haven’t used any government social programs do admit
they have received a tax deduction for paying a mortgage, for ex
(Metler 2011, 37-38). A similar kind of invisibility likely applies to
benefits that rural residents receive. f

The third thing this book suggests about public policy is that the
ner in which policy is created and delivered is important for wi
people perceive it as meeting their needs or being in their intere
the people I spent time with had perceived that policy makers
tened to the concerns of rural residents before creating moﬁBB&
grams, would they have felt differently about those programs? I
had perceived that UW-Madison researchers were going out of
way to ask locals for their insights on the projects they were p
in their small towns, would they have felt more supportive of tha
A team of archacologists who have invited community members |
a part of the research process in Trempealeau, Wisconsin, for exa
suggests the answer is likely yes.! I recognize that this is easier said
done. The Department of Natural Resources has gone to great le
o listen to community members, live alongside them, and deliver
in ways that meet people where they are in the course of their QE_T
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(such as delivering information at boat landings), yet still bears the brunt
of a great deal of n::m_ma in small-town Wisconsin,

At root, my hope in writing this book is that more and more peo-
ple redirect the energy they use to engage with public issues away from
criticizing their fellow citizens and toward improving the policy process
{o ensure that it is responsive to the needs of all people. That is asking
a lot. In an atmosphere of resentment, it is tough to take the high road
and operate on a belief that all people are, at root, good and deserving
of respect. Our current politics give little incentive for elected officials to
pursue such behavior. It is time that those of us with the power to vote

demand it of them.



