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Epigraph

Seek the well-being of the city to which I have carried you into exile. Pray to the Lord for it, for in its well-being will be your well-being.

—JEREMIAH 29:7
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Preface

We could start a book about the death of the American Dream in a million different places. We could start in Smitty’s Bar and Restaurant in a dead steel town outside Pittsburgh, or we could start in the Bishops’ Storehouse in Salt Lake City. We could go to Iowa and start in Glory Days Sports Bar in Council Bluffs, or at a Christian college in Sioux Center. We could start at the shuttered Methodist churches in rural Iowa or the bustling basement of the Islamic Center of Greater Toledo. We could start standing in line at a Trump rally or camping out at Occupy Wall Street.

We will get to all those places on this journey, but we will start the story in the Pediatric Intensive Care Unit of Children’s National Hospital in Washington, D.C.

It was about four a.m. I had just gotten two hours of decent sleep, relatively speaking, sitting in a spartan armchair, my head leaning against the metal bars of the PICU crib. My daughter Eve, eleven months old, was the patient, and she slept soundly, despite the prongs of the nasal cannula up her nostrils, the pulse–oxygen saturation monitor taped to her toe, the three electric wires stuck to her chest and back, and the fact that she couldn’t really breathe.

The breathing was done by a machine next to her crib that slowly won my awe.

Infected with a respiratory virus, Eve’s alveoli were too clogged with mucus for her to get sufficient oxygen into her lungs. The local urgent care center I had sprinted to (with her in a jogging stroller) couldn’t get her enough oxygen. My wife rode in the ambulance with Eve to Holy Cross Hospital, where Eve had been born and where our kids had made many emergency room visits. Holy Cross’s oxygen pumps also couldn’t get enough into her lungs. She was getting paler by the minute.

However, the PICU at Children’s had this magic high-powered machine, which could pump up to five times as much oxygen into her lungs as the ordinary “wall oxygen” hospitals normally rely on. That machine, along with an unerringly excellent nursing staff, was saving my daughter’s life.

At four a.m., though, that machine and the PICU nurses had to share my attention and gratitude. My thoughts were filled in that hour with the help we were getting from friends and neighbors during our stay, which would stretch from Sunday to Thursday.

My colleagues on the opinion page at the Washington Examiner had barbecue (my favorite) delivered to me for lunch on Monday. One colleague delivered beer and dark chocolate to the PICU to make the stay more bearable for my wife, Katie, and me. One friend in Virginia had so much food delivered to our house from the Corner Bakery—sandwiches, salads, chips, cold cuts—that we ate dinner and lunch from the platter for more than a week. America’s Future Foundation, an organization of young conservatives and libertarians on whose board I had served for years, sent a gift card for ordering dinner from GrubHub (a food delivery service) for our whole family.

My mother-in-law brought a chicken potpie to our house for dinner one night. She also repeatedly came to watch the kids while my wife or I drove to the hospital to trade off shifts with Eve. Katie’s younger sister and her husband also sat a shift with our kids, as did other friends in our parish, and another neighbor.

With us unable to fulfill our carpool duties, the other parents took on extra trips, and even went out of their way to pick up our son.

We got so many offers of help or food that I felt guilty about my inability to field them all. “My cup runneth over,” was the Bible verse that crossed my mind.

In the moment, waking up at four a.m. with a sore neck in the tiny curtained booth of the PICU, I had an image of a swarm of friends, family, and neighbors rallying to our aid. But as I considered it more during our stay, I saw in greater detail the contours of this support we were enjoying.

As I thought about each person or couple who helped us, or wrote, or called, I noticed these weren’t simple bilateral relationships. In almost every case, there was an institution that linked us. Again, this wasn’t how we thought about our friends generally—they were just our friends.

But whenever I described to others the help we got, I found myself speaking of the couple from our parish, or the family from our pool. Some help came from parents at the same boys’ school where our oldest sons go. Others were my college classmates. Others were my work colleagues at the Examiner or the American Enterprise Institute. Parents of the kids I had coached in baseball helped. The woman who sent the Corner Bakery feast is in my wife’s book club and attends the same Virginia parish as my wife’s parents. The GrubHub gift card, again, came from an organization whose board I had sat on.

Our dense and broad network of friends, which had become a short-term safety net, wasn’t merely a network of friends. It was a network of organizations, companies, churches, schools, and clubs. The hubs that bound us to these friends are what we call “institutions of civil society.” Sociologists might say that during those five days, we were drawing on our deep reserves of “social capital.”

My favorite moment to reflect came on Sunday, as I was sprinting down Georgia Avenue with a blue-lipped lethargic Eve in a jogging stroller. Katie had gone to a late-morning Mass at our parish with our oldest daughter. When she finally looked at her phone and ran out of Mass to meet me at the urgent care center, she turned to Lucy and said, “Go sit with Dorrie,” pointing to the mother of an old school friend. “She’ll give you a ride home after Mass. If not, someone else will.”

Katie simply knew that we could count on our parish—on the people in that community—to help. That knowledge, the certainty that someone can help you when you need it, was always there, but we hadn’t noticed it until we needed it. Like the health insurance that paid most of the bill, the “insurance” of the social networks had provided great peace of mind without ever rising to the front of our consciousness.

In short, we always took for granted the social capital we possessed, and the dense, expansive networks of civil society in which we were entangled. Why? Because this was how we both grew up.

If you belong to a church, you’ve probably experienced something like it, on either the giving end or the receiving end, or both.

Alternatively, if you are college educated and married, even if you don’t belong to a church, you probably have many ties to civil society institutions—swim clubs, PTAs, workplaces, book clubs—that provide this sort of infrastructure of friends and associates.

Dense social networks may not seem remarkable to you, the reader, for the same reason water doesn’t seem remarkable to a fish. “[N]etworking power is like the air we breathe—so pervasive it’s easy to miss,” author J. D. Vance wrote when he finished law school and joined the elite.1

Vance noticed the networks, though, when he was at law school. It was a shocking realization for him that personal connections, typically through institutions of civil society, were central to the success of the elites. Growing up in a broken family in a working-class suburb, Vance hadn’t had those networks. It wasn’t so much that people in working-class towns had less powerful connections; it was that every family was less connected—to anyone. His Middletown, Ohio, was a place of alienation.

Hillbilly Elegy, Vance’s memoir, became a bestseller in 2016 because it offered insight into a part of the country that the educated and affluent had missed—the dark, broken places in working-class Middle America. What generated the interest in working-class white Middle America?

Donald Trump.

So yes, as a book about the death of the American Dream, this is also a book about how Donald Trump became president of the United States. But Trump isn’t the subject of the book. How he has governed, how he has tweeted, and how his mind works are far beyond the reaches of this book.

Rather than a book about Trump, this is a book about Trump voters. More specifically, it’s about Trump’s core supporters, who voted for him in the Republican primaries in 2016. The Republicans’ nomination of Trump is best understood as a referendum on whether America is currently great, or in need of great making again. If you wondered how places like Michigan and Wisconsin could swing so rapidly from Trump to his opposition in 2016 and 2018, it’s because the 2016 election wasn’t about the man or his party. It was a referendum on whether or not the American Dream was still alive.

The election told us something about America that we didn’t see, and for that reason, we use the election map as a path that we follow on our journey through the country’s cities and towns, past and present.

This isn’t a book about Trump. It’s certainly not a book about Hillary Clinton. Only indirectly do Trump’s policies and proposals play a role here, because what Trump has done as president is largely immaterial to this story. What candidate Trump said is mostly immaterial, except for his central message: The American Dream is dead.

Everything Trump said during the campaign elicited an angry retort from many quarters, including the media. On his claim that the American Dream was dead, a thousand commentators came up with refutations that proved nothing except the shallowness of our understanding of the good life.

They’d point to the stock market. They’d point out the decent wages of Trump’s core voters. They’d point out the historical privilege enjoyed by these old white Christian men. All of these points were supposed to pierce any claims to sympathy and invalidate any gripes by the people who immediately and strongly embraced Trump and his dire diagnosis.

The materialistic view of the American Dream, however, misses the point. The worst analyses assume that wealth or the opportunity for wealth is the American Dream. Slightly better, some analyses see wealth as the necessary precondition of other goods, like intact families or strong public schools.

But maybe the things we think accompany the American Dream are the things that really are the American Dream. What if the T-ball game, the standing-room-only high school Christmas concert, the parish potluck, and decorating the community hall for a wedding—what if those activities are not the dressings around the American Dream, but what if they are the American Dream?

In this book, I’m going to take you to the parts of America where the Dream is clearly alive, as well as the places where the Dream seems dead. To really learn from this tour through time and place, you, the reader, may need to abandon your understanding of how to measure the good life. We will look at many numbers, regarding marriage, suicide, income, employment, and so on. But those numbers are epiphenomena—they are ripples out from what matters.

Hopefully, like any good tour, this book will open your eyes to things not only far, but also near. If I succeed, things will look different when our trip is done, when you return home and look around.

So we will study the American Dream in the coming chapters—where it’s alive and where it’s dead. (And I use the word where intentionally.) This study turns out to be a study of place, of social capital, of civil society, of community, and of church. The things you may take for granted—the things that washed over me, my wife, and our baby Eve in that ICU—they are the material of this book because they are the material of the good life.





Chapter 1

It Takes a Village

Where the American Dream Lives

Sadly, the American Dream is dead.”

After rambling, off script, for most of his fifty-minute speech to announce his presidential candidacy in June 2015, Donald Trump had returned to his written remarks for the final section. He delivered these somber words slowly, pausing for emphasis.

“Sadly. . . the American Dream is dead,” he enunciated, pausing again.

In the cavernous lobby of Trump Tower, an eager supporter filled that pregnant silence. “Bring it back!” she shouted.

Sure enough, that was Trump’s promise and the final line, the bottom line, of his candidacy: “But if I get elected president, I will bring it back bigger and better and stronger than ever before, and we will make America great again!”

This became his motto. Make America Great Again. The premise of that motto—the American Dream is dead—carried the day in state after state, and it drew crowds at rallies in places like Lowell, Massachusetts; Beaumont, Texas; Mobile, Alabama (“We’re running on fumes. There’s nothing here. . . .”); and Springfield, Illinois.

“These rally towns,” the Washington Post reported in an early effort to decode Trump’s meaning, “lag behind the country and their home states on a number of measures. Their median household incomes are lower, and they often have lower rates of homeownership or residents with college degrees.”1

On April 26, 2016, my own state of Maryland, along with four other states, voted for Trump, putting him on the doorstep of the Republican nomination. “Every single place I go is a disaster,” Trump said in his victory remarks that night.

Trump obviously didn’t go where I had gone that morning: to Chevy Chase Village Hall, off Connecticut Avenue, just outside Washington, D.C.

When I arrived at Village Hall, which is the polling place for the village, I found a parking spot between a BMW and a Porsche SUV. That was unsurprising. Chevy Chase Village is the wealthiest municipality in the D.C. region, which is probably the highest-income region in the country. The mean household income in the Village of Chevy Chase is $420,000.2 Only about 2 percent of America makes that much.

Chris Matthews and George F. Will are just two of the well-known residents of the village. Ambassadors, lawyers, bankers, and lobbyists populate the beautiful massive homes off Connecticut Avenue, almost all of which are worth more than $1 million. The median home costs $1.52 million.3

Chevy Chase Village isn’t merely wealthy in material things. To the extent we can measure the good life, Chevy Chase has it. About 95 percent of Chevy Chase’s families had two parents at home in 2015. The Village Hall hosts a monthly speaker series, which kicked off in April 2017 with a talk by documentary filmmaker Tamara Gold. CIA veteran David Duberman was slated for the next month.

A committee of volunteers throws regular parties for the whole village. Saint Patrick’s Day included a “Father/Daughter Pipe/Harpist Team and True Scottish Piper,” according to the Crier, the village’s own newsletter. Children and toddlers can take ballet and musical theater classes at Village Hall. Adults can take Tai Chi.

Almost exactly one year after the primary, I returned, to observe the village’s annual meeting.

“Oh, Mrs. O’Connor!” the village’s chief of police, John Fitzgerald, shouted across the parking lot, with a flirting tone. “I didn’t recognize you in that new car.” Mrs. O’Connor blushed and smiled. She chairs the village’s Committee for Seniors.

Having its own village police force is impressive enough, considering the population of two thousand. Fitzgerald knows how extraordinary this is. “This community is really, really good to work in,” Fitzgerald, a big Irish cop of the type I’m used to from New York, said at the annual meeting. “Small is good.”

When he discussed the force’s most recent initiative—a camera on Grafton Street to bust folks using it as a cut-through to Wisconsin Avenue—Chief Fitzgerald described it as “right near Mr. Marsh’s house.” The evening seemed like a scene out of Thornton Wilder’s Our Town.

The community is engaged. At the village meeting, there were presentations by the volunteer members or chairmen and chairwomen of the Community Relations Committee, the Ethics Commission, the Financial Review Committee, the Public Safety Committee, the Traffic Committee, the Local Advisory Panel to the Historic Preservation Commission, the Western Grove Park Friends Group, the Environment and Energy Committee, the Parks and Greenspaces Committee, plus Mrs. O’Connor for the seniors committee.

A village of two thousand people stocking ten committees with a handful of volunteers each is extraordinary. There are other details. The coffee-and-desserts reception before the annual meeting featured seasonal flower arrangements provided by the village’s Garden Club.

The Community Relations Committee organized a parents’ night out where they brought in neighborhood teenagers to babysit in the charming Village Hall, so that the adults could enjoy a dinner at the restaurants within walking distance. Betty O’Connor’s seniors committee brings in innovative experts to help the village’s elderly who are struggling physically or with dementia.

Walk down Grove Street on a Monday evening, and you will see kids from a handful of families mixing together to ride their bikes and scooters, and dribble their basketballs and soccer balls down the brick sidewalks. Parents hanging out front keep an occasional eye on the neighborhood kids.

Chevy Chase is “the Village” Hillary Clinton said it took to raise a family.

And it’s no surprise Hillary Clinton took the village.

At one of the village’s impressive homes, a politically connected financier, who is also the son of a former top diplomat, hosted a fund-raiser for Hillary Clinton in November 2015. The couple hosting the event raised enough to qualify as “Hillblazers”—Clinton’s name for those who raised over $100,000. But so did a dozen other Chevy Chase residents.4

The day I was there for the 2016 primary, Hillary raked in 85 percent of the primary vote. She would a few months later also dominate the general election at this polling place, beating Donald Trump by 56 points. This tells us that wealthy, white Chevy Chase is very liberal. But a closer look tells us something more specific.

Compare Hillary’s 56-point margin with 2012 when Obama defeated Mitt Romney by 31 points. There is something about Chevy Chase that makes it like Trump so much less than it likes Romney.

Chevy Chase’s aversion to Trump appears much more clearly when we set aside the general election, which is a choice between a Republican and a Democrat. We need to focus instead on the Republican primary.

Trump performed dismally among Republican primary voters in the Village of Chevy Chase. John Kasich, the moderate of the three-man field, overwhelmingly won the village with 64 percent (compared with his 23 percent statewide). Donald Trump scored only 16 percent in the village (compared with his massive 54 percent statewide).

Chevy Chase’s wealth is extreme, but the phenomenon in play here—wealthy, highly educated people in affluent communities eschewing Donald Trump and his proclamation that the American Dream is dead—is common. Chevy Chase is in Montgomery County, Maryland, which is the third-most-educated county in the nation, measured by advanced degrees—31.6 percent of adults over twenty-five have a graduate or professional degree.5 (Nationally the rate is less than 12 percent.) The rest of the top four—Arlington and Alexandria in Virginia, and the District of Columbia (functionally a county for our purposes)—are among Trump’s thirty-five worst counties in America.

You can spot the suburbs chock-full of advanced degrees and six-figure salaries by looking at a primary election map for counties that voted for John Kasich or Marco Rubio.

If we begin at the beginning of the nominating contests, in Iowa, Rubio won Polk County (home to prosperous Des Moines) and two adjacent counties, Story and Dallas, while Trump finished third in that trio of counties. Story County is home to Iowa State University. College towns across the country are also part of that Rubio-Kasich Country.

In Michigan, Kasich won Washtenaw County (home to the University of Michigan) and Kalamazoo County (home to Bell’s Brewery and Western Michigan University). While Trump won every county in Pennsylvania’s primary, Kasich’s strongest showing wasn’t his birthplace in Western Pennsylvania but the wealthy and highly educated “collar counties” around Philadelphia: Montgomery, Delaware, and Chester.

It’s easy to see this pattern as a simple matter of ideology: Kasich was running as the moderate candidate, and colleges and rich people are more moderate. But during the primaries, Trump, by most measures, was less conservative than Kasich. Trump was more open to taxing the rich, wanted higher spending, was less enamored of free trade, and was more enthusiastic about a government role in health care.

The best explanation of why these pockets of elites rejected Trump is found in Trump’s own words. He was selling a sense of decline and a desperate need to turn things around. In Kasich Country, though—in college towns and prosperous suburbs—people believed the American Dream was alive. These people also believed America was Great already, while much of the electorate didn’t.

This isn’t a universal rule, and it doesn’t apply as well to the general election, when voters were picking between Trump and Hillary. But, as a general rule, you can use Trump’s electoral strength in the early Republican primaries as a proxy for pessimism.

Trump Country, by this definition, is the places where hope is low and where the good life appears out of reach. So the flip side is this: Where Trump bombed—especially in the GOP primaries, but also compared with Romney in 2012—are the places where you can sniff out confidence, optimism, hope, and, if you’ll pardon the treacle, the American Dream.

This story is far more important than political analysis. If we come to understand what makes Trump Country Trump Country, we can better understand the plight of the working class and the current economic and cultural splitting of this country. More important, discerning what made some of the country immune to Trump, aside from standard partisan allegiances, will show us where lie hope, mobility, and optimism.

What makes some places thrive, but others collapse?

This is a huge question. It’s probably the central question of American society today, in which it is increasingly true that where you start (geographically and socioeconomically) determines where you end up. It’s a question about growing inequality, stubborn pockets of immobility, and the cultural coming-apart we are suffering. Trump’s shocking wins of the Republican primary and the general election were the most visible symptoms of this problem. If we start our search for the American Dream in Hillary’s Village, the Village of Chevy Chase, it’s tempting to come to a materialistic conclusion: People with money have hope, and the American Dream is alive and well in wealthy neighborhoods.

But a closer look at the primary map reveals other pockets of Trump opposition (in the early days)—another model of the good life. There’s a different sort of village out there.

The Other Village

Oostburg couldn’t be more different from Chevy Chase.

While Chevy Chase borders the District of Columbia, the Village of Oostburg sprouted up in the farm fields of Wisconsin. It’s an outlying suburb of Sheboygan, Wisconsin—which is itself not exactly a booming metropolis.

The median home in Oostburg is worth $148,000, meaning you could buy ten homes in Oostburg for the price of one in Chevy Chase.6 Oostburg is not poor: The average household earns $58,000, which is slightly above the national average. Even that slight advantage in household income has a clear—and salient—demographic explanation: Oostburg is a family town.

As a rule, different types of households nationwide have very different median incomes. Married-family households on average have higher incomes than non-married or nonfamily households. Oostburg is much denser with married-family households than the rest of the country is (two-thirds of all households in Oostburg compared with less than 50 percent nationwide), and that difference explains Oostburg’s advantage over the national median.7

In other words, Oostburg’s wealth is literally its family strength. And if you ask Oostburgers, they’ll say their family strength is really community strength.

A few weeks before that Maryland primary, I spent a couple of days in Oostburg to cover the Wisconsin primaries. Just as I would visit Chevy Chase because of what made it stand out—its wealth—I picked Oostburg because of what made it stand out: its Dutchness.

Forty-five percent of Oostburg claims Dutch heritage according to the census. Another 42 percent are German. “Oostburg” is Dutch for East-town. Dutch settlers came here in the 1840s, and the signs of the Netherlands, such as tulips and miniature windmills, are everywhere. “If you ain’t Dutch, you ain’t much,” was a phrase I first heard at the lunch counter of Judi’s Place, the family-owned diner.

On Sunday morning at Judi’s, I saw the truest manifestation of the town’s Dutch heritage, and it wasn’t the diner cuisine: Dozens of families streamed in to dine with their neighbors after service at one of the four Reformed churches in the village.

While there’s no speaker series highlighting famous residents, the community’s strength is unquestionable. Neighbors all greet each other at Judi’s. Customers of the diner prepared and delivered frozen meals to the waitress, who was scheduled to have surgery the next day.

One man—a mechanic named Dan at the local farm—complained to me about the recent Christmas concert at the public school. He couldn’t get a seat in the gym for the concert, because all of his neighbors, even those with no school-age children, were taking up the seats. One neighbor shrugged at Dan’s plight of having no seat. “We gotta come see our kids,” the neighbor said. Again, the neighbor had no children singing that day, but Oostburgers consider the kids of Oostburg “our kids.”

It takes a village, and Oostburg fits the bill of that village. But this isn’t Hillary’s type of village politically. Trump won 80 to 13 in November. Back in 2014, one blogger suggested Oostburg was the most conservative town in Wisconsin.8

But just as in Chevy Chase, Oostburg’s Republicans had no use for Donald Trump in the primary election. Trump, who dominated most of Wisconsin’s rural areas, scored only 15 percent in the Republican primary in this village. That’s a familiar percentage—it’s only one point off from his total in Chevy Chase.

What made Oostburg so immune to Trump’s appeal? It’s inadequate to say that Christian conservatives rejected this twice-divorced recently pro-choice New York playboy. In South Carolina, a few weeks earlier, Trump won the evangelical vote with the same percentage (33 percent) that he won the rest of the state, according to exit polls.

Oostburg wasn’t a mere outlier, either. If you wanted to predict which rural, Christian counties would buck the Trump train when they had a choice among Republicans like Cruz and Rubio and Kasich, you could have done a lot worse than looking at a county’s Dutch population.

The country’s Dutchest county, Sioux County, Iowa, was Trump’s worst county in the caucuses. The country’s Dutchest region, western Michigan, was a major hole in Trump’s Great Lakes dominance in the spring primaries.

It wasn’t merely the Dutch who offered a conservative, religious resistance to Trump in the primaries, though.

If any state embodied conservative resistance to Donald Trump, it was Utah. In the general election, Trump didn’t even get 50 percent in the country’s most Republican state. The state’s Republican junior senator, Mike Lee, refused to endorse Trump, and the state’s GOP governor was very late to do so—and later withdrew his endorsement. And in Utah’s caucuses, Donald Trump garnered only 14 percent, just about the same fraction he got in Oostburg and Chevy Chase.

Utah is the most religious state in the country by almost any measure. It also boasts strong families, a strong economy, and a strong safety net. No state has as much economic mobility—the ability to earn more than your parents—as Utah, according to researcher Raj Chetty.9 The American Dream is alive and well there.

There’s a pattern here, even if it’s not immediately obvious.

In the 2016 Republican primaries and caucuses, across more than three thousand counties in the United States, only about 1 percent of counties gave Donald Trump less than 20 percent of the vote. We listed three of them above—Arlington, Alexandria, and Montgomery Counties—the most educated counties in the country. The rest, among counties with at least twenty thousand in population, are all, with one exception, exceptionally Mormon (at least 47 percent Mormon) or exceptionally Dutch (at least 25 percent Dutch).10

So you can boil the anti-Trump places in the early primaries down to two categories: (1) the highly educated elites and (2) the tight-knit religious communities. These look like two different (maybe even very different) types of places. But in a crucial sense, they’re one type of place.

Here’s the common thread between the Oostburgs and the Chevy Chases, and among analogues around the country:

Both villages have strong institutions of civil society—local governments, churches, country clubs, garden clubs, good public schools, and, in Oostburg’s case, Judi’s Place. Those community institutions constitute the infrastructure that is necessary to support families. And the institutions in turn are supported by families. Strong families are the precondition for the good life, and for mobility—the dream, grounded in realistic hope, that no matter your starting point, you can succeed and your children can do even better.

Trump Country

We began in the Villages of Chevy Chase and Oostburg because they were the exception. Trump dominated the Republican primaries across the country, winning the nomination fairly easily. He won the general election without a majority or even a plurality, sure, but 46 percent of the electorate is not shabby. He also showed strength in places where past Republican candidates had been weak, which is why he carried Ohio easily, and also won Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, and Michigan.

What Hillary Clinton thought was her “firewall” proved to be Trump Country.

I say Trump Country intentionally.

Sometimes when we talk about elections, we talk about demographics: the Soccer Mom Vote, the Hispanic Vote, the Youth Vote, or other ways of describing people by personal traits. If we imagine all Americans lined up in alphabetical order, or age order, and then sortable into these traits of race, age, sex, income, ideology, wealth, and so on, we commit a fatal abstraction. To understand the phenomenon of alienation and coming apart, we need to do more than consider who these people are. We need to consider where they are.

Geography, more than we typically assume, is destiny.

Employment is far worse in rural counties, but not only in rural counties. Most of Hillbilly Elegy’s tale of alienation took place in the Ohio suburb of Middletown. Death rates, especially death by suicide and overdose, correlated with Trump’s best counties (again his strong primary showings and his increases over the typical Republican). Educational attainment is lower in Trump Country. More people are on unemployment. More people are on disability.

These economic indicators are devastating, and crucial. But more telling are the social indicators. More men have dropped out of the workforce. Marriage rates are lower. Illegitimacy is higher. Divorce is higher.

Trump did better in the primaries among people who didn’t go to church, polls show. “Trump trailed Ted Cruz by 15 points among Republicans who attended religious services every week,” Peter Beinart reported. “But he led Cruz by a whopping 27 points among those who did not.”

When data show that the white working class was Trump’s base, it’s easy to see the phrase “white working class” as a simple statement of race and income. It’s more important, though, as a description of a social class—even a way of life. “White working-class Americans of all ages,” writes Emma Green in the Atlantic, citing research by the Public Religion Research Institute and the Atlantic, “were much less likely than their college-educated peers to participate in sports teams, book clubs, or neighborhood associations—55 percent vs. 31 percent said they seldom or never participated in those kinds of activities.”11

This had political salience. That PRRI poll, taken in mid-primaries, when Ted Cruz was the last viable challenger, found Trump leading among GOP voters 37 to 31. But among GOP voters who were “civically disengaged,” Trump led 50 to 24.

Oostburg voted Cruz and Chevy Chase voted Kasich. Within the context of Republicans, churchgoing white Christians are conservative while wealthy, highly educated white suburbanites are moderates. You could see these two things as opposites, but the stories of Kasich Country and Cruz Country are the same story: People enmeshed in strong communities rejected Trump in the early primaries while people alienated, abandoned, lacking social ties and community rushed to him immediately.

Trump’s best large county in the Iowa caucuses, Pottawattamie, had the weakest civil society—churches, neighborhood groups, volunteering, voting—of any large county in Iowa, and is known instead for its neon-lighted casinos erected to bring in out-of-state gamblers. His best small county is notable mostly for church closures and the shuttering of its largest employer in early 2016. It also ranks at the bottom of the state in widely used measures of civil society.

His other best places in those early primaries—places like Buchanan County, Virginia; and Fayette County, Pennsylvania—looked similarly vacant.

Everyone trying to explain Trump’s rise early on noted that he had “tapped into a deep sense of frustration.” That phrase became a cliché, but it was true. Articulating that frustration precisely and explaining its causes were a lot harder. Almost every politician posited that the frustration happened to reflect the very criticism that same politician already had of current affairs: war, national debt, insufficient safety net, overgenerous safety net, bank profits, et cetera.

After the election, conservative intellectual Yuval Levin put his finger on it best. “At the root of the most significant problems America faces at home is the weakening of our core institutions—family and community, church and school, business and labor associations, civic and fraternal organizations.”12

To explain Trump’s core supporters, many commentators pointed to the factories that were closing, but they should have been pointing to the churches that were closing.

Trump was one symptom, which traveled together with the other symptoms of working-class woe—the deaths, the dropping out of the workforce, the poverty, the illegitimacy. Idleness is the word scholar Nick Eberstadt used to describe the central problem of the working class. Charles Murray documented the collapse of certain virtues in white working-class America. It’s easy to see these judgments as attacks. “Idleness,” after all, is often counted as a root of many sins.

But if we see the problem as primarily a dissolution of civil society, a collapse of community, then it becomes clear that “idleness,” if you want to call it that, can be understood not as a sin but as an affliction. These people have been deprived of meaningful things to do.

In places like Chevy Chase or Oostburg, people are given things to do. Any longtime member of a robust religious congregation has laughed and warned someone, “Oh, don’t go talk to Sally Davis unless you want to be given some ministry to run.” If you belong to a small neighborhood swimming pool, you probably can spot the look in the eye of the board member when he’s coming over to ask for volunteers.

Our bosses, our wives, our husbands, our neighbors, and our kids’ swim coaches rope us into stuff. Those of us tangled up in thick webs of civil society show industriousness not mostly because we are self-starters. Our industriousness is thrust upon us.

Strong communities function not only as safety nets and sources of knowledge and wisdom, but also as the grounds on which people can exercise their social and political muscles. These are where we find our purpose.

If we want to say that parts of America like Fayette, Pottawattamie, and Buchanan Counties are low on virtue, we need to recall that virtue is not some inherent inner state. Virtue is a habit. As a habit, it requires action. And most human actions that are tied up with virtue are human interactions. Many virtues, if not most, are developed socially. Anne Case and Angus Deaton, trying to figure out the causes of a disturbing rise in middle-aged deaths, granted that an erosion of virtues is likely part of it, but they added, “Virtue is easier to maintain in a supportive environment.”13

Someone lacking the proper social settings is as handicapped on virtues as an athlete without access to proper training facilities, coaching, or even opponents. In desiccated communities, men and women lack these opportunities. A sociologist might say such communities are poor in terms of social capital.

Sociologist Robert Putnam defines social capital as “social networks and the associated norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness.” Places poor in social capital are places with fewer and weaker networks and thus less trust.

This dissolution of civil society leaves people alienated. Robert Nisbet, author of The Quest for Community, defined alienation this way: “The state of mind that can find a social order remote, incomprehensible, or fraudulent; beyond real hope or desire; inviting apathy, boredom, or even hostility.” The alienated individual “not only does not feel a part of the social order; he has lost interest in being a part of it.”14

Alienation is the disease of working-class America. Its most important accompaniment is family collapse. Strong families are the necessary condition of the good life, of economic mobility, and of the American Dream. The story of Election 2016, the story of the working-class struggle in America, the story of rising suicides and crumbling families, and the story of growing inequality and falling economic mobility, is properly understood as the story of the dissolution of civil society.

Why do so many people believe the American Dream is dead? I think the answer is this: because strong communities have crumbled, and much of America has been left abandoned, without the web of human connections and institutions that make the good life possible. More of America is a wasteland of alienation. Less of America is the “village.”

Can this change?

America has more Chevy Chases today than it did a generation ago, but that’s because wealthy people are clustering more. Making more Chevy Chases is a zero-sum game: It means drawing the skilled, the active, the educated, the leaders out of other communities and concentrating them in places where normal folk can’t afford a house. There is also a clear limit on how many pockets of elites America can have, because by definition, the elites are few.

But remember the second village. There could, conceivably, be more Oostburgs. The raw material is more renewable there, and arguably it used to be more plentiful and could be again. It’s a sense of duty to one’s neighbors—a duty that includes a sense of duty to one’s family. It’s a sense of both being looked after and being needed. It’s a sense of a common, higher purpose. It’s shared, resilient mediating institutions. And frankly, in America at least, that common purpose is a common faith, and those mediating institutions are really the church.
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Seek the shalom of the city to which I have carried you into exile. Pray to the Lord for it, for in its shalom will be your shalom.

—JEREMIAH 29:7

The Hebrew word shalom is typically understood as “peace” and often gets translated here as “prosperity.” These two divergent translations show the breadth of meaning of this word. “Welfare” is another common translation in this passage.

This word’s meaning is broad, because the good it tries to convey is broad. It could be translated as “flourishing” or “well-being.”

Jeremiah, in this letter to the exiles, relays from God a striking causal statement. God says that an individual’s flourishing relies on something very worldly: the city. Only if the city flourishes can you flourish. If the city doesn’t flourish, you cannot flourish.





Chapter 2

Progress at a Price

The Changing American Dream, 1955–2018

The Ohio River starts in Pittsburgh where two smaller rivers meet. The Allegheny flows in from coal country off to the northeast. The Monongahela ambles up from West Virginia. That woody and hilly region south of Pittsburgh is called the Mon Valley, and it once had a humming economy that earned the envy of other regions.

The Pittsburgh Steel Company in 1901 chose a spot forty miles upriver from Pittsburgh, on the Monongahela, to erect a steel mill. The mill covered a two-mile stretch of Monongahela’s banks.1 Monessen had been a sleepy farm town a few years before, but wealthy investors (including future U.S. senator and U.S. attorney general Philander C. Knox) saw its potential, given the river, the rail line, and the nearby coal that would power the plant. A tin mill had popped up a few years before the steel plant, followed by a hoop mill.

Pittsburgh Steel, the sort of scrappy upstart that populates tales of the American Dream, bought the land. Pittsburgh Steel was one of a handful of independent steel companies owned by prominent local citizens, which collectively frustrated U.S. Steel’s ambitions to control the whole industry and thus set prices.

Within a year, the mill employed 3,000 people. Those 3,000 Pennsylvanians made many steel products, but most of all they made nails. The inventor of the chain-link fence, J. Walter Page, also built a factory in Monessen soon after. These factories, making nails and wire, made the local economy. The Pittsburgh Steel plant expanded during World War I, and for decades it continued to hum. Monessen’s population exploded from 2,200 people in 1900 to more than 11,000 a decade later. Then it kept climbing.

Pittsburgh Steel became the dominant factory in the Mon Valley, and the company survived the Great Depression. The tanks and planes that saved Europe were made in the Mon and Allegheny Valleys, and this was good for Monessen. The end of the war wasn’t the end of happy days for the plant. A new company president, Avery Adams, took over in 1950 and modernized the mill; this led to record profits of $7.5 million in 1955.

Times were good. They were good enough that this very point in time and place, the Mon Valley in 1955, is a common image of the American Dream.

The Golden Age

The U.S. economy grew at a mind-bending 11.9 percent rate in the first quarter of 1955. It would grow at 7.1 percent over the course of the whole year.

A decade after World War II, the future looked bright—and it was. Economic mobility is at the heart of the American Dream, and mobility was very real back then. A kid graduating from high school in 1958 (and thus born in 1940) had a 90 percent chance of earning more money than his parents.2

Up and down the income scale, the economy was robust. Blue-collar workers made up about one-third of the workforce, and three-fourths of them enjoyed membership in unions.3 Businesses, booming, had bought peace with Big Labor. The result was reliable labor, reliable pay, and good retirement.

The old folks back then were propped up by Social Security, funded by 8.6 workers for every retiree. Able-bodied men were expected to work, and almost all of them did. The unemployment rate in July 1955 was 4.0 percent. If a household was headed by adults in their thirties or forties, odds were overwhelming (above 80 percent) that at least one adult worked forty hours a week4—this was true even for families whose head didn’t go to college.

Good breadwinner jobs for white-collar and blue-collar men allowed 80 percent of wives with young children to stay at home.5

America was fairly equal, economically, and inequality was shrinking. The average household was within striking distance of the top 10 percent of households, with income about 33 percent lower (these days, the shortfall is about 60 percent).6

That relative equality extended beyond the economic and into the social realm.

Marriage was the norm. Nearly 90 percent of all adults were married by age thirty in the mid-1950s. This norm applied roughly equally to both white-collar adults and working-class adults.7 Almost all babies were born to married couples. Ninety percent of all first births occurred after the parents’ marriage (about one in nine of those infants was conceived before the marriage).8

Wealthy Americans were a bit more likely to go to church than middle-class and poorer Americans, but that difference was shrinking. Religion was on the rise. “Ever since the nation’s founding,” religious historian Phillip Hammond would note, “a higher and higher proportion of Americans have affiliated with a church or synagogue—right through the 1950s.”

“Churches and synagogues were packed,” sociologist Robert Putnam would write decades later, “as more Americans worshiped together than only a few decades earlier, perhaps more than ever in American history.”9

American towns have always had a right side of the tracks and a wrong side, but when you looked at the big picture in the 1950s, the data suggest that the rich and poor were fairly likely to live side by side.10

“Most people can be trusted,” a vast majority of Americans agreed. About two-thirds of Americans agreed with that idea right after the war, and that number would rise to three-fourths by the mid-1960s.11

Civil society was robust and climbing. For instance, half of all families had a parent in the PTA in 1959. Sociologists Daniel Bell and Virginia Held would write during the 1960s: “There is more participation than ever before in America . . . and more opportunity for the active interested person to express his political and social concerns.”12 Kiwanis Clubs, bowling leagues, American Legion, labor unions, and local athletic associations were all booming.

The American Dream was alive and well for the type of guy who worked in a steel mill in the Mon Valley. But times, of course, were changing.

Men Who Make Nails

The year 1955, it would turn out, was the peak year for Monessen’s steel mill. For one thing, that was when Europe was finally getting back on its feet. When we Americans think of the time line of World War II, we think: Pearl Harbor; war abroad and austerity at home; then Victory! Happy Days Are Here Again!

That’s because the war was fought not here but over there. Europe was devastated by the war—physically wrecked and bombed to rubble in London, Berlin, and other places. Politically upended. The body count was even higher. A decade after the war ended, the continent was finally recovering in the mid-1950s.

One result of Europe’s resurgence: Foreign steel mills in the late 1950s would sell an average of 1.3 million tons of products in the United States. The nail makers of Monessen had competition.

Then on April 29, 1959, a Canadian icebreaker called the d’Iberville made a historic trip, passing through the newly completed Saint Lawrence Seaway. The seaway was a joint U.S.-Canadian project that opened the Great Lakes up to massive ships from the Atlantic Ocean.

It was a huge breakthrough for transatlantic trade. It would make the world richer by greasing the skids of global trade.

However, the Saint Lawrence Seaway also diminished the Monongahela’s status as a tributary of the Ohio, which is in turn a tributary of the Mississippi River; it wasn’t as crucial as it once was. Imports of steel-mill products tripled from 1958 to 1959. For the first time, the United States imported more steel-mill products than it exported. By 1965, ten million tons of steel-mill products were entering the United States annually, more than ten times the imports during Monessen’s golden year just a decade earlier. Imports accounted for about 10 percent of all U.S. steel use.

“Off-shore producers had literally invaded the U.S. market,” one history of the Monessen plant put it, “selling their wares at prices twenty to thirty percent below those of American firms.”13 The European plants were newer and more efficient. Also, they paid much lower wages. This allowed them to sell their steel more cheaply. One of the most commonly imported steel products was the humble nail—the heart of the Pittsburgh Steel plant in Monessen. In June 1966, the company announced that it would phase out production of nails. Six years later, the entire rod and wire division—once the core of the steel mill that was the core of Monessen—was gone.

Killing this division proved a shrewd move for the company. The steel mill came out sounder, and so the town benefited. It was the sort of modernization and adaptation that comes with capitalism.

As competition grew fiercer, Pittsburgh Steel sought economies of scale. In 1968 the company bought up Wheeling Steel, which produced flat-rolled steel at its plants on the Ohio River. This combination proved wise, and the Wheeling-Pittsburgh steel company was solid. Steel demand went up in the 1970s, reversing its slow fall since the d’Iberville’s voyage. In the early 1970s, prices jumped about 20 percent and would stay high for years.

In 1969, up north in Ohio, a different river lined with steel mills had made the news. Floating in the Cuyahoga, near the Republic Steel mill in Cleveland, a pile of oily junk caught fire on a June Sunday. The river fire was extinguished in about half an hour.

When Time magazine covered the fire a month later, the smallness of the blaze presented a problem: there were no photos of it. So instead, Time ran a picture from a much bigger fire on the same river seventeen years earlier. The pictured inferno, with towers of black smoke, caught America’s attention and helped drive the environmental movement into full gear. The following year, the first Earth Day occurred. Two years later, Congress passed the Clean Water Act. More environmental regulations came and helped clean rivers like the Cuyahoga and the Monongahela.

Progress, as always, came at a cost. The regulations that protected the rivers also cut into profits of the Wheeling-Pittsburgh mill.

At the same time, advances in steel production were allowing smaller mills to pop up. American manufacturers loved the glut of steel, both from these domestic mini-mills and from burgeoning international trade. Steel prices fell steadily through the late 1970s.

The Wheeling-Pittsburgh steel company responded by cutting a few thousand jobs in Monessen, reducing the workforce from 18,000 in 1972 to 13,500 in 1978.

New management looked at the challenges and changes the way good businessmen always do. They pledged to modernize. The layoffs throughout the 1970s presented the same challenge to the men of the Mon Valley: In this modern economy, they would have to adapt.

Workers had to adapt, too. Adaptation included moving beyond the idea of the lone breadwinner with a good union manufacturing job. Maybe the Mrs. would be the big earner. The world was changing, after all, and the Pittsburgh region wasn’t going to be left behind. That’s evident if you visit the town today.

Pittsburgh and Paris

“I was elected to represent the citizens of Pittsburgh, not Paris,” President Trump said in the summer of 2017. It was a brilliant rhetorical flourish to justify his decision to withdraw the United States from the Paris climate accords, a deal he said served the rest of the world more than the United States. Invoking Pittsburgh invoked U.S. manufacturing, and coal country in particular.

Pittsburgh is the stereotypical blue-collar, rust-belt town. The football team is called the Steelers, after all. A federally funded history of the Monongahela, Allegheny, and Ohio Valleys in western Pennsylvania is called “rivers of steel.” Political reporters and sportswriters are prone to call the city “gritty.”

Trump’s pitting Pittsburgh against Paris was an alliterative echo of his campaign theme, that he was standing up for the working man and would bring back the industrial glory of the golden age.

Critics immediately noted the problem: Pittsburgh proper didn’t vote for Trump, and Pittsburgh’s economy isn’t a steel-dependent depression case.

Pittsburgh’s economy in 2017 was coming out of a decade of growth. The per capita gross domestic product had jumped 18.1 percent from 2006 to 2016—the U.S. economy had increased only 4.4 percent over that same period. As a result, Pittsburgh went from a per capita GDP that was far below the nation as a whole to one that was larger in 2016. In other words, Pittsburgh by 2016 was above average in economic productivity.

Pittsburgh has a dynamic economy, with new industries entering the city, filling the voids left decades ago by the collapse of the steel industry. Manufacturing was no longer central—only about 7,300 Pittsburghers worked in manufacturing during the 2012 economic census of the city.14 By comparison, there were more than twice as many retail jobs in the city, and nearly five times as many finance jobs. There were about nine times as many health-sector workers in Pittsburgh in 2012 as there were manufacturing workers. One 2017 news story said renewable energy employs more people in Pittsburgh than steel does.15

And Pittsburgh wasn’t Trump Country. About 75 percent of voters inside city limits voted for Hillary Clinton. Pittsburgh mayor Bill Peduto, a Democrat, had some fun with these facts, pointing out that Trump was trounced in Pittsburgh, and declaring that his city stood with Paris over Trump. Later that week, Peduto cowrote a New York Times op-ed with Paris mayor Anne Hidalgo.

“As the sun sets each evening on the Allegheny River,” the mayors wrote, “Pittsburgh’s Rachel Carson Bridge lights up with 27,000 multi-colored bulbs. This nightly display downtown in the City of Bridges is powered entirely by 16 wind turbines attached to the arches of the bridge. It’s just one example of how a city once famous for its steel mills has emerged as a trailblazer in environmental innovation.”16

The changes the U.S. economy experienced have upended Pittsburgh, but they haven’t left the city flat on its back. The city and its workers have adapted, and, as Mayor Peduto tells it, progressed.

What Peduto called progress, of course, Trump called decline.

This debate, between Trump’s tale of decline and Peduto’s story of adaptation and progress, is the debate over how to understand the country’s changes since 1955. It was arguably the central debate of the 2016 election. And sometimes it seemed that different sides were looking at two different countries.

Changes

“I’m tired of getting shafted and not making good money.”

Bald, avuncular, and foulmouthed, Jeff Mason is a burly guy from Pittsburgh. I met him outside a Trump rally where he laid out a common idea of the American Dream: “I’m hoping for a future for my kids. I think the key—the secret—to life is for your kids to do better than you, and I don’t want my kids to go down the path that I go down.”

Mason’s path included a stint as a repo man in Pittsburgh: He towed cars whose owners had defaulted on their loans. This was during the Great Recession of 2008–2009, and so plenty of people were missing car payments. Mason had found income in others’ economic woe. He told me that his conscience made him quit. Outside of capitalizing on the credit crisis, he found “there was no jobs” in the Pittsburgh area.

Mason packed up his family and moved down to South Carolina, where he spent six months searching for a job. When we met, in January 2016, he was working six days a week behind the wheel of a delivery truck, bringing people their groceries. Mason told me he was making less than $14 an hour to support his family.

“What happened to the twenty-dollar-an-hour jobs?” he asked. “They’re gone.”

Mason blamed China and immigration. “Close the borders. Send ’em back home,” Mason proposed. “Let’s get jobs here first.”

Across the country, you can hear the same complaints from working men and women—or formerly working men and women. “Free trade and NAFTA [North American Free Trade Agreement] are the worst things that have happened to the working man,” Tracy Pritchard told me outside a General Electric plant in Indiana in 2005.

This was Trump’s account. “We’re losing our jobs to everybody,” Trump would say. “To places like China. Vietnam is the new hot one—they’re taking our jobs. Mexico always.”17

So in 2016, Trump came to Western Pennsylvania and visited Monessen, where the old steel mill’s memory still looms. Trump said, “Globalization has made the financial elite who donate to politicians very wealthy. But it has left millions of our workers with nothing but poverty and heartache.”

Andrew Duda Sr., who used to make nails, agreed. He worked at the Pittsburgh Steel plant for decades, including through its death throes. “When Trump talks about the trade deals, he’s a hundred percent right,” Duda told me in Vargo’s Newsstand in Fayette City just around the river’s bend from where the mill used to be. “That NAFTA—that was the worst thing.”

But just as with Trump’s story of Pittsburgh, the claims that trade and immigration are destructive crash pretty hard into some economic facts. Yes, immigrants and free trade have changed the U.S. economy, but nearly every economist agrees that these things have provided a net gain to the country.

“The presence of all immigrant workers (legal and illegal) in the labor market makes the U.S. economy (GDP) an estimated 11 percent larger ($1.6 trillion) each year,” Harvard’s George Borjas, a leading immigration scholar, wrote in a 2013 study.18 On one level, that’s obvious: More immigration means a bigger population, and a bigger population will produce more goods and services, which is what GDP measures. Immigrants come here, and they work; thus, more stuff is getting done or made.

Employers pay almost that same $1.6 trillion to immigrants in the form of wages and benefits, Borjas finds. But on net, immigrants produce more than they take in. Borjas calculates an “immigration surplus,” defined as “the benefit accruing to the native-born population, including both workers, owners of firms, and other users of the services provided by immigrants.” That surplus is an impressive $35 billion a year. By this math, all the people who were already in the country are richer in aggregate by $35 billion per year, or 0.2 percent, because of immigrants.

Regarding international trade, the gain is even cleaner. Perhaps the closest thing to a consensus on policy among economists is that free trade benefits all nations involved. “If economists ruled the world,” wrote Nobel Prize–winning economist Paul Krugman, “there would be no need for a World Trade Organization. The economist’s case for free trade is essentially a unilateral case—that is, it says that a country serves its own interests by pursuing free trade regardless of what other countries may do.”19

Greater international trade means more exports for the United States, plus cheaper goods for the United States. For one thing, this means middle-class families can better afford what they need, and maybe have something left over for a vacation or a splurge. Also, it means U.S. manufacturers get cheaper inputs. If General Motors can buy Chinese steel, this brings down the price GM has to pay to manufacture a car. This translates into more cars, higher pay, and cheaper cars.

The U.S. economy was $2.1 trillion larger in 2016 thanks to the expansion of global trade since 1950, economists writing for the Peterson Institute for International Economics estimated in 2017.20 That translates to more than $7,000 per person in 2016. “Disproportionate gains probably accrue to poorer households,” the economists wrote, undermining Trump’s populist take on trade.

The 1960s and 1970s saw the U.S. economy open up to many more immigrants and much more international trade. The 2000s and early 2010s saw even more. And in those years, while there have been ups and downs, the economy has flourished.

Economic Progress

The stock market is the most visible thermometer of our economy. The market’s falls characterized both the Great Depression and the Great Recession, and its relentless climb marked the booms of the Reagan and Clinton years. Since March 2009, most of the stock market’s movement has been upward.

Since the peak of the financial crisis in March 2009, it’s been nearly a decade of up. The Dow doubled in Obama’s first term, surpassed the 2007 record highs in early 2013, and then kept climbing.

The market hasn’t merely recovered from the financial crisis; it is climbing faster than ever, and this was true during the 2016 election. When Trump announced his candidacy, the Dow was within 1 percent of an all-time high. The day before Trump accepted the nomination, the Dow had hit a new all-time high of 18,595. A massive market rally in Trump’s first months in office brought the Dow past 20,000 for the first time. In Trump’s first year, the Dow hit 26,000.

Interest rates and mortgage rates have been historically low, making home ownership—often sold as the American Dream—more accessible to more people. Americans are nearly twice as likely to own their home as
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