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“Forget ‘white working class’; 
call them ‘middle Americans’; 
call them ‘the Pepsi People’; call
them whatever you want.”

Frank also cited an August
release from the Pew Research
Center (people-press.org/
commentary) to support his con-
tention that Bartels was wrong
even about the low-income
group he’d chosen to crunch the
numbers on. Pew combined the
results of 129 public-opinion sur-
veys since 1992 and found that
the Republicans had made big
gains in party identification
among whites in the next-to-bot-
tom fifth of American incomes:
29 percent used to identify with
the GOP and 33 with the
Democrats, and now 35 percent
claimed to be Republicans, 28
Democrats. But Bartels had
already pointed out this shift
and the fact that it was almost
completely a southern phenome-
non, not a nationwide trend.
Moreover, the polls Pew used are
from different sources, and
there’s no guarantee the pollsters
asked the question the same way
from one poll to the next or kept
careful track of the nonrespon-
ders—things the American
National Election Studies do,
which is why they’re the gold
standard.

If you’re a journalist
ambushed by an academic, it’s
always good to play the “ivory
tower” card. Frank accused
Bartels of hiding behind his
computer printouts, arguing
that ANES statistics are deceiv-
ing. All those percentages
reduce the landscape of
American politics to a “feature-
less tundra swept of history,
ideology, and any hint of the 
raw emotional resonance that
everyone knows politics pos-
sesses.” The fact is, he went on, 
“the problem is still there, 
the Republicans still
entrenched in power.”

Entrenched? Ronald Reagan
may have crushed Walter
Mondale back in 1984, but
Clinton was in office for eight
years, and Bush lost the popular
vote to Gore and barely squeaked
by Kerry. If the Republicans
really were entrenched, the elec-
tions of 2000 and 2004 would-
n’t have been close. It’s precisely
because the actual votes were so
close that Republicans are now
scrambling to entrench them-
selves through nonelectoral
means—by appointing activist
conservative judges, imposing
off-year redistricting schemes,
and sucking up lobbyists’ cash
like leeches in a blood bank. 

Frank ended his reply by sim-
ply moving the goalposts. Even
if Bartels were right about every-
thing, he said, What’s the Matter
With Kansas? is a cultural study
of right-wing populism, and as
such it doesn’t “depend upon a
majoritarian argument of any
kind; it only requires that the
cultural formation in question is
significant. . . . I make no sys-
tematic claim . . . that the mind-
set or beliefs I describe are the

only or even the predominant
way of thinking among working-
class Americans.”

That’s a bit much. In the 
book Frank claims the Great
Backlashers have repealed the
whole New Deal and are drag-
ging the country back to 1900,
and now, well, they might not
be predominant? And what
about Frank’s case against
Clintonism? It would be greatly
strengthened if he could back it
up with Bartels’s kind of care-
fully gathered evidence. 

Bartels has been revising his
initial paper for publication,

and in a draft version he con-
cedes Frank the right to say that
the people he’s talking about are

whites without college degrees,
then proceeds to reanalyze the
ANES data using that defini-
tion—to devastating effect. These
people don’t look like Great
Backlashers either. The numbers
do show that their support for
Democrats dropped by about six
percentage points between 1952
and 2004—but once again it’s the
south, not Kansas, that’s to blame.
Among nonsouthern whites with-
out college degrees, support for
Democratic presidential candi-
dates has fallen by all of one per-
centage point in the last 52 years.
Not-so-great backlash, anyone?

Bartels also points out that if
people who didn’t graduate from
college were vulnerable to the
Great Backlash appeal and their

degree-holding counterparts
weren’t, you’d expect the two
groups to vote differently. In fact,
they’ve tracked pretty closely
since 1980. You’d also expect the
nongraduates to identify social
issues such as abortion and affir-
mative action as very important
to them and likely to be a make-
or-break factor when they vote.
Instead, the numbers indicate a
“middle-class” backlash: white
voters with college degrees attach
twice as much importance to
abortion as do those without
degrees. Contrary to what you’d
expect, nongraduate whites see
themselves as closer to the
Democrats on social issues than
on economic issues. Apparently
they missed the Clinton message

Frank denounces—they still peg
the Democrats as quite liberal on
economic issues, more liberal
than they see themselves. This
pattern probably should worry
Democratic strategists, but it’s the
photographic negative of the one
Frank described.

The Democrats need a strategy
that’s based in reality—not anec-
dote. But anecdotes can help, so
don’t throw away your copy of
What’s the Matter With Kansas?
just yet. It remains important
precisely because the country is so
closely divided. The Great
Backlash it describes may be over-
hyped and underdefined, but a
relatively small number of back-
lashers in the right place could be
enough to turn an election.   v




