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One Nation, Slightly Divisible (Edited Selections)

by David Brooks

Sixty-five miles from where 1 am writing this sentence is a place with no Starbucks, no Pottery Barn, no Borders or Barnes
& Noble. No blue New York Times delivery bags dot the driveways on Sunday mornings. In this place people don't
complain that Woody Allen isn't as funny as he used to be, because they never thought he was funny. In this place you can
go to a year's worth of dinner parties without hearing anyone quote an apercu he first heard on Charlie Rose. The people
here don't buy those little rear-window stickers when they go to a summer-vacation spot so that they can drive around
with "MV" decals the rest of the year; for the most part they don't even go to Martha's Vineyard.

The place I'm talking about goes by different names. Some call it America. Others call it Middle America. It has also come
to be known as Red America, in reference to the maps that were produced on the night of the 2000 presidential election.
People in Blue America, which is my part of America, tend to live around big cities on the coasts. People in Red America
tend to live on farms or in small towns or small cities far away from the coasts. Things are different there.

Everything that people in my neighborhood do without motors, the people in Red America do with motors. We sail; they
powerboat. We cross-country ski; they snowmobile. We hike; they drive ATVs. We have vineyard tours; they have tractor
pulls. When it comes to yard work, they have rider mowers; we have illegal aliens.

Different sorts of institutions dominate life in these two places. In Red America churches are everywhere. in Blue America
Thai restaurants are everywhere. In Red America they have QVC, the Pro Bowlers Tour, and hunting. in Blue America we
have NPR, Doris Kearns Goodwin, and socially conscious investing. In Red America the Wal-Marts are massive, with
parking lots the size of state parks. In Blue America the stores are small but the markups are big. You'll rarely see a
Christmas store in Biue America, but in Red America, even in July, you'll come upon stores selling fake Christmas trees,
wreath-decorated napkins, Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer collectible thimbles and spoons, and little snow-covered
villages.

We in the coastal metro Blue areas read more books and attend more plays than the people in the Red heartland. We're
more sophisticated and cosmopolitan—just ask us about our alumni trips to China or Provence, or our interest in
Buddhism. But don't ask us, please, what life in Red America is like. We don't know. We don't know who Tim LaHaye and
Jerry B. Jenkins are, even though the novels they have co-written have sold about 40 million copies over the past few
years. We don't know what James Dobson says on his radio program, which is listened to by millions. We don't know
about Reba or Travis. We don't know what happens in mega-churches on Wednesday evenings, and some of us couldn't
tell you the difference between a fundamentalist and an evangelical, let alone describe what it means to be a Pentecostal.
Very few of us know what goes on in Branson, Missouri, even though it has seven million visitors a year, or could name
even five NASCAR drivers, although stock-car races are the best-attended sporting events in the country. We don't know
how to shoot or clean a rifle. We can't tell a military officer's rank by looking at his insignia. We don’t know what soy beans
look like when they're growing in a field.

All we know, or all we think we know, about Red America is that millions and millions of its people live quietly underneath
flight patterns, many of them are racist and homophobic, and when you see them at highway rest stops, they're often
really fat and their clothes are too tight.

Crossing the Meatloaf Line

Over the past several months, my interest piqued by those stark blocks of color on the election-night maps, | have every
now and then left my home in Montgomery County, Maryland, and driven sixty-five miles northwest to Frankliin County, in
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Blue America. It is just over the border from northwestern Washington, D.C., and it is full of upper-middle-class towns
inhabited by lawyers, doctors, stockbrokers, and establishment journalists like me—towns like Chevy Chase, Potomac, and
Bethesda (where I live). its central artery is a burgeoning high-tech corridor with a multitude of sparkling new office parks
housing technology companies such as United Information Systems and Sybase, and pioneering biotech firms such as
Celera Genomics and Human Genome Sciences. When | drive to Franklin County, | take Route 270. After about forty-five
minutes | pass a Cracker Barrel—Red America condensed into chain-restaurant form. I've crossed the Meatloaf Line; from
here on there will be a lot fewer sun-dried-tomato concoctions on restaurant menus and a lot more meatloaf platters.

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

} shuttled back and forth between Franklin and Montgomery Counties because the cultural differences between the two
places are great, though the geographic distance is small. The two places are not perfect microcosms of Red and Blue
America. The part of Montgomery County | am here describing is largely the Caucasian part. Moreover, Franklin County is
in a Red part of a Blue state: overall, Pennsyivania went for Gore. And | went to Franklin County aware that there are
tremendous differences within Red America, just as there are within Blue. Franklin County is quite different from, say,
Scottsdale, Arizona, just as Bethesda is quite different from Oakland, California.

Nonetheless, the contrasts between the two counties leap out, and they are broadly suggestive of the sorts of contrasts
that can be seen nationwide. When Blue America talks about social changes that convulsed society, it tends to mean the
1960s rise of the counterculture and feminism. When Red America talks about changes that convuised society, it tends to
mean World War 1i, which shook up old town establishments and led to a great surge of industry.

Red America makes social distinctions that Blue America doesn't. For example, in Franklin County there seems to be a
distinction between those fiercely independent people who live in the hills and people who live in the valleys. I got a hint
of the distinct and, to me, exotic hill culture when a hill dweller asked me why | thought hunting for squirrel and rabbit had
gone out of fashion. | thought maybe it was just more fun to hunt something bigger. But he said, "McDonald's. It's cheaper
to get a hamburger at McDonald's than to go out and get it yourself."

There also seems to be an important distinction between men who work outdoors and men who work indoors. The
outdoor guys wear faded black T-shirts they once picked up at a Lynyrd Skynyrd concert and wrecked jeans that appear to
be washed faithfully at least once a year. They've got wraparound NASCAR sunglasses, maybe a NAPA auto parts cap, and
hair cut in a short wedge up front but flowing down over their shoulders in the back—a cut that is known as a mullet,
which is sort of a cross between Van Halen's style and Kenny Rogers's, and is the ugliest hairdo since every hairdo in the
seventies. The outdoor guys are heavily accessorized, and their accessories are meant to show how hard they work, so
they will often have a gigantic wad of keys hanging from a belt loop, a tape measure strapped to the belt, a pocket knife
on a string tucked into the front pants pocket, and a pager or a cell phone affixed to the hip, presumably in case some
power lines go down somewhere and need emergency repair. Outdoor guys have a thing against sleeves. They work so
hard that they've got to keep their arm muscies unencumbered and their armpit hair fully ventilated, so they either buy
their shirts sleeveless or rip the sleeves off their T-shirts first thing, leaving bits of fringe hanging over their BAD TO THE
BONE tattoos.

The guys who work indoors can't project this rugged préletarian image. It's simply not that romantic to be a bank-loan
officer or a shift manager at the local distribution center. So the indoor guys adopt a lock that a smart-ass, sneering Blue
American might call Bible-academy casual—maybe Haggar slacks, which they bought at a dry-goods store best known for




its appliance department, and a short-sleeved white Van Heusen shirt from the Bon-Ton. Their image projects not "l work
hard" but "I'm a devoted family man." A lot of indoor guys have a sensitive New Age demeanor. When they talk about the
days their kids were born, their eyes take on a soft Garth Brooks expression, and they tear up. They exaggerate how sinful
they were before they were born again. On Saturdays they are patio masters, barbecuing on their gas grills in full Father's
Day-apron regalia. :

The kinds of distinctions we make in Blue America are different. In my world the easiest way to categorize people is by
headroom needs. People who went to business school or law school like a lot of headroom. They buy humongous sport-
utility vehicles that practically have cathedral ceilings over the front seats. They live in homes the size of country clubs,
with soaring entry atriums so high that they could practically fly a kite when they come through the front door. These big-
headroom people tend to be predators: their jobs have them negotiating and competing all day. They spend small
fortunes on dry cleaning. They grow animated when talking about how much they love their blackberries. They fill their
enormous wall space with huge professional family portraits—Mom and Dad with their perfect kids (dressed in light-blue
oxford shirts}) laughing happily in an orchard somewhere.

Small-headroom people tend to have been liberal-arts majors, and they have liberal-arts jobs. They get passive-aggressive
pleasure from demonstrating how modest and environmentally sensitive their living containers are. They hate people with
SUVs, and feel virtuous driving around in their low-ceilinged little Hondas, which often display a RANDOM ACTS OF
KINDNESS bumper sticker or one bearing an image of a fish with legs, along with the word "Darwin," just to show how
intellectually superior to fundamentalist Christians they are.

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

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

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

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

However, other voting patterns sometimes obscure the Red-Blue cultural divide. For example, minority voters all over the
country overwhelmingly supported the Democratic ticket last November. But—in many respects, at least—Dblacks and
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counterparts are. For example, the Pew Research Center for the People and the Press, in Washington, D.C,, recently found
that 45 percent of minority members in Red states agree with the statement "AIDS might be God's punishment for
immoral sexual behavior," but only 31 percent of minority members in Blue states do. Similarly, 40 percent of minorities in
Red states believe that school boards should have the right to fire homosexual teachers, but only 21 percent of minorities
in Blue states do.

From Cracks to a Chasm?

These differences are so many and so stark that they lead to some pretty troubling questions: Are Americans any longer a
common people? Do we have one national conversation and one national culture? Are we loyal to the same institutions
and the same values? How do people on one side of the divide regard those on the other?

| went to Franklin County because | wanted to get a sense of how deep the divide really is, to see how people there live,
and to gauge how different their lives are from those in my part of America. | spoke with ministers, journalists, teachers,
community leaders, and pretty much anyone 1 ran across. | consulted with polisters, demographers, and market-research
firms.

Toward the end of my project the World Trade Center and the Pentagon were attacked. This put a new slant on my little
investigation. In the days immediately following September 11 the evidence seemed clear that despite our differences, we
are still a united people. American flags flew everywhere in Franklin County and in Montgomery County. Patriotism
surged. Polisters started to measure Americans' reactions to the events. Whatever questions they asked, the replies were
near unanimous. Do you support a military response against terror? More than four fifths of Americans said yes. Do you
support a military response even if it means thousands of U.S. casualties? More than three fifths said yes. There were no
significant variations across geographic or demographic iines.

But very soon there were hints that the solidarity was fraying. A few stray notes of dissent were sounded in the organs of
Blue America. Susan Sontag wrote a sour piece in The New Yorker about how depressing it was to see what she considered
to be a simplistically pro-American reaction to the attacks. At rallies on college campuses across the country speakers
pointed out that America had been bombing other countries for years, and turnabout was fair play. On one NPR talk show
| heard numerous callers express unease about what they saw as a crude us-versus-them mentality behind President
Bush's rhetoric. Katha Pollitt wrote in The Nation that she would not permit her daughter to hang the American flag from
the living-room window, because, she felt, it "stands for jingoism and vengeance and war." And there was evidence that
among those with less-strident voices, too, differences were beginning to show. Polls revealed that people without a
college education were far more confident than people with a coliege education that the military could defeat the
terrorists. People in the South were far more eager than people in the rest of the country for an American counterattack
to begin.

It started to seem likely that these cracks would widen once the American response got under way, when the focus would
be not on firemen and rescue workers but on the Marines, the CIA, and the special-operations forces. If the war was
protracted, the cracks could widen into a chasm, as they did during Vietnam. Red America, the home of patriotism and
military service (there's a big military-recruitment center in downtown Chambersburg), would undoubtedly support the
war effort, but would Blue America (there's a big gourmet dog bakery in downtown Bethesda) decide that a crude military
response would only deepen animosities and make things worse?

So toward the end of my project | investigated Franklin County with a heightened sense of gravity and with much more
urgency. If America was not firmly united in the early days of the conflict, we would certainly not be united later, when the -
going got tough.




