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In recent weeks a number of articles have appeared discussing the Democratic debate over strategy
for next November’s upcoming election. They note two major ideas.

The first is that Democratic candidates have a particularly urgent need to appeal to the “working
class” voters who have increasingly defected from the Democratic coalition. Describing these
voters as “working class” indicates the belief that this is a group that in some significant ways
still resembles the largely pro-Democratic working-class voters of the 1950s and 1960s and
whose support Democratic candidates therefore ought to be able to regain today.

The second is that the central method for successfully appealing to these voters is by offering
attractive pro-working-class programs and policies. The basic strategic choices candidates face,
in this view, are choices between various strategies for “moving to the center” on a range of social
issues and “doubling down” on progressive economic proposals.

These ideas have two common elements: (1) they are essentially based on a perspective that is
drawn from opinion polling and political science and (2) they are wrong.

Let us take them in turn.

Democrats Can’t Win Working Class Support Without Genuine Working-Class Candidates

Recent articles by a range of leading political analysts including Nate Cohen, Thomas Edsall,
Harry Enten and others in the New York Times, Washington Post and elsewhere discuss the
emergence of a new range of distinctly “working class” candidates since 2024 and consider the
degree to which they might be able to successfully regain support from this voting group.

But it is not at all clear in these discussions what being a “working class” candidate actually means.

Traditionally, the term “working class” referred specifically to blue collar workers: factory workers,
miners, longshoremen and others who were united by manual labor, common conditions at
work and union membership and who lived in closely knit ethnic communities. It was a clearly
defined group that was generally studied from a sociological perspective.

Andrew Levison is the author of The White Working Class Today: Who They Are, How
They Think and How Progressives Can Regain Their Support. He is also a contributing editor of
The Democratic Strategist.
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ince the 2000s, however, this definition has been largely replaced by

the more abstract opinion poll category of “less than college” voters.

This more amorphous group of workers were argued to be united by
on-the-job issues like relatively low wages and lack of control and authority
but who on the other hand worked in a very diverse range of specific
occupations including low level clerical, retail sales and service jobs as well
as traditional blue-collar occupations. More recently, this new definition has
become even further expanded with the inclusion of college graduates stuck
in low paying, less than professional or managerial occupations and large
semi-professional occupational groups like teachers and health care aides.
Discussions of “working class” defections from the Democrats are now
almost entirely based on this broad “less than college” definition rather than
the traditional blue-collar conception.

During the Biden administration the general Democratic view was that
candidates who offered appealing economic policies to this wide and diverse
group of voters should be able to win their support even if the candidates
themselves were educated, middle class individuals.

After Trump’s 2024 victory, however, a different perspective began to emerge.
It held that winning the support of working-class voters required candidates
who were themselves genuinely working class. Spearheaded by the impressive
independent Senatorial campaign of union machinist Dan Osborn in Nebraska
who garnered substantially higher support than Kamela Harris in 2024, this
view became increasingly popular as Osborn promoted a new organization—the
Working Class Heros group—that was organized to recruit independent
working class candidates while at the same time research organizations like
the Center for Working Class Politics began producing public opinion data
demonstrating the popular appeal of the idea.

This year a range of candidates who have been union leaders, ironworkers
and firefighters among other working-class occupations are running for
Congress in various states as well as for other political offices.

It is notable that, although all have working class jobs of various kinds in
their biographies they are not uniformly from hardscrabble “salt of the earth”
backgrounds. On the contrary, several are college graduates or have parents
who were middle class. Their claim to working class status is based on their
life experience rather than their entire social background. This distinction
was already notable in several of the most well-known “working class”
candidates who were elected before 2024 - individuals like John Fetterman
and Marie Gluesencamp Perez.

The result is that these candidates, while sharing a firmly “populist” approach

on economic issues have less predictable views in other areas such as their
attitude toward militarism, Israel, and other social issues.

Thttps://cwcp.substack.com/p/draft-primary-season-candidate-update



Democratic Candidates Bring Policy Whiteboards to Kitchen Table
Conversations

The second notion widely presented in recent articles is that the central way to
successfully appeal to working class voters is by offering attractive pro-
working class economic programs and policies. In this perspective the basic
strategic choices candidates face are whether to “move to the center” on a
range of divisive social issues or whether to “double down” on progressive
economic proposals while dismissing social issues as a distraction.

The problem with this approach is that it is essentially based on a limited, largely
academic political science perspective that visualizes working people as if they
were isolated individuals sitting in their living rooms watching TV or reading a
newspaper and thoughtfully making their electoral choices by evaluating the
political messages and policy proposals that they see presented.

What is entirely ignored in this way of conceptualizing how workers make
political choices is the massive effect of social and community life, of
neighborhood and community institutions and a voter’s personal history
and experience on their political perspective — on how daily interaction with
friends, neighbors, co-workers and others in a workers’ neighborhood,
workplace and community shape that person’s political attitudes.

From this point of view, the critical fact is that the broad consensus in favor of
the Democrats among working class voters in the 1950s and 1960s was based
on the distinct social experience of the working class as it existed at that
time - shared conditions in massive factories at work, union membership
and tightly knit ethnic communities which created a common world view.

But in the modern economy most blue-collar workers now work in smaller
firms or as self-employed contractors. They also live in two new environments
that emerged in the 1970s - the “urban fringes” of many cities—areas outside
the boundaries of the city limits that have low cost, modest housing and a
semi-rural atmosphere—places where Dollar General grocery stores and
modest restaurants dominate rather than Whole Foods or Sprouts and trendy
Tapas bars. These workers drive an hour and a half to two hours a day to their
jobs in the urban centers but live in a profoundly different social environment.
Along with the urban fringe, another semi-rural white working-class
environment are the “Factory Towns” — midsize counties anchored around
cities with a population of 35,000 or more and smaller counties that still have
some manufacturing or storage and processing facilities like beef and
poultry slaughter and packaging plants. These non-urban places where
workers live link them to the society and culture of the smaller towns and
rural areas that surround major cities — to the distinct semi-rural social
networks of schools, churches, low-cost strip mall shopping centers, VFW clubs
and “country” bars. This leads to workers’ distinct identity as working people
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now becoming combined with an identification and feeling of being “country”
people rather than “city” people.

This produces a new hybrid political outlook that combines working class
values with a distinct “rural consciousness.” It is not an abstract identity based on
“rural”location in general or the idyllic cliché image of the typical American small
town but rather on the range of very specific places that in the past
created unique and distinct cultures and “ways of life” - the New England fishing
ports whose culture was shaped by the challenges of life at sea, the “big sky”
cattle ranches in the west that supported the cowboy, the closely-knit
industrial small towns that stretched across Pennsylvania, Ohio and the
Midwest hosting the culture of the post-WW Il industrial white working class,
the logging regions of the Northwest that created the culture of the lumberjacks
and the unique social culture of the mining towns of Appalachia.

As the economic foundation of these traditional rural environments declined
the inhabitants of these places found themselves struggling to hold on to their
culture and way of life. As Nicholas Jacobs and Daniel Shea argue in their book,
The Rural Voter:

“Rural Americans see themselves as a group with a distinct sense of
belonging or group cohesion. Rural identity has become so powerful
that regardless of how much money they make, their age or their
education rural Americans overwhelmingly vote together... ... It is a
sense of linked fate. This concept implies a sense of connectedness,
a cohesion among marginalized group members whereby individuals
see their own prospects for success or fulfillment as depending on
the entire group’s success or failure... This collective sense of place
draws rural residents together especially when animated by stories of
mistreatment or unfairness.?

This means that candidates need a new conception of “working class opinion”
on that goes beyond a simple focus on narrow gauge economic issues to a
more general vision of workers’ social perspective.

There are several key sociological characteristics of this broader perspective:

1. The basic social ethos and personal philosophy of many working class and
rural Americans is properly defined in sociological terms as “cultural
traditionalism.” It is an outlook that is shaped by the major social institutions
in working class and rural life — the church, the armed forces, the local
business community and the vision of the American system of government
that is taught in traditional high school civics classes. The values these
institutions uphold and teach are religious piety, patriotism, support for
small business/free enterprise and the superiority of the American system of
government. These values are not seen as specific political opinions that

2The Rural Voter
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can be reasonably debated but rather as “obvious” social values that
“everybody just knows are right.” They are psychologically linked to working
people’s basic sense of their own personal identity and their emotional
identification with their home, local community and class culture.

2. A related series of “old-fashioned” personal values - a belief in individual
responsibility, hard work, support for law and order, honesty and the
importance of fairness and judging people as individuals. These are understood
as “my personal philosophy” or “my way of thinking” and are rooted in personal
experience and family tradition more than on any abstract moral code.

It is critical to note that these culturally traditional values and beliefs are
not inherently Republican or ideologically conservative. The outlook above
was part of working class “real American” values in the 1950s and early 1960s
when 60 percent of workers voted for Democrats and a majority of blue-collar
workers were members of unions.

Within this general consensus, however, there is an important division
between MAGA and non-MAGA workers. The non-MAGA sector of the
working class is culturally traditional but not right wing. It is distinguished by
two key characteristics:

First, a basic outlook that tends toward tolerance and empathy. It is generally
linked to a more “easy going,” “live and let live” personal psychology and is
most often supported by the many varieties of compassionate Christianity
that are still common in working class churches. Although this point of view
is generally unfamiliar to the highly educated, Jimmy Carter was a distinct
example of this “liberal” variety of small town/working class Christian faith.

Second, a firm “class conscious” belief in the need for greater fairness in
economic affairs and anger at injustice in areas ranging from the unfairness
of the tax system to the systemic corruption in the way that big business
manipulates and corrupts the political system. There is a deep sense among
this sector of working-class voters that it is not just “liberals” or Democrats
who ignore working class needs but “the system” as a whole that is unfair to
the “little guy."There is a deep sense that ordinary people always get screwed.

There are several specific consequences of this general philosophy that
undercut the notion that progressive economic programs alone can be
sufficient to win working class support.

1. Working class “common sense” does not rank all issues and opinions
on a smooth linear scale from 1 to 100 where they can be
weighed and compared against each other. Instead, there are
distinct limits beyond which certain Democratic views are seen as
completely outside the pale. It is expressed in the fierce reaction -
“Are those people completely out of their fucking minds?” The idea
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that five million immigrants were allowed to enter the U.S. with
absolutely no vetting or that biological men are now permitted
to enter women'’s bathrooms or play on their sports team simply by
declaring that they “feel” like women seems completely irrational.
It is seen as completely disqualifying and is expressed in the
frequent statement that “no sensible person can possibly agree with
all those crazy things Democrats believe.” This problem in particular
makes the need for candidates in many deep red districts to run
as Independents rather than Democrats clear.

Political issues are not visualized by working people as they are
in opinion polls as arrayed in a uniform list or chart where they can
be ranked and given directly comparative numeric values which
then makes it appear that candidates can develop “optimal” political
platforms by balancing their stances across a wide range of issues.

Instead, for working class people issues are better visualized as
being arrayed in a series of concentric circles with those most closely
and intensely felt being those that directly affect people in their
homes and communities. The closest and most emotionally
compelling set of issues include the fear of crime, the quality of
local schools, neighborhood decline and voters’ personal economic
circumstances including the prices they pay and the availability of
jobs. Other more abstract issues like national economic policy,
foreign affairs and government corruption are far less salient and
deeply and emotionally felt.

Cutting across a wide range of issues is a broad sense that “things are
falling apart today,” — that chaos is growing as an increasing number
of people blatantly violate the “rules” and make a mockery of the
sacrifices of those who try to follow them. There are several distinct
elements within this sub-narrative.

a.Crime and Lawlessness: In many cities around the country a set
of quite distinct forms of lawlessness have markedly increased.
As handguns and assault rifles have proliferated violent crimes
have sharply increased. Personal arguments between people
who know each other and are rivals for a girl or who engage
in drunken arguments at 3 AM when late-night clubs close
increasingly erupt in gunfire that kills innocent bystanders as
well as the participants while school shootings multiply. At the
same time, petty theft by breaking car windows or stealing
UPS packages from doorsteps have sharply increased as has
trespassing and urban squatting by homeless people and
incidents of assault or threatening behavior by people who
are visibly mentally ill. When reported on the local news, the
clear impression that is created is of a single crime “wave” and
not a collection of distinct problems. The image of uncontrolled
immigration adds an additional element to this perception and
creates the powerful sense that “law and order” in general is
literally breaking down.
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b. Inflation. Rising prices produce a particular sense that things
are “out of control” For ordinary people rising prices have a
distinct psychological character. They are psychologically
experienced as a form of theft. Stagnant wages and wage
increases are felt to be legitimately “earned” while rising prices
are felt to literally be a kind of “robbery” depriving people of
their hard-earned income.

These problems, combined with deteriorating physical
infrastructure and municipal services in many working-class
neighborhoods and a declining number of “good” working class
jobs for working people’s children combine to create a sense
of increasing social chaos and declining social order.

The issue of corruption, which many Democratic political strategists
propose as a potent attack on Trump and the Republican Party is
undercut by the widespread view among many working people
that sees literally all politicians as a completely distinct, utterly
corrupt and entirely parasitic class that lives in complete isolation
from most ordinary people in a rarified environment of fancy
ballrooms and expensive restaurants, big money contributions and
back room deals that invariably end up screwing ordinary Americans.

Working people are fully aware that since the rise of TV advertising
as the primary way candidates promote themselves and the
Supreme Court made massive contributions by business and the
wealthy legal, all politicians, Democrats and Republicans, must
make deals with various businesses and interest groups to gain
their financial support. In this view Trump is therefore not unique and in
a cynical way is even more “honest”in his shameless, unbridled greed.

The current crop of working-class candidates is, in general, more clearly
attuned to these kinds of subtleties and are modulating their campaigns
to incorporate them.

These kinds of subtleties are what can make the current crop of working-class
candidates more effective than the previous ones who based their appeal
on a rather rigid “programs and polices” approach. As a recent Washington Post
analysis noted about this prior approach:

Democrats keep showing up to a kitchen table conversation and bringing
a whiteboard full of policy diagrams. People don’t want the whiteboard.
They want to know that you have actually sat at that table and are going
to do something to make the cost to fill the fridge stop going up.®
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