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Preface
Washington DC – Yes, We Did

In years to come, we may look back at Barack Obama’s victory in 2008 as preordained. That is not how it felt at the time.

Even hard-core believers struggled to process the collision of hope and history on election night. A senior Obama adviser told me that she greeted the president-elect that evening with the words: ‘Does not compute.’

The networks called Florida, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Michigan, but the unfolding outcome still seemed profoundly unlikely. When the TV screen flashed the news that Obama would be the next president, it felt like a sensational shift in the plot of a Hollywood thriller, not an actual statement of fact.

Obama himself would need to confirm it before they would believe it; before they could take a breath and let out a roar.

‘This is our moment. This is our time …’

With those words, spoken by the president-elect in Chicago’s Grant Park, the banks of the river finally gave way and a torrent of hope-mongers flooded city streets from LA to DC.

A few minutes after Obama thanked America, and asked God to bless it, CNN carried footage of a small group of flag-waving celebrants outside the northwest gate of the White House. The pictures triggered an uncommon stampede of common purpose. Thousands raced out of bars and dormitories and apartments around Washington to join the impromptu party outside Obama’s new home. With sudden, spontaneous clarity, their mutual joy had a blindingly obvious destination.

And yet, even then, in the opening minutes of a new era, as they raced towards the White House, something stirred in the dark corners of the American capital. Perhaps it was just the drumbeat of rain – churlish and defiant – reminding members of the Obama generation that some things would forever be outside their control.

But they seem determined to ignore the warnings. The plum-faced juvenile drunk on the corner of 16th and K screamed at a couple across the road from him, ‘Yes, we can.’

As I passed, I muttered, ‘Yes, you did.’

The young man heard me and swivelled his head in a slow, pronounced motion as if sizing up a threat. He stared at me with widening eyes, unsure what to do next.

He repeated the words in a reverent, ponderous whisper. ‘Yes. We. Did.’

Then, remembering his initial purpose, he turned back to the couple across the road and bellowed the good news. ‘Yes, we did.’

Indeed they did; all of them, all the bright young things now walking, striding, running in an unplanned advance on the White House, a surge of realised dreams set free by Barack Obama just a few minutes earlier.

‘If there is anyone out there who still doubts that America is a place where all things are possible … tonight is your answer.’

Trickle became flood, swishing about the fringes of Lafayette Square, surging toward Andrew Jackson on a horse, past a temporary wire fence before finally washing up at the gates to 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue. I paused to get my bearings before joining the crowd and as I wiped the film of rain from my hair, a passing young man let out a scream borne of rage and relief: ‘We’re taking it back.’

At the centre of the crowd, pots and pans were being bashed together. A rolling serenade swept through the crowd in the direction of the darkened living quarters of the White House: ‘Hey, hey, goodbye.’ Two uniformed Secret Service men stood silently in silhouette on the roof of the building. They didn’t need to worry. There was no threat in that crowd, only youth and promise and – occasionally – the sweet and sour scent of exhaled alcohol.

A shirtless boy with a shiny hairless chest danced inside a semi-circle of elated black women like a victorious warrior claiming his prize. Two women in pyjamas staggered by arm-in-arm with rictus grins on their faces. Another walked by in a tight red cocktail dress on unfeasibly high heels, grasping at imaginary supports in the damp, livid air.

Even in that shallow stream of juvenile abandon, you could feel an undercurrent of maturity. Burning in the eyes of those old enough to remember past nightmares was the incandescent promise of that fabled American dream. Heads turned to listen to the proud, resolute baritone of an elderly black lady.

‘I’m a 66-year-old woman,’ she announced, ‘coloured, negro, black, African American.’

As a small group gathered around, she placed her closed fist on her chest.

‘But in here, I am an American, and I am living to see something I never thought I would live to see.’

The lady was speaking for her generation, those forged by the unfulfilled struggles of an unforgiving era, and for people of colour, who were about to see a black man occupy the White House, a mansion which slaves helped build. She was speaking for all Americans of her age and background, for whom Obama’s election was a beautiful but bewildering event. They loved their country but never believed it had the potential to change quite this much.

Some will tell you the result of this election was never in doubt, but they are wrong. As I followed the campaign, I could sense that appetite for change, but I also heard the fear of change, a yearning for security. Right to the end, there was a real possibility that American voters would recoil from the leap of faith required to elect a black man called Barack Hussein Obama.

Yet, as I travelled beyond the manufactured drama of the campaign trail, I discovered something else: the United States had already started to change, election or no election. Obama was trying to harness the energy of this unfolding reinvention, but he did not create it. America was going to be a very different nation, no matter who became the next president.

The New America was first published before the election of Barack Obama. It argued that the United States was being transformed by an explosive combination of people and places. I had doubts about the speed of that transformation and avoided firm predictions about the outcome of the race for the White House. With the benefit of hindsight, I was too cautious. When I looked closely at the voting patterns in the 2008 election, particularly the geographic and demographic spread of Obama’s winning coalition, I saw the new America was no longer an emerging trend – it was a political reality.

In one sense, I didn’t need to wait for the election postmortems. I could see the new America in the crowd gathered outside the White House on election night, in the many faces of the Obama generation: the Arab American boys with kaffiyehs around their necks waving the Stars and Stripes; a pair of West African immigrants wearing matching T-shirts featuring Martin Luther King and Obama side by side; black fraternity boys from Howard University step-dancing across Lafayette Park; a gaggle of Muslim girls with long modest coats and oval faces framed by the hijab; a dreadlocked young white man banging out a rhythm on the bottom of a plastic bin; voices calling out the old slogan of Latino activists, ‘Sí, se puede’ – yes, we can.

My eye was drawn to something in the middle of the crowd. It was an arrow on a red T-shirt pointing to the face of the young, beautiful woman wearing it. The slogan underneath said, ‘This is what democracy looks like.’ It is also what the new America looks like.

My story begins and ends with the Millennial generation: Americans born in the last two decades of the 20th century. The 2008 election was their coming-out party. In their first act as a substantial voting bloc, they embraced change by an unprecedented margin. Obama won the support of two-thirds of voters between the ages of 18 and 29. That is a remarkable shift when you consider that in every election for the past 30 years, young voters have backed Republican and Democratic presidential candidates in almost equal numbers.

It’s not enough to say American youngsters are shifting to the political left. Part of the reason the Millennials backed Obama in such big numbers is because of his talk of a ‘new spirit of patriotism and responsibility’. All the evidence suggests the Millennials are uniquely civically minded and politically engaged, tending towards collective action rather than individualism. This is reflected in the numbers who actually voted. Back in 1996, a little more than one in three young Americans turned out at the polls. In 2008, more than half of them did (it was not the record-breaking levels some had expected but represented a steady shift in the tectonic plates of American politics nonetheless).

The Obama campaign also showed a keen understanding of the social technology that frames the Millennial world view. Young Americans live by the YouTube ethic, which values self-starting, autonomous forms of expression and disdains mainstream media filters and traditional political institutions. By copying the ethos of social platforms such as Facebook, the Obama campaign has changed the political landscape forever.

Perhaps the most potent characteristic of the Millennial generation is its diversity, stunning to behold. More than four out of ten Americans born since the early 1980s are part of an ethnic or racial minority, and if current trends persist the majority of Americans under the age of 18 will be non-white by 2023. As the population of the new America becomes more diverse, so does its electorate. In the presidential election of 2000, 80 per cent of voters were white. Eight years later, it was 74 per cent. The fastest-growing component of the new America is the Latino community, and its political allegiance has shifted dramatically in the last two election cycles. In 2004, George Bush won a very respectable 44 per cent of Latino votes. In 2008, Barack Obama got 67 per cent.

As well as being the most diverse in American history, the Millennial generation is also one of the most dynamic and mobile, which brings us to the other great force for change in the new America: a surge in migration to the sprawling cities and big skies of the Sunbelt states.

The population of southern and western states such as Florida, California, Arizona and Texas has expanded at a mind-numbing rate since the 1960s and 1970s, when they were a powerbase for conservative revolutionaries such as Barry Goldwater and Ronald Reagan. In 2008, the Sunbelt threw its new-found electoral muscle behind a very different kind of political revolution. Florida, Colorado, Nevada and New Mexico had all lined up behind George Bush in 2004 but in 2008 they backed Obama (Arizona might well have followed had Republican candidate John McCain not lived there). New Mexico is of particular note: Bush won the state by a few thousand votes in 2004; Obama’s winning margin was a whopping 15 per cent of the vote.

The Sunbelt states are the new centre of political gravity in the new America because they are growing fastest, staying young and becoming more diverse. But they also matter because they are overwhelmingly suburban. In recent decades, as young families drifted out of America’s decaying cities, millions of them chose to live in the sprawling ‘boomburbs’ that thrive around established metropolises in desert states such as Nevada and Arizona. These voters played a pivotal role in the creation of America’s new political order. Obama’s victory in states such as Nevada is largely due to his stunning performance in Clark County, which encompasses Las Vegas and surrounding boomburbs such as Henderson (which we will visit a little later). His margin of victory in the county was five times the surplus enjoyed by John Kerry in 2004.

The importance of these cities may come as a surprise to you. There’s a good reason for that. Boomburbs have been completely ignored by the media, even as they reshape the landscape of American life. Around the time Obama was inaugurated, Forbes magazine published a list of the ten ‘most boring’ cities in America. The snarky title was misleading since the poll actually rated the major cities with the fewest mentions in major newspapers and magazines. All ten of the most ignored cities in the US were Sunbelt boomburbs, including Henderson and North Las Vegas in Nevada, and Gilbert, Mesa and Chandler, which encircle Phoenix, Arizona. If there was ever a demonstration of how detached American journalism had become from American reality, this Forbes poll was it.

They may bore the pants off the media, but suburban voters have become arguably the single most important voting bloc in US politics, making up 49 per cent of the electorate in 2008 (up from 43 per cent in 2000). They are also unerringly accurate barometers of America’s political climate. As you will see later in this book, suburban communities tend to moderate their politics as they settle. They seek out new civic and communal activities which offset the deadening impact of sprawl and lay the foundation for a new type of suburban cosmopolitanism.

The shift to Obama was most pronounced in what many are calling the ‘monied burbs’ which have grown up around the high-tech and high-paying industries that have moved away from old cities. Obama became the first Democrat to win Colorado since 1992, in large measure because of his success in wealthy suburbs around Denver. He became the first Democrat to win North Carolina since 1976 because he did so well in the suburbs of Raleigh/Durham and Charlotte, which have attracted thousands of finance, medical and technology jobs.

It’s worth stopping at this point to just take stock of all these component parts of new America. Any one of them – the Millennial generation, the rise of Latinos, the surge to the Sunbelt suburbs – could have shifted US politics, but added together, they become more than the sum of the parts. They combine to form a new nation, a new America.

In the pages that follow, I will take you to places that have been transformed by the collision of all these forces. This, by and large, is a story of hope. But I also want to explore what I saw stirring in the dark shadows on that joyous night in Washington. If the first edition of The New America was far too cautious in some ways, in others, it was not cautious enough.

I am particularly mindful that the breathtaking, technicolour detail of this American reinvention has been obscured by the cult of personality which formed around Barack Obama. The story of the new America is not the story of one man, just as this book is not an assessment of the policies he might pursue. The transformation of the United States did not begin with one election and will not end if Obama does not live up to his promise. If he truly lives up to his potential to be a great president, it will be because he understands the many dimensions of change and the hidden rhythms of reinvention.

And this brings me to my second fear and my primary reason for writing the second edition of this book. The New America was published before Lehman Brothers collapsed and just as the US property market went from decline into white-knuckle free-fall, therefore it didn’t capture the epic challenges posed by economic crisis. The communities which helped drive the transformation you are about to witness – the Sunbelt boomburbs – have been worst affected by the collapse of the property market and the wider recession and, in the conclusion of this book, I’ll show you what happens when the engine of the new America apparently runs out of fuel.

In case you think I am predicting doom and gloom for the Obama era, that is not my intention. I set out to write a book about America’s greatest strength: its talent for constant reinvention. ‘For that is the true genius of America,’ Obama said on election night, ‘that America can change.’

Yet, I am a realist about America, as well as an idealist. When I look to the history of the United States, I see that transformation doesn’t always move in a straight line. It is always difficult and sometimes violent. The journey progresses in fits and starts, and never quite ends. Above all, change is scary, especially for those who stand to lose from it.

In August 2008, two days before Obama accepted the Democratic nomination, I met former presidential candidate and senator Gary Hart. In the interview in his office in downtown Denver, he articulated the contradiction of change in American society far better than I ever could.

Our self-image is of being progressive, experimental, of being on the cutting edge of all kinds of things. But deep down, culturally and socially, this is a conservative country that is afraid of moving to a future that causes people to lose the values of the past. People sense we are living in a revolutionary age and that we must adapt – as Thomas Jefferson said over 200 years ago – to those new realities. But in the process, they don’t want to lose what they feel is unique about this society. So, in a way, there is schizophrenia. We must change, but we don’t want change to make us somebody that we’re not.

I see the potential for conflict in the new America. I see a generational tension which seemed to grow even more pronounced as the presidential election campaign progressed (when the ballots were counted, they found the young and old voters had expressed different preferences to a greater extent than any time since Nixon’s re-election in 1972). Even within the Millennial generation, I have discovered the potential for conflict, between those who still cling to the notion of small towns not suburbs, to American values not universal principles and to security not change.

Forty-eight hours after that scene of celebration outside the White House, I boarded a commuter flight at Reagan National Airport in Washington bound for Philadelphia. In the seat next to me was a young soldier in uniform. His name was Brandon Beaster and he grew up on a farm near the town of Jackson, Michigan.

When he joined the army, he became a military mortician, one of just 300 in the US armed forces. Then he was sent to Iraq. His job was to recover bodies from major combat operations or serious ambushes. Often the combat was still continuing. ‘I was flown into Hot LZs five or six times a week,’ he explained casually. ‘Sometimes I could hear the ping-ping off the metal plates on the Blackhawk.’

Brandon’s luck ran out in July 2008, not in a Blackhawk but while he was taking out the rubbish in his barracks at the US army base in Belad. A mortar exploded beside him and nearly blew his head off. He was shipped home and spent five months recovering in the Walter Reed military hospital. He had been discharged just hours before boarding our flight and was on his way back to his unit.

‘I still have scar tissue and some ringing in my ears. The only way I can get to sleep at night is to leave the TV on.’

Doctors told him severe headaches would be a permanent feature of his life. Yet Brandon considered himself lucky. While at Walter Reed, he met Travis, a friend from high school, who lost both his legs when his Humvee hit a landmine.

He figured he’d be sent off to Afghanistan once he rejoined his unit. He had been offered a medical discharge from the army, which he had refused. ‘I suppose I’m a gung-ho kind of guy.’

Brandon looked down at the portrait of Obama on the front of the magazine on my lap and shook his head. His country no longer felt like home. When he got out of the army, he planned to make a life for himself somewhere other than Obama’s America.

Brandon was barely out of his teenage years. He was a Millennial. He knew all about the spirit of responsibility and patriotism that enlivens the Obama generation. But he was simultaneously wedded to an America that has ceased to exist. He was a living symbol of the hidden code of US history: the everlasting struggle between the sanctuary of a mythical yesterday and the promise of a better tomorrow. Out of that tension comes the energy that powers the new America.


Introduction:
The Game


Scottsdale – Sunset in the
Shining City

The towering columns of thundercloud circling the stadium are dark with the promise of rain but no one pays them much heed.

‘That’s one of the things you discover living here,’ says the school official. ‘The rainstorms never seem to make it beyond the edge of the city. Must be something to do with all that concrete and asphalt.’

The last storm of summer will send nothing more than a brisk warm breeze across the playing fields of Saguaro High School tonight. Tonight, the opening game of the football season will kick off in front of a golden sunset. This is Scottsdale, Arizona. It could be no other way.

The Saguaro Sabercats are defending state champions. In tonight’s game, the team will face the Prescott Badgers. Not the fiercest opposition they can expect this year. Truth be told, the biggest obstacles the players will face this season are their own expectations. Here and now, in the late golden hour of a desert evening, what you hear through gritted teeth is the sound of young men straining to keep their demons in check.

The Sabercats are on the field now, with just over a half-hour to game time. They play in black and gold: boys in men’s uniforms.

A coach in khaki pants and a white golf shirt directs a series of exercise routines. Three parallel lines of players are crouched down on the pitch as if profoundly constipated, their shiny black helmets on the ground beside them. They keep that position for what seems like an age, until a coach lets out a guttural grunt.

‘Up.’

They rise, limber, unblocked. The coach shouts out a question which is audible only to a football player’s ear.

‘Dropmedownsareyouallright?’

The boys respond from the back of their throats.

‘Igh.’

There is much crying out and high-fiving, but there are also moments of solitude as players come to rest on the sidelines. One stands slightly aloof, his face obscured by his helmet, thinking deep thoughts behind layers of plastic and styrofoam. Still breathless from the warm-up, his mouth hangs open as his chest rises and falls. Absentmindedly, he adjusts the metal grid on the front of the helmet as if looking for some karmic balance between heavily protected head and pounding heart. Then he is at rest. Static. Unsmiling. Pumped.

The loudspeakers pour out the bass-laden drone of death-metal and rap music, breaking the tranquillity of the evening, guarding the young men against the complacency of calm.

The boys of defence begin to drift toward the sideline. A voice in the developing huddle barks: ‘Bring it up.’

The defensive coach addresses his boys, now gathered around him in a tight circle of brawn and congested aggression.

‘Lot of work. Spring. Summer. Lifting. Push-ups. Sit-ups. Lifting. Everything you worked for. Everything you worked for. This here’s where the fun starts.’

He delivers the words in a monotone, stripped of emotion. The boys are like ravenous birds picking at a carcass. Glass-eyed. Determined.

‘Got to be prepared. Mentally prepared and you will be fine.’

Sensing the pep talk has run its course, deep, young voices in the huddle trade snippets of inspirational gibberish.

‘Stay in it. Let’s go.’

‘This is where the VO2s pay off.’

‘Atta boy. Here we go. Watch the hop.’

It’s over now. The boys of defence have one last ritual to observe. They come closer and clasp hands and call out a single word as they do: ‘Intensity!’

Saguaro is the rule, not the exception. The lowliest American town will turn out on a Friday night to celebrate their juvenile heroes, in playing fields with big stands seating many hundreds, if not thousands, of fans. Local TV crews are often there to record the action (as they are at Saguaro on opening night) and, at the very least, there is a commentator to call the plays on the PA system. The action will unfold against a backdrop of beautiful noise created by marching bands and cheerleaders.

High-school football exists in a separate universe from the schoolboy leagues of an Irish childhood. The players will never know what it is like to be outnumbered by a handful of dutiful parents shivering on a blustery sideline. They will never change hurriedly in a tin hut smelling of cowshit and Deep Heat. There’s no chance that they will travel home from an away game knee-to-mucky-knee in the back of a borrowed Hiace van. We live our schoolboy dreams in stark, brutal prose. They preen themselves with epic, inflated poetry.

Mike Garcia is responsible for all the equipment that the Sabercats will use tonight. To everyone at Saguaro, he is known as Tug. His big round face, framed by a neat goatee beard, is moist from the last rays of the fading sun.

‘You really breathe this. Friday night. From a very young age. It’s Friday night and there’s thousands at a game. You live for a Friday night.’

Tug drives away with one leg hanging out the side of his golf cart, his eyes darting around in search of an unresolved detail.

The big stand framing the playing field is filling up with the home crowd. The track just in front is alive with the colour and sensual promise of cheerleaders. Their uniforms are also black and gold, absorbing and reflecting the glow of the evening sun.

Five girls move clear of their friends to practise their human pyramid. One young woman is lifted skyward by the hands of others. She reaches maximum altitude with her right arm pushed into the sky at the very same angle as her left leg.

The pose is held for not more than a couple of seconds before the young woman on top begins to fall. As she goes from vertical to horizontal, her body executes a perfect twirl before her four friends catch her. She is at rest. Pristine. Controlled. Incorruptible.

It’s getting near floodlight time as the cheerleaders finish their warm-up. The sun has left behind just enough light to illuminate an approaching blanket of twilight cloud. The Sabercats and their coaches look like they have already lived through hours of physical combat. Beads of sweat have gathered around the thick black marks smeared beneath the eyes of their biggest players.

The anthem is over. Heads disappear into helmets again. Sabercats are on the move. Time for one last huddle, one final burst of inspirational jargon only the boys will understand.

‘Here we go, baby. Let’s kick off.’

‘You show me some kick-off, you show me some, boys.’

Sabercats win the toss.

The players dance through the early plays, skipping over the grass as if it were red-hot embers, moving their heads vertically and horizontally in momentary spasms. The ball disappears into a car-crash of colour. Gold and black for Saguaro, blue and white for Prescott. Number 46 emerges from the wreckage of bodies and pushes his fist into the warm air, jumping and twirling, swinging his hand as if he were slapping an imaginary backside. Sabercats have retaken control of the game. They have taken one step closer to their destiny.

At an American-football game, you are surrounded on all sides by agitation. Unrest spreads like a pandemic from band-members and cheerleaders to spectators and from coaches to players. Even when there is a pause in the action, there are the frenetic gymnastics of the cheerleaders and the music, urging you to move. For God’s sake, just move.

Perhaps because of that perpetual frenzy, American football doesn’t travel well. It has to be consumed on the spot, as a spectacle, wrapped up in a ribbon of beautiful noise, magnified by thousands of spectators watching young men being transformed into storybook heroes.

On Friday nights, in towns and suburbs across America, high-school football does the impossible: it reminds people why a country with a manic devotion to the individual survives as a nation. Football offers reinvention, but also sanctuary.

Up in the stands, thousands of supporters have come together to worship the civic creed of football. One of them is Herman Serignese, who was principal of Saguaro High for ten years. He speaks gruffly, with an east-coast accent, suggesting a life-story shaped by an immigrant experience of America. If not his, then his family’s.

‘I moved to Arizona 30 years ago to improve life for me and my kids and it’s worked out great. You get up and work hard and do your best and things work out for you.’

‘And you get to watch Friday-night football, right?’

‘You come to Friday-night football coz it represents the whole American spirit. It embodies everything that America is about.’

Herman points to the field now. The Sabercats are rolling over Prescott and he is warming to his theme.

‘They work hard and have a lot of pride and they have a lot of discipline.’

Pride is everywhere. Oozing from every pore. The type of pride that forgives all division and repels all doubt.

‘People criticise, but I will be truthful … I don’t really care what other people think about America.’

‘After all the problems of the last eight years …?’

‘What problems … what problems we got? Sure, we had to deal with a terrorist attack and got involved in a war in Iraq but that’s just the way it has been.’

In the eyes of a patriotic man such as Herman, those calamities were like natural disasters, they come with the territory. When the aftershocks subside, this will still be the shining city.

‘America is the greatest country in the world. No doubt about it in my mind. People fight to get in this country. Name me another country people fight to get into. People dying to get in this country. Literally dying.’

He gestures with both hands to the pitch, almost laughs, as if it would be ridiculous not to see this.

‘You won’t get me to change my mind. It’s great. It’s like being in heaven.’

[image: common]

Pride. Dynamism. Destiny. Words that enchant Americans at their moments of greatest opportunity and deepest difficulty.

When Herman Serignese told us that he was living in heaven, he was speaking for a majority of Americans. In virtually every global survey of happiness, Americans are more satisfied with their lives than people in almost any other nation. The great observer of early American life, Alexis de Tocqueville, put this optimism down to ‘a lively faith in the perfectibility of man’.

It has been that way ever since the Puritan preacher John Winthrop set the earliest American settlers a momentous challenge in 1630: ‘For we must consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill. The eyes of all people are upon us.’ Winthrop borrowed this image from the Sermon on the Mount in which Jesus said: ‘A city set on a hill cannot be hid.’ Jesus compared that city to a lamp: ‘Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works …’ So was born the shining city, a vision of the earthly paradise America is destined to be.

Not everyone will end up at rest in their own personal Garden of Eden, but that’s not the point. Belief in the American dream creates an actual pursuit of happiness. It may be inspired by a myth, but it is a noble myth which sparks movement on a breath-taking scale.

American history is the story of this transition from fairy tale to fact. However, it is a tale of contradictions and contrasts; like all fairy tales there is darkness as well as light. The greatest contrast of all is between hope and fear. American optimism is nowhere near as absolute as the good people at Saguaro High lead you to believe. Hope is the engine of the American dream, but fear is the fuel.

What is often overlooked is the central role of failure in the American dream. To begin with, there is the doctrine of virtuous failure: when you chase its grandiose ambitions, it is accepted that you will stumble along the way. That kind of failure is simply proof that you are trying.

There is also a greater existential fear that America will turn out to be an illusion. Americans have battled that profound doubt since the Puritans made landfall in the New World. Right after those inspiring lines about the ‘city on the hill’, John Winthrop cautioned ‘that if we shall deal falsely with our God in this work we have undertaken … we shall shame the faces of many of God’s worthy servants, and cause their prayers to be turned into curses upon us til we be consumed out of the good land whither we are a-going’. Don’t say he didn’t warn you.

Broken dreams are a constant theme in American history. Perhaps the most literate of the founding fathers, Benjamin Franklin, once warned his countrymen: ‘He that lives on hope, dies farting.’ (Some scholars claim that Franklin was the victim of an unfortunate misprint and the word should have read fasting. Either way, you get the point.)

American literature is bursting with stories of broken dreams. One of the most powerful themes in American writing is the poisonous effect of constant change, the angry void at the core of plenty.

Once more, football is a powerful metaphor, captured beautifully in the story of ‘Swede’ Levov, the tragic hero of Philip Roth’s American Pastoral. A former high-school football and baseball star, Levov’s beautiful life is torn apart by the social upheaval of the 1960s and the bitterness of those around him: ‘It was as though while their lives were rich and full they were secretly sick of themselves and couldn’t wait to dispose of their sanity and their health and all sense of proportion so as to get down to that other self, the true self, who was a wholly deluded fuckup.’

The battle between hope and fear feeds into a much broader American tension between the individual and the collective. On the face of it, the United States is nothing more than an enormous celebration of personal achievement. Look at American football and the pedestal on which those star players are placed. Their prestige extends far beyond the playing field. They are masters of the high-school universe. They are walking, talking reminders of the difference between individual failure and success.

The cult of the individual reminds every outsider, nerd and oddball that they too can excel. One of the classic American tales is of a misfit maverick who emerges from the frontier and faces down the close-minded establishment. The modern classic is the story of the Internet pioneer. In the words of Steve Wozniak, the man who co-designed the first Apple computer, ‘All the ideas that mattered to me came from outsiders.’

The celebration of the individual explains the powerful grip of a free-market ideology on the American psyche. More so than people in any other Western nation, Americans are convinced that each person is responsible for his or her destiny. Among forty-four nations surveyed by the prestigious Pew Research Center, America believed most strongly that failure is about the individual and not society.

Belief is one thing, but historical fact is another. Americans may think of themselves as a nation of individuals but their way of life has been shaped by the collective. Take another look at our football team. The star player is the quarterback: the lonely, vulnerable hero who throws the winning pass into wide-open spaces. But he would be pulverised were it not for the blocking tackles of others. He would be nothing without that vast back-room team.

It is one of the great unspoken realities of American life that the path to every individual’s destiny is paved by a bureaucracy. Consider the explosion of migration that followed the Second World War: returning veterans who had fought for their country now demanded their own personal slice of the American dream. As the old song says, ‘How you gonna keep ’em down on the farm after they’ve seen Paris?’

It was the federal government which enabled them to chase their dreams by expanding the highway network in the post-war years. Through the 1940s and 1950s, one in five Americans changed homes every year, taking to the road to perform what Jack Kerouac described as ‘our one and noble function of the time, move’.

They could not have moved without team players such as Sam Schoen, who founded U-Haul in 1945 and began hiring out distinctive orange and white trucks and trailers to migrating Americans. As one of Schoen’s colleagues would later say: ‘Ford built the cars. The Government built the roads. We built the trailers.’

Schoen liberated individual yearnings, but he preached the virtues of the organisation, summing up his business philosophy with the initials IFDOAS: Intelligently Follow the Directions of a Superior. Schoen believed in profit but also national interest, telling workers that ‘the United States allows us to exist and it would not long continue to do so if we did not put its interests first’. The ‘group-think’ of Sam Schoen is as much a part of the American story as the individualism of Steve Wozniak.

The rivalry of the individual and the collective, the clash of hope and doubt, have shaped American history with the same frenzied certainty that we witnessed at that football game. At first, it can be hard to see any logic in the spectacular collision of forces, but look closer and you begin to understand a method in the madness.

There are guiding rules and boundaries to the march of American history and they were put in place during the 19th century as waves of pioneers headed west in search of their ‘manifest destiny’. As they began to settle, America’s contradictory impulses were subsumed into two rival forces: ‘Frontier’ and ‘Ritual’.

Frontier is the spirit of the steadfast pioneer. It embraces individual freedom, courage, ambition, innovation, dissent, endurance and self-reliance, but also isolation, risk, insecurity and ruthlessness.

Ritual is the spirit of the community. It stresses laws, institutions, values, security, cooperation, patriotism and civic pride, but also boundaries, rules, conformity and self-righteousness.

Think of Frontier and Ritual as two competing ‘teams’ battling for control of the American personality. A drift towards the worst aspect of one personality tends to provoke a rise in the best aspects of the other, but the effort to strike a balance is an uncertain, messy and often painful journey. This creative tension is the hidden code that unlocks America’s past, present and future.

The first person to really capture the permanent dysfunction unleashed by America’s westward expansion was Frederick Jackson Turner. In a landmark speech in 1893, he summed up the spirit of the frontier as ‘that restless nervous energy, that dominant individualism working for good and evil, withal that buoyancy and exuberance which comes with freedom’. Turner believed the great surge into the vast western wilderness made the US a coherent nation. It was on ‘the crucible of the frontier [that] the immigrants were Americanised’.

Turner realised that the frontier was a place of disorder as well as dynamism. ‘The frontier is productive of individualism,’ Turner wrote. ‘The tendency is anti-social. It produces antipathy to control, and particularly to any self-control.’

The spirit of Frontier would have to be contained if it was to survive. As the pioneers of frontier life became settlers, they needed order in their lives. They looked to shared rituals to make the frontier fit for human habitation. The first great ritual was justice; for every outlaw, there had to be a sheriff. As towns became communities, the rituals of faith and family life soon followed. For commerce to thrive, property had to be protected, land had to be divided and the federal government had to set boundaries. As the frontiers expanded, the rituals of patriotism became even more important, providing the glue that held together a nation of almost uncontainable contradictions.

The creative tension of Ritual and Frontier has mattered most during America’s periodic bouts of reinvention and trauma. The great transformational leaders of the past fifty years have tried to relieve the fear of change by invoking Ritual. Martin Luther King relied on explicit patriotism in that momentous speech in Washington in 1963: ‘Land where my fathers died, land of the Pilgrims’ pride. From every mountainside, let freedom ring!’ When it suits them, politicians also stoke up fear by invoking images of the frontier. Remember how George W. Bush chose to frame his ‘war on terror’ in the days after 9/11. ‘I want justice,’ he said. ‘There’s an old poster out West, as I recall, that said, “Wanted: Dead or Alive”.’

When politicians are looking for a lesson in how to balance Ritual and Frontier, they look to Ronald Reagan, who came to power during the crisis of confidence that followed Watergate, Vietnam and the Iranian hostage crisis. He understood that Americans were looking for more than a mere recognition of their insecurity: they wanted their fears turned into historical parable, and Reagan delivered. He posed as the rugged individual of old, who would clean up the town and face down the outlaws. He walked with a swagger but talked softly about the future with the accent of the past, as his biographer Lou Cannon would later put it.

Reagan had his own fantasy version of the shining city, and its cornerstones were Frontier and Ritual:

I’ve spoken of the shining city all my political life, but I don’t know if I ever quite communicated what I saw when I said it. But in my mind it was a tall proud city built on rocks stronger than oceans, wind-swept, God-blessed, and teeming with people of all kinds living in harmony and peace, a city with free ports that hummed with commerce and creativity, and if there had to be city walls, the walls had doors and the doors were open to anyone with the will and the heart to get here.

Ronald Reagan realised that at a turning point in history, Americans want clear contrasts to guide them, alternate images of Ritual and Frontier. With the help of the San Francisco advertising guru Hal Riney, Reagan offered that contrast during his successful bid for re-election in 1984. His ‘bear in the woods’ advert captures the Frontier side of the equation, featuring a lone hero standing firm in the savage wilderness (suggesting President Reagan standing up to the Soviets).

The second commercial, ‘Morning in America’, is about the revival of Ritual. The music is rich and upbeat and every frame appears to have been filmed at sunrise. ‘It’s morning again in America,’ says Riney. We then see images of a young couple at their new home, a boy saluting the flag and a mother attending her daughter’s wedding. ‘This afternoon 6,500 young men and women will be married, and with inflation at less than half of what it was just four years ago, they can look forward with confidence to the future.’

To many around the world, Reagan was defined by a dangerous, fearful foreign policy, but to many Americans he brought renewal. He found the combination of Ritual and Frontier which matched his turbulent moment in history. In doing so, he changed the way that politicians talk about the pain that comes with great change. Reagan would have an impact on Democrats as well as Republicans. He taught them that transformational leaders have to connect with history, take account of doubt as well as hope and speak to voters in language they don’t expect from politicians.

Reagan’s brand of Frontier and Ritual still shapes American politics. It echoed through the rhetoric of the 2008 presidential election. John McCain and Barack Obama drew heavily from the past, from Reagan all the way back to Winthrop, as they searched for language to match the hopes and fears of the new America.


Part One:
The Place

Because we don’t belong in this nuthouse of a city!

We should be mixing cement on some open plain …

Biff Loman, Death of a Salesman


1.
Kissimmee – The End of the
Real America

Kissimmee is the new America on a budget. The main drag of strip malls and cheapish hotels offers you little charm, but charm is not what brings you to Central Florida. The tourist comes for Disney World. Others come to build their own personal vision of the shining city.

In the old days, if you wanted a job in Kissimmee you went to the sprawling cattle ranches and citrus groves. But by the end of the 20th century tourism and construction had taken over as the biggest employers. Disney World and a fairy-tale housing boom turned this sleepy cousin of nearby Orlando into a booming Sunbelt suburb. Its population grew by more than 50 per cent in the 1990s and, as it expanded, Kissimmee developed its own exceptional identity. People here are much younger than in the rest of Florida and far more diverse. Whites are just another minority group, Latinos make up more than 40 per cent of the population and one in four residents was born in a foreign country.

Kissimmee represents change, but, unlike the ‘monied burbs’ and ‘boomburbs’ in the Western deserts and mountains, this is still the blue-collar version of the new America. Income levels are lower than the Florida average and so is the level of educational achievement. So when recession came, the people of Kissimmee found themselves on the fault line of reinvention; change had been particularly good to them, but the economic meltdown was especially savage and sudden.

There is no other word for Kissimmee’s transition from boom to bust but ugly. At the beginning of 2007, the median price of a house in Kissimmee was over [image: dollar]250,000. By the end of 2008, the price had fallen by more than [image: dollar]100,000. In a working-class suburb like Kissimmee, property had been the gateway to wealth and income and now that gate was slammed shut. In one of those quirks of history, this economic car crash happened in the midst of a landmark election campaign. Once again, the clash of hope and fear was set to dictate America’s course, and that confrontation would be decided on a suburban battlefield, in a place like Kissimmee.
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In the previous presidential election, the Sunbelt suburbs were Bush country. In 2004, George W. won Kissimmee’s Osceola County by a margin of 5 per cent. But in the explosive autumn of 2008, Republicans could not take anything for granted. That is why sister Sarah came calling at Kissimmee’s Silver Spurs arena, just ten days before the election.

Sarah Palin was not due on stage until 3 p.m., but the women at the top of the queue left home at 5 a.m. to be guaranteed a place. Some had seen both John McCain and Sarah Palin multiple times. You just knew they liked Sarah better.

‘Gun-slinging momma, goin’ to beat Obama,’ one woman sang (to the tune of ‘Everywhere We Go’). ‘Putting on her lipstick, taking on the dipstick.’

She wandered up and down the queue, nodding approvingly at the slogans on the T-shirts in front of her.

‘Respect the lipstick.’

‘It’s time we had some pink in the White House.’

‘The Sara-cuda.’

‘Sarah’s Pitbulls.’

‘My mama beats your Obama.’

‘Speak softly and carry a hockey stick.’

‘Don’t mess with Sarah.’

You could use the word empowerment to describe the core message here, but backlash would also have worked. This was less a broad declaration of feminism than a rebel yell of girl-power.

There were a handful of men in the line outside the Silver Spurs arena. They were more intense and deeply ideological. A few wore shirts with Sarah’s smiling face above the words ‘arctic fox’, but more popular were monosyllabic jabs at the opponent. A particular favourite was a shirt with ‘Nobama’ on the front and ‘Don’t tax me, Bro’ on the back.

Tom Brandon had brought three generations of his family to see Palin. He was a conservative Christian who had been no more than lukewarm in his support of John McCain until Sarah was added to the ticket: ‘You just really get the sense that she stands for the values that make this America.’

Tom was unique at that event in that he smiled broadly and shook hands warmly. Otherwise, there was an overwhelming sense of victimhood in the crowd and seething anger at enemies in their midst. The media contingent had been positioned strategically on bleachers in the middle of the arena; a juicy target for sustained vocal hostility throughout the afternoon.

The atmosphere only changed when Fox News host and conservative commentator Sean Hannity appeared in the press enclosure. He was greeted like a partisan rock star and a chant of ‘Sean, Sean, Sean’ rang around the arena in a Mexican sound-wave. A flood of autograph hunters surged toward him, knocking barriers to the floor. Hannity seemed elated but also shocked by the fervour as he signed McCain campaign posters and copies of his books.

Lots of good money is made by conservatives and liberals who feed the base with views that tickle their biases, particularly insults directed at the MSM (mainstream media). One of them is Elizabeth Hasselbeck, the lone conservative voice on the daytime talk show The View.

She was Sarah Palin’s warm-up act in Kissimmee. As the Alaskan governor stood smiling behind her, Hasselbeck said she couldn’t help being ‘sassy’ because the liberal media was being ‘deliberately sexist’ in reporting the cost of Palin’s wardrobe ([image: dollar]150,000).

‘I’m most impressed by her accessories,’ she said, ‘like the flag pin she wears in honour of her son and our military – men and women – fighting abroad.’

When Hasselbeck spat out the word ‘they’, to describe the media, some in the crowd turned to hurl abuse at the reporters cowering in the middle of the arena. I heard one voice, high up in the stand, shouting, ‘Shoot them all.’

The smile never left Sarah Palin’s face during the warm-up. When Hasselbeck had finished, and it was her turn, Palin immediately told the crowd what made them special.

‘You are such a welcoming and patriotic state, Florida,’ she cooed, shaking her head, as if mindful of just how exceptional such national pride had become in this age of relativism. ‘That’s what I love about you. You have always been proud to be American.’

In that simple introduction was the balance of Ritual and Frontier that Republicans offered American voters in 2008: a folksy populism in which ‘they’ were coming to get ‘us’.

John McCain may have been the presidential candidate but he allowed his running mate to define him with this honey-coated roar of narrow conservative values.

Palin offered herself and John McCain as the frontier heroes, ready to do battle on behalf of their exclusive tribe: the ‘real’ Americans.

It was a compelling vision that played well to the partisan crowd inside the Silver Spurs arena. It seemed possible its angry tone would appeal to blue-collar Americans in the fearful suburban subdivisions of Kissimmee. But it was such an ideological and outdated vision of national destiny that it had no hope of playing in the sprawling ambiguity of the Sunbelt suburbs. In 2008, the ‘real’ America was no match for the new America.
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The 2008 election began with an epic contrast between individual optimism and collective gloom. In April 2008, a New York Times/CBS News opinion poll found that 81 per cent of people believed that ‘things have pretty seriously gotten off on the wrong track’, up from 35 per cent in early 2002. Yet, for all that collective pessimism, Americans appeared to be personally optimistic. In a poll taken by the Pew Center in late 2007, 65 per cent of Americans said they were satisfied overall with their lives, one of the highest rates of personal satisfaction in the world.

But that was before the fear of recession gave way to actual economic crisis. By the time the presidential campaign reached its climax, the giants of Wall Street had been laid low, millions of homeowners faced foreclosure and talk of recession had been replaced by speculation about full-blown depression. By the end of 2008, a Washington Post/ABC News poll found that personal optimism had vanished, with two out of three Americans worried about maintaining their standard of living. Almost the same number said they had already been hurt by recession, and more than half had suffered because of the stock-market plunge.

As public and private gloom coalesced during the course of 2008, the dynamics of the presidential election shifted. Foreign-policy concerns like the war in Iraq slipped off the agenda to be replaced by economic dread. Barack Obama and John McCain struggled to match the evolution of collective and personal gloom and find the right balance of Frontier and Ritual to match it.

To his credit, John McCain had a singular insight into the doubt that shadows the American psyche. McCain talked about it in the language of the ‘silent generation’, who came of age in the stifling Cold War certainties of the 1950s. While he chose not to dwell on the mental scars of his years of captivity in Vietnam, he gave a revealing speech in March 2008 in which he talked of the stark realities of his childhood.

When I was five years old, a car pulled up in front of our house in New London, Connecticut, and a Navy officer rolled down the window, and shouted at my father that the Japanese had bombed Pearl Harbor. My father immediately left for the submarine base where he was stationed. I rarely saw him again for four years. My grandfather, who commanded the fast carrier task force under Admiral Halsey, came home from the war exhausted from the burdens he had borne, and died the next day.

By his own admission, John McCain confronted doubt by rebelling. He spoke openly about his tantrums as a child and his reckless behaviour on his return from Vietnam. But he emerged from the darkness with a fierce appreciation of his country and its exalted sense of honour and ritual. At a moment of national soul-searching that was a deeply attractive proposition.

John McCain was a living embodiment of American ritual. If there was anyone who could speak convincingly about security in a time of crisis, it was a man who had survived a POW camp and made a career in the public service. Ritual was something John McCain was born to represent. It was the Frontier part of the equation that he had a problem with. After all, how does a Republican senator who had voted with George Bush’s policies 90 per cent of the time persuade Americans that he would be a pioneer of change?

Through the summer of 2008, McCain showed signs that he was gaining traction with his ad-nauseam claim to be a ‘maverick’, a lone political gunfighter willing to face down the elite in Washington, even if it meant clashing with his own party elders. With each retelling of this Reaganesque parable, John McCain seemed to gain confidence in the redemptive power of the Frontier.

It may have been that existential awakening which led John McCain to look to Alaska for his running mate, to the state that claims to be ‘the last frontier’, where people refer to the rest of the United States as the ‘lower 48’. In picking Alaska Governor Sarah Palin, he undoubtedly boosted his Frontier credentials, but he immediately became a prisoner to her narrow vision of American Ritual.

Sarah Palin’s coming-out speech to the Republican convention in St Paul was arguably the most remarkable political debut in US history. It will be remembered for what Palin looked like, how she sounded and that immortal line about lipstick, hockey moms and pitbulls. But the speech itself (written by one of George Bush’s wordsmiths, Matthew Scully) deserves to be read closely for its stark, haunting insights into the American conservative notion of Frontier and Ritual.

From the very outset, Palin was the steadfast pioneer, relating her heroic struggle as governor of the last frontier, ‘when I stood up to the special interests, and the lobbyists, and the Big Oil companies, and the good-old boys’. She then loyally proceeded to cast John McCain as the ultimate Frontier hero, describing him as an outsider ‘who doesn’t run with the Washington herd’, someone who ‘is not looking for a fight, but sure isn’t afraid of one either’. She appealed to American voters to take the maverick out of the Senate and put him in the White House:

There is only one man in this election who has ever really fought for you in places where winning means survival and defeat means death. And that man is John McCain. You know, in our day, politicians have readily shared much lesser tales of adversity than the nightmare world in which this man and others equally brave served and suffered for their country.

There was something pure and admirable in Palin’s presentation of McCain as a brave loner facing down evil on some distant frontier. But what followed was Palin’s definition of Ritual, which was far more complicated and potentially damaging. In a few short lines, the entire civic character and communal goodness of the United States were vested exclusively in the residents of small towns.

I grew up with those people. They’re the ones who do some of the hardest work in America, who grow our food, and run our factories, and fight our wars. They love their country in good times and bad, and they’re always proud of America. I had the privilege of living most of my life in a small town.

Palin borrowed an elegant quotation from a 20th-century journalist called Westbrook Pegler to hammer home her point: ‘We grow good people in our small towns, with honesty and sincerity and dignity.’ Palin didn’t credit Pegler in her speech, which was probably smart. In his later life, Westbrook Pegler was a notorious extremist and anti-Semite who once said of Robert F. Kennedy: ‘Some white patriot of the Southern tier will spatter his spoonful of brains in public premises before the snow flies.’

In fairness, the source of Palin’s homage to the ‘small town’ wasn’t the problem. The great flaw in her vision of Ritual was that its time had past. The small town no longer decided elections. The Sunbelt suburbs were the new centre of political gravity, and all that Frontier talk of moose-hunting, pitbulls and snow-mobiles just didn’t cut it in places like Kissimmee, no matter what the angry, partisan crowd in the Silver Spurs arena might tell you.

The Republican base loved Sarah Palin but failed to see just how limiting her appeal would be on election day. ‘They won small towns,’ demographer Robert Lang would later comment, ‘but the problem is not enough people live in small towns. America’s new small towns are called suburbs.’

Sarah Palin would become something of a scapegoat among Republican leaders crawling from the electoral wreckage. But John McCain chose her. He made the potentially fatal decision to wed himself to her vision of Ritual, to abandon his hard-fought reputation as a moderate. He bought into her notion of the frontier as a mythical wilderness, when it exists only in the fables of conservative Americans. Time and time, he ignored the rise of the new America.

Of course, that is not the way it looked in the wake of the Republican convention, as summer turned to autumn. Sarah Palin’s debut and McCain’s burnished maverick brand changed the dynamic of a presidential race that previously seemed to be moving inexorably in Obama’s favour.

By 14 September 2008, McCain had retaken the lead in the polls, crossing the 50 per cent mark in some surveys and enjoying a stunning surge in support from self-declared independent voters.

On 15 September, Lehman Brothers filed for bankruptcy, and the rules of the electoral game changed once again.

John McCain decided nothing had changed. The fundamentals of the economy were sound, he told voters. Instead of playing to his strengths by stressing the need for a safe choice, he continued towards the frontier at breakneck speed. He abandoned preparations for his first debate with Barack Obama and rushed back to Washington to try and broker a bail-out of the financial system. Just as quickly, when his efforts failed, he returned to the debate he had tried to cancel. It was just what a maverick would do. It was also the wrong thing to do.

McCain’s erratic, impulsive reaction to the global financial meltdown made Obama look serene, mature and safe by comparison. It was an impression confirmed by McCain’s increasingly aggressive attacks on Obama, which turned off the independent voters he had so successfully courted. At a moment when Americans were looking for a strong, silent lawman, McCain came across as the dangerous outlaw. He had thrown away his trump card – Ritual – in a desperate play of the wild card – Frontier.
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History shows that US politics tends to move in cycles, with groundbreaking leaders emerging in response to crises. Abraham Lincoln came to power after the Civil War, FDR at the height of the Great Depression and Reagan after the Iranian hostage crisis. Now, Americans had a multitude of crises to choose from: 9/11, Iraq, Afghanistan, Hurricane Katrina and economic meltdown from Wall Street to Main Street. From the very beginning, Obama had an advantage: Americans were in the mood for a steadfast pioneer.

All this will feed that retrospective certainty that Obama could not have lost. But that ignores the fear of change that shadowed the demand for something new. It also underestimates the historic power of conservative political activists to exploit that fear and the traditional inability of liberal politicians to feel blue-collar pain.

And at first sight, Barack Obama looked like your typical big-city liberal. In front of those early crowds in the snowy heartland of Iowa, he was always one charming, languid gesture away from smug. However, those who knew him well understood that doubt would become part of Obama’s appeal. He would eventually turn his battle with insecurity into a parable about his generation, those raised in the shadow of Vietnam, Watergate and racial tension.

Obama talked about his relationship with the American dream as if it was a difficult parent. In his campaign book, The Audacity of Hope, he wrote that as a man of mixed heritage, he had ‘no choice but to believe in a vision of America’. He spoke of love and affection for his elders but also alienation. In a groundbreaking speech on race in March 2008, he spoke about his grandmother ‘who on more than one occasion has uttered racial or ethnic stereotypes that made me cringe’. Most striking is the way he described his grandfather in his first book, Dreams from My Father.

His was an American character, one typical of men of his generation, men who embraced the notion of freedom and individualism and the open road without knowing its price, and whose enthusiasms could as easily lead to the cowardice of McCarthyism as to the heroics of World War II. Men who were both dangerous and promising precisely because of a fundamental innocence; men prone, in the end, to disappointment.

These words express the wariness of the generations driving the American reinvention. They still believe in destiny, still feel the thrill of restlessness, but they believe that the American dream will have to change if it is to survive. A new balance will have to be found between hope and doubt, between the individual and the collective, but the bottom line is this: things cannot stay the same.

Obama’s balance between Frontier and Ritual was an easy sell to a generation who had come of age during the Bush years. Their demand for change was unequivocal. But what of those who stood to lose from change? What about the working-class Americans who embraced a transformational boom and lost everything? What about those who feared the diversity of this new America, who felt threatened by its youthfulness and by its many different shades?

In his battle with Hillary Clinton for the Democratic nomination, Barack Obama seemed to fall into the bad habits that destroyed many progressive contenders before him. He was portrayed as aloof and elitist by Clinton and played into her hands by speaking about doubt in a way that sounded eminently logical to young, diverse Millennials but insulting and patronising to older blue-collar Americans. Case in point: his comments about the bitterness of small-town Americans who ‘cling to guns or religion or antipathy to people who aren’t like them’.

In almost every primary contest where working-class white people or older Americans were a core constituency, Obama lost by large margins. Where the economic crisis was biting hardest, and personal doubt was greatest, Clinton was winning big. Obama eventually prevailed over Clinton, but not before a perceived weakness was exposed. To those who wanted stability at a time of spiralling insecurity, he just didn’t seem authentic.

This gave Republicans a real opening. They hammered home the perception that Obama was a phoney. Some of Sarah Palin’s best lines in that convention speech returned to the theme of ‘God and guns’.

In small towns, we don’t quite know what to make of a candidate who lavishes praise on working people when they’re listening and then talks about how bitterly they cling to their religion and guns when those people aren’t listening. No, we tend to prefer candidates who don’t talk about us one way in Scranton and another way in San Francisco.

Forget Scranton and San Francisco. It would all come down to how Obama talked to the people of Sunbelt suburbs like Kissimmee.
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Barack Obama arrived in Kissimmee four days after Sarah Palin. She had half-filled the 8,000-seat Silver Spurs arena. Obama had to move outdoors, to the nearby Osceola County Heritage Park, because tens of thousands were expected to show up at his event. There was an added attraction in former president Bill Clinton, who was due to appear with Obama at the late-night rally.

Supporters travelling to the event came down Route 192 and turned just by the offices of Watson Realty. A sign outside the building said: ‘Stop in for a Free List of Foreclosures’. In those eight words were both the challenge and the opportunity for Obama. It was no longer enough to peddle hope to his young, multi-racial base. He needed to master the kind of easy economic populism which had made Bill Clinton a hero to blue-collar Americans. If he was to win in places like Kissimmee, Obama needed to combine the idealism of ‘Yes, we can’ with the stark realism of ‘It’s the economy stupid’.

That night in Kissimmee, he certainly turned out his base. When the perimeter gates opened at sundown, the few hundred early birds who rushed towards the compact, circular stage appeared to be almost exclusively young and affluent and ready for change. But in the great mass of people who followed was the proof that this campaign was now a movement drawn from every strata of American life. Immigrant families with picnic baskets and hard-hatted construction workers, elegant middle-aged ladies and elderly African American couples, red-neck boys with mullets and clean-cut, two-car, two-point-one children suburbanites. This crowd would have looked right at home at the Sarah Palin rally on Sunday. They could have passed for ‘real’ Americans.

Within spitting distance of Disney World, they were searching for a dream but also some recognition of their reality. Latino actor Jimmy Smits was their warm-up act. He played the dream presidential candidate, Matt Santos, on The West Wing and tonight his job was introduce a real and potential president. He roared at the crowd, hurling his voice and passion beyond the floodlights, into the darkness: ‘Here we are near Disney World, where dreams come true. Well, my dreams are going to come true next week.’

Just as Smits wrapped up his high-energy cheerleading, a motorcade rolled past the stage with a detachment of at least 50 outriders. Just minutes later, a local politician approached the microphone and said simply: ‘The 42nd president and the next president.’ Bill Clinton and Barack Obama walked to the podium and turned in a circle to acknowledge the crowd. They briefly got tangled in each other’s arms before grasping hands and holding them aloft; the past champion embraces the contender.

Clinton spoke first and offered a well-argued endorsement of Obama’s leadership qualities. It was not the warmest speech he had ever made, but Clinton effortlessly combined big ideas with empathy, the very same ability which made him a popular president among the common people; the very same trick that made him a very hard act to follow.

When Obama took over, it became immediately clear how much he had evolved since those first stump speeches in Iowa. Back then, there was a mechanical fluency to his delivery when he talked about real people, as if their stories were being read from cue-cards lodged behind his eyelids. Tonight, he seemed fully invested in every word he uttered. His voice had been liberated from the inner-autocue and the warmth it carried sounded spontaneous and sincere, a trait which only the very best politicians possess.

Obama had channelled the instincts of the man sitting beside him. His speech was full of the predictable centrist arguments Democrats have been making for decades, but they were delivered with the kind of folksy flourish at which Clinton excelled. Obama defended his policies without sounding defensive. The McCain people had accused Obama of being a closet socialist. His response made them sound shifty.

‘They found evidence that I shared my toys when I was in school,’ Obama joked. ‘That I split my peanut butter sandwich and gave half to a friend.’ Clinton rocked with wild laughter beside him. Obama pivoted skilfully away from socialism to Christianity to hammer home the ultimate point of this riff. ‘The Bible tells me that I am my brother’s keeper.’

Obama had learned to talk to real people, rather than merely speaking about them. And on that chilly night in Kissimmee, there was a striking lack of smugness. His idealism sounded more mature and realistic. Obama had become the steadfast pioneer, comfortable with himself and the road ahead. Just like Reagan, he had learned to mix doubt and hope and turn it into a parable. And as with Reagan, that parable could be understood by all Americans, or at least a solid electoral majority.

‘I don’t believe for a moment what I see in the polls,’ he says. ‘Power concedes nothing without a fight.’

Tens of thousands heard those words in that field near Disney World but tens of millions saw the 30-minute campaign Obama aired on national television that very same night. There were more echoes of Reagan in the opening seconds of the advert, in a golden light creeping over gently waving fields of corn. But this wasn’t morning in America, it was sunset.

Each vignette in this masterful advert told the story of a nation at the edge of darkness. In the most telling line of all, a worker at a car plant in Kentucky says, ‘We are going to lose America as we once known it [sic].’

When Obama appeared, he was sitting in an elegant, stately room not unlike the Oval Office. He was at once political and personal, speaking about his father and how he was ‘shaped more by his absence than his presence’.

In an instant, you could see yourself in Obama, but you could also see him as your president. On that night in Kissimmee, and in that commercial, Obama had pulled off a trick worthy of John Winthrop and Abraham Lincoln and FDR and, of course, Ronald Reagan: he had persuaded his fellow Americans that the only thing that would keep them safe was change. He convinced them that their only hope of sanctuary was reinvention. He had found the blend of Frontier and Ritual to match the new America.

On election day, John McCain and Sarah Palin were beaten like a gong in Osceola County. Bush’s five-point victory there in 2004 became a 20 per cent blowout for Obama in 2008.

He made it look easy. But it wasn’t. He won because he learned and evolved to match the uncertain rhythm of the Sunbelt suburbs. And he won because the Republicans lost their way along the frontier of this new America.
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