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Telling a story is like reaching into a granary full of wheat and drawing out a handful.
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—Wendell Berry, Jayber Crow







Contents



	PART ONE: THE MARCH


	1. A Polite Voice


	2. “We’re Good People Here”


	3. The Pride Paradox


	4. “Come to Help Y’all Out”


	5. Insiders, Outsiders


	PART TWO: FACES IN THE CROWD


	6. Bootstrap Pride


	7. Outlaw Pride


	8. Survivor’s Pride: Hood and Holler


	9. “I Could Have Become a White Nationalist”


	10. At the Grave’s Edge


	PART THREE: THE ROLL OF THUNDER


	11. Trial Run


	12. Liquid Politics


	13. Lightning in a Jar


	14. Pride on a Dangerous Ride


	15. An Empathy Bridge


	16. Overburden


	Goodbyes


	Acknowledgments


	Appendix 1: Research


	Appendix 2: Upper and Lower Decks on the Empathy Bridge


	Notes


	Bibliography


	Index









PART ONEThe March





1A Polite Voice

The voice was polite. The tone was measured. The accent, that of an outsider to Appalachia. The call came on an early April morning in 2017, as red and white buds on mountainside redwood and dogwood trees were slowly opening a window to spring around Pikeville, Kentucky.

The phone had rung at the office of Donovan Blackburn, Pikeville’s city manager. “My assistant poked her head into my office and asked me what we should do about a request for a permit to hold a march here down Main Street. The name was Matthew Heimbach.” A tall, lean, fortyish man with keen blue eyes, graying blond hair, and an unflappable manner, Blackburn would later tell me, “So we Googled Heimbach and found out that he was a neo-Nazi.” Donovan often used the word we to refer to his expanding team, which was later widely praised for its resilience in handling all that was to happen.

“Wherever Heimbach goes, he leaves a trail of violence behind him,” Donovan would tell me. Indeed, only nine months earlier, the man with the polite voice had co-led a white nationalist march in Sacramento, California, where people were beaten, kicked, and dragged, and ten were hospitalized with stab wounds.

Pikeville is nestled below a mountain in a struggling county within Kentucky’s 5th Congressional District (KY-5), the second-poorest of the nation’s 435 congressional districts as well as the whitest. The city had once been the hub of a thriving coal region. “We kept the nation’s lights on!” I would hear. “We fueled World War II!” Indeed, busy trains once hissed and screeched along a railroad that passed through the middle of town transporting heaps of black gold dug from the surrounding mountains into the open mouth of industrial America. But nowadays coal was leaving, drugs had come in, and the region was struggling. “People don’t really know about hard times here,” one person explained, “or else they blame us for them.” In recent years, Pike County voters had once been Roosevelt, Kennedy, and Bill Clinton Democrats. But the county had now become one of five counties in the nation most rapidly shifting Republican.

White nationalist protests had been erupting elsewhere across the nation. In the previous three months before that 2017 phone call, such groups had marched in Seattle, Washington, and Lake Oswego, Oregon. In Minneapolis, a white man shot five Black Lives Matter protesters. The white supremacist Knights Party held a Love Your Heritage flag rally in Harrison, Arkansas. In Berkeley, California, over a thousand opponents clashed with supporters of the flamboyant alt-right speaker Milo Yiannopoulos. Although California bans permitless guns in public spaces, the public university could not ban non-student California citizens from its campus, and videos would reveal masked and black-clad participants smashing glass windows and setting fires, causing the university $800,000 in damages.

In 2000, the Southern Poverty Law Center counted 599 hate groups, but by the time of Heimbach’s phone call in 2017, that number had risen to 954. Kentucky alone was headquarters for eleven. Extremist media outlets such as Alt-Right TV, White Pride Radio, and White Resistance News were also on the rise, reporting on their public events and searching for supporters.

Meanwhile, Pike County, like nearly all of Kentucky’s 120 counties, had declared itself a Second Amendment sanctuary, in which gun restrictions did not apply. Heimbach’s white nationalist marchers and their opponents, if over age twenty-one, were eligible to openly carry fully loaded guns, without background checks or permits, including assault weapons, with no restrictions on their magazine capacity. As a “stand your ground” state, Kentucky also authorizes gun carriers to shoot back in self-defense and in what they consider the defense of others. And since 2010, gun deaths in Kentucky had been on the rise.

As Donovan Blackburn would tell me, “I don’t believe in white nationalism. I grew up close by here in Greasy Creek. My ancestors lived here. My family lives here now. I went through school here. The people I come from believe in right to life, Second Amendment, and human decency. When someone comes into your community, you offer them love, dignity, and respect. We have minorities—Blacks, Jews, Muslims—and they deserve to feel as safe as anyone else. We’ll do all we can to protect them. But we’re a free country. We honor free speech. We’re good people here.”


Journey into the Divide

I had come to Pikeville with a growing concern about the nation’s growing political divide, a keen interest in an unfamiliar place, and an idea about emotion in politics that I thought could illuminate the storm I felt brewing. In my last book, Strangers in Their Own Land: Anger and Mourning on the American Right, I had ventured into the bayous and neighborhoods around the petrochemical plants of southern Louisiana and spent time getting to know people on the conservative side of the divide. There I uncovered a half-buried story—what I came to call a “deep story.” In it, many felt as if they were standing in line waiting to move forward toward the American Dream, I found. But the line was stalled, because—as it seemed to them—women, African Americans, immigrants, and refugees were “line-cutters.” The people in line were turning to right-wing politics to stop this perceived injustice.

At the time, though, I did not foresee the continuing escalation of anger at “the other side” to hate and talk of “revenge.” A Pike County businessman and ardent Trump supporter predicted that “the 2024 election is going to be violent. We’ve been polarized before, but now conversation between us has stopped. It’s like 1861. We’re leading up to a civil war.” In her research on preppers—Americans preparing for disaster—sociologist Kirstin Krusell observes that interest in prepping has surged in the aftermath of recent presidential elections, both when Barack Obama won in 2008 and again when Donald Trump won in 2016. I wanted to “go upstream” from anger to the experiences and circumstances that fueled it.

An idea had gripped the American right with electrical force and cleaved the nation: the idea that the 2020 election had been “stolen.” Sixty percent of all Americans—90 percent of Democrats and 23 percent of Republicans—believed the election was won fairly. But Trump declared it “stolen” and promised retribution.

I wanted to move my focus from the Deep South to Appalachia, with a focus on eastern Kentucky. Each of the nation’s regions has its own political tradition, history, economy, and lore. For Louisiana, it was that of the great plantations; for Appalachia, it was one of isolated settlements in a rugged mountainous landscape. Each lent a different tone to the reception of this “electric” idea.

Louisiana had long been Republican—a stationary heart, it seemed, of the right. Kentucky had been moderate but had recently moved right. According to a 2023 analysis by the Cook Political Report, in 1996 KY-5 sat almost at the nation’s political center, with nearly 235 congressional districts rated as more liberal and 200 as more conservative. But by 2023, compared to all other of the nation’s 435 congressional districts, Kentucky’s 5th Congressional District had become the second-most-conservative congressional district of all. Together with Oklahoma’s 2nd Congressional District, KY-5 “gave Donald Trump two of his five biggest local margins of victory in both 2016 and 2020.” Indeed, 80 percent of KY-5—and Pike County—voted for Trump first in 2016 and again in 2020. I wanted to learn why.

For much of American history, the Republican Party attracted anti-tax, well-to-do opponents to government welfare programs and this remains true to this day. But today it also attracts many poor whites. In 2014, Kentucky’s 5th Congressional District came in last of all the nation’s districts on a “Well-Being Index” constructed by Gallup and Healthways. In life evaluation, work environment, emotional health, physical health, healthy behaviors, and access to health care, the region ranked at the bottom. At the same time, 36 percent of KY-5 residents were covered by Medicaid, which the Republican Party had traditionally disapproved of and wish to limit. During COVID, nearly half of the residents of Pike County—one of thirty-one counties in Kentucky’s 5th Congressional District—were on Medicaid. As for the right-leaning state of Kentucky itself, 38 percent of its budget came from the federal government. My picture of the Republican Party didn’t fit the people I was getting to know, and I wondered what I was missing.

Much of my past work has focused on women, but the study of rightwing politics brought me to men. For, in 2020, 58 percent of the nation’s white voters favored Donald Trump—including 61 percent of white men, and 70 percent of white men without a bachelor’s degree.

Behind this trend seemed to me to lie a certain crisis for men. As Helena Norberg-Hodge noted in her study of Asian rural cultures under pressure to modernize, it is young males who most exhibit the strains of this trend. In the United States, marches like the one Matthew Heimbach was planning for Pikeville and militant right-wing groups as a whole were virtually all male. Blue-collar men have proved most vulnerable to so-called diseases of despair—addiction, alcoholism, and suicide—a scourge for which Appalachia has sadly become ground zero.

To some on the left, those same four words—rural, white, blue-collar, male—evoke a stereotype, one that I wished to explore from the inside rather than judge from afar. For it occurred to me that a close look at this vulnerable patch of red America—Kentucky’s 5th Congressional District—might offer clues to red America as a whole, and indeed to the winds of white nationalism blowing around the world. More than anything, I wanted to talk in depth with men who called this place home and to understand how they saw the trends impacting them, and to talk in the same way with the white nationalist who hoped to recruit them.

So my focus became a small city in Appalachia and, within it, primarily men. As it happened, it was in this very region, within this population, that I discovered a perfect storm—something that Pike County shared with much of red-state America. Since the 1970s, red states have taken the brunt of globalization: offshoring, automation, and union decline have left red states poorer and in worse health than blue states, with less well-financed schools, an increased susceptibility to accidents, and a lower life expectancy. Adding to these strains were other, newer ones—sickness and deaths from COVID-19 and climate-change-related storms.

But compared to the rest of red-state America, Pike County took an even bigger hit. Its traditional economy was in decline. Coal camps were long closed but their remains stood as reminders. Rumbling tipples that once sorted and cleaned coal now stood silent, like giant long-legged crickets. But as jobs were leaving, a drug crisis was coming in. A rogue drug company, Purdue Pharma, had targeted eastern Kentucky and West Virginia with false claims about its painkiller OxyContin, leading to widespread addiction, overdose deaths, and great personal distress. As if to take advantage of these two blows, a white nationalist march was now coming to Pikeville offering a “solution” to the community’s woes. Pikeville seemed like an epicenter of a larger crisis.

How, I wondered, were the residents Donovan Blackburn so lovingly described managing this storm? Were they turning with trust to the federal government? Only with ambivalence.30 In 1964, 77 percent of Americans declared their trust in the federal government “to do the right thing always” or “most of the time.” But by 2023, this had shrunk to 16 percent. Central to Ronald Reagan’s message in the 1980s had been a mocking critique of government services and regulations, a critique echoed by Republican president George H. W. Bush and Democratic president Bill Clinton, inspiring a general distrust of the federal government. Over half of Republicans want more power to devolve to the states, compared to only 18 percent of Democrats who do, but trust in government has declined in both parties.

Some voters favor a “strong leader,” even one who feels “above” voting. When asked by the Democracy Fund Voter Study Group whether they want a “strong leader who does not have to bother with Congress and elections,” 24 percent of Americans answered yes. Desire for such a strong leader can rise on either the right or left, of course, but in a 2017 global Pew survey of ten advanced democracies, those people favoring such a “strong leader” were two or three times more common on the right. In the United States today, 27 percent of those on the right call for such a leader, as do 14 percent of those on the left. Two years into his presidency, in 2018, Donald Trump praised Chinese president Xi Jinping: “He’s now president for life. … I think it’s great. Maybe we’ll give that a shot someday.”

“President for life”—was this said in jest, I wondered, or in a spirit of exploratory seriousness? If serious, what questions could this raise for Donovan Blackburn’s fellow townspeople and for us all? The question has resonance outside the United States, too: since 2000, the political scientist Cas Mudde observed, the world’s democracies have experienced a post–World War II wave in the radical right. By 2020 some quarter of the world population had come to live under authoritarian leadership, a vision of which Matthew Heimbach was to offer Pikeville: a “strong man” above the rule of law, the Constitution, or checks and balances. Many of the preconditions for such a wave have come to exist in the United States and elsewhere in the West—distrust of government, dismay about immigration, economic uncertainty and discontent among those outside the industrial-financial centers of power and organized labor. I wondered if America would join or resist this wave. And I wondered how this all felt to the Appalachians who kindly allowed me into their lives.





Pride and Shame

I took with me to Pikeville a deep interest in the emotions underlying politics—and in particular the emotions of pride and shame. If a leader appeals to a follower, it is usually emotion to which he or she appeals. Emotion is not a casual add-on to the cognitive talk of policies we think of as politics. On the contrary, politics can be the platter on which emotions are delivered. And to understand politicized emotion, we need to understand what people have gone through and care about.

Many Appalachians I came to know were caught in a “pride paradox.” On one hand, rural KY-5 Republicans felt fierce pride in hard work and personal responsibility. If you succeeded, you felt proud. If you failed, you felt shame. On the other hand, their beleaguered economy greatly lowered their chance of success and vulnerability to shame. This presented its victims with a dilemma: how to respond to unwarranted shame. People devised various ways to respond: turn shame inward, project shame outward, or find a creative solution to the paradox.

As I sat down to interview eastern Kentuckians, I always set my voice recorder on the table between us. Before pushing record, I explained my purpose and asked permission to record their words. “If for any reason you wish something you tell me to be off the record, please let me know. I’ll turn the recorder off,” I would say. I noticed the times when a person pointed or nodded toward the tape recorder, telling me to turn it off. Almost never was the nod to protect the speaker him- or herself; it was nearly always to protect the pride of loved ones.

Often such stories centered on drugs. One person sorrowfully described a brother who impregnated a seventeen-year-old girl and moved away to take a high-paying factory job in order to be able to pay child support. Meanwhile, the young mother became depressed, then addicted to drugs, and was forced to give up the baby to foster care. Another man described his beloved dad, a laid-off coal miner who hitchhiked rides to other mines seeking work but later fell into drugs and overdosed. This was a poignant reminder that we don’t simply feel our own sadness or shame; we also carry the sadness and shame of others.

It began to occur to me that just as Americans live in a material economy, we also live in an equally important pride economy. For while pride and shame always feel personal, the roots of these feelings lie in larger social circumstances. Among the people I met, I discovered many bases of pride—regional pride, work ethic pride, bad-boy pride, recovery pride. But what happens when a community’s primary source of pride—well-paid jobs—leaves, or when old skills or folkways become useless and devalued? What happens when—in the absence of real solutions to real problems—feelings of loss and shame become the “ore” for which politicians prospect?




Top to Bottom, Side to Side

I wanted to understand the “perfect storm” from as many vantage points as I could, top to bottom and side to side. In taking this pulse, I talked to the city’s protectors—those such as Donovan Blackburn—and also to the town’s provocateur, Matthew Heimbach. I talked with potential victims of the march—an African American resident, a Jewish refugee from Nazi Germany, and a Muslim immigrant doctor who oversaw a mosque. I talked to city leaders—a former governor of Kentucky, a mayor, assistant mayor, a judge, a car dealer, business owner, teacher, a lawn cutter, road crew leader and medical researcher, artist, pastor and others, to felons and recovering drug addicts. I talked with Democrats, independents, Republicans, and political opt-outs. All faces in an imagined typical crowd, I wanted to learn how they felt about the march, about their lives, about politics, and about pride. Indeed, for each person I came to know, I wanted to understand his story of pride and shame, his pride biography, as it were.

I also hoped to learn how the people I came to know felt about reaching out to people on the other side of our deepening political divide. At the moment, Americans seemed to be doing poorly at talking across it—especially, as it turns out, white liberals. According to a revealing 2019 Pew poll, 45 percent of Americans have stopped talking about politics with someone because of something the other person said. This included 45 percent of conservative Republicans but 60 percent of liberal Democrats. White people were also more likely to cut off conversation than Black people: 50 percent versus 37 percent. What can we learn, I wondered, from those who were keeping the gates of communication open?

As a “flatlander” from a West Coast blue state who wanted to get to know “mountain people,” as some called themselves, I planned to take my time. I’ve lived nearly all my life in coastal cities and had previously traveled to Kentucky only once, on an academic invitation. But I was not a stranger to rural life, for I had spent childhood summers on my grandmother’s dairy farm in rural Maine. By the time I was born, the cows were gone, but the barn, the milk shed, the scent, the lore, the work ethic, and a large, weedy garden remained. And with this in my mix of memories, I set off for Pike County, Kentucky, in 2017.

Pikeville carries with it many traditions from America’s past; it is 140 miles from Lexington, a station on a major route of the Underground Railroad. It is 260 miles from Fort Knox, the world’s most secure vault of concrete and steel, storing over half of the Treasury’s gold. It is 66 miles from Blair Mountain, the site of the nation’s largest post–Civil War insurrection, in which coal companies dropped bombs from World War I–era planes on striking coal miners—Black, white, and foreign-born, many of them veterans. It is 51 miles from Inez, Kentucky, where in 1964 President Lyndon Johnson famously inaugurated the War on Poverty—which was often recalled, I found, with downcast eyes or shaking heads. Johnson had vowed to “set the people of this region out on a highway of hope.” But decades after Johnson’s visit, many I talked to felt the promise unfulfilled. Many I came to know in the region felt impatient for progress and also the need to ward off a cluck-clucking outside world that seemed to either ignore or shame them. Pikeville was also 225 miles from Sinking Spring Farm, Kentucky, the birthplace of Abraham Lincoln, whose call for national and racial unity seemed a message for our time.

Then, in April 2017, flyers began appearing on Pikeville doorsteps with an image of a tall, strong dad fondly tossing a smiling child in the air, an adoring mother at his side. The flyer was addressed to “white working families” and notified residents of the upcoming white nationalist march.

Donovan Blackburn had already gotten to work. “After we got the call from Heimbach, I called the city attorney to find out the marchers’ rights and our city’s rights. Then I called our chief of police, the sheriff’s department, and the state police.” Just as he did, even worse news came in. “I got a call from the Department of Homeland Security. They’d been monitoring Facebook sites for certain buzzwords—KKK, the NSM [the National Socialist Movement, a neo-Nazi organization], the League of the South, the n-word. Counting the white nationalists and Antifa and other protesters from Louisville, Homeland Security told me they think we should prepare for two thousand, three thousand, even six thousand marchers and protesters. Here in Pikeville we’re only about seven thousand residents. I won’t say I panicked.”

Word spread and offers of help poured in. “When I heard about the march,” the mayor of the nearby town of Coal Run told me, “I called Donovan and asked, ‘How can I help? Do you need extra police coverage?’ ” Donovan had other offers of help too: “The governor called us and offered to put the National Guard on standby. State troopers were ready to be bused in. The FBI called. Even Fish and Wildlife offered to lend us a hand.”

Donovan Blackburn also received a more worrisome offer of help. “A guy from the Proud Boys called. ‘We’ve seen all the trouble Antifa caused in Berkeley,’ they told me. ‘We carry guns and we’re coming in to support you.’ I told the man, ‘We appreciate your offer, but we’re not asking for you to do that.’ ”

Then, weighing it all—the violence trailing Heimbach, the national rise of right-wing extremism, Kentucky gun laws, Pike County’s hospitable culture, his personal commitment to its culture and freedom of speech—Donovan Blackburn made a decision.

“I took a breath. Then I issued the permit.”






2“We’re Good People Here”

A gem-like city of about seven thousand, Pikeville is set in a horseshoeshaped valley gracefully looped around a small mountain, and sits at a fork of the Big Sandy River in the rolling coal-studded mountains of eastern Kentucky. Coal jobs had gone out. Drugs had come in. White nationalists were preparing to march into town.

But on the surface, this “perfect storm” was hard to see. In fact, Pikeville seemed to be quietly thriving. In June, baskets of white and purple petunias hung from streetlamp posts down a tidy, shop-lined Main Street, as did poster-sized photographs of the beaming faces of high school graduates. Anchored by a regional hospital and small university, Pikeville was described as “rich” by a number of people from the surrounding hollers, which were “poor.” Tours showcased the dramas of the once deadly backwoods feud between the McCoys and Hatfields—over the claim of a stolen pig. You could buy a Butcher Holler key chain or Coal Miner’s Daughter DVD honoring local country-and-western singer turned national star Loretta Lynn.

Pikeville seemed to be a way station between bigger cities—Louisville, Cincinnati, and Detroit, to which workers migrated in lean times—and the hollers, where clustered homes of kin and friends lined narrow roads that wound down hillsides to the valley floor. Well-kept homes were down the road from rusted-out abandoned trailers. A pastor described Pikeville as “politely Republican.” An African American administrator who had moved to Pikeville from New York described it as “safer than my neighborhood in Queens.”

As well-paid jobs were leaving the region, so were some residents. It was estimated that the population of Pike County, currently 59,000, would decline to 48,000 by 2040. Still, the town’s shop displays seemed to appeal to a desire to stay. Next to Bridgett’s Quilting on Second Street, a local shop featured a fireplace, a large sign saying home, a Christmas wreath, and a sign that read where i want to be. A featured female artist wrote, as part of her encased display, “Inspired by my great grannies … from stringing garden beans for canning to baking scratchmade cornbread, these east Kentucky ladies done it all without a single complaint.” Was this, I wondered, an appeal to restless leavers, to defiant stayers, or to nostalgic tourists? For as the Kentucky-born author and activist Wendell Berry mused during a visit, “After Americans leave the land, we keep on moving and become permanent migrants.” But maybe, the Pikeville shop displays seemed to say, one day you’ll come back and stay.

City leaders were trying hard to bring good jobs to the county. The president of the University of Pikeville—or UPike, as it is affectionately called—had publicized a series of interviews with entrepreneurs who were planning to bring industry to the area. Two prominent retired coal mine owners determined to reskill and upskill laid-off coal miners started a training center in programming and digital design called Bit Source, housed in a renovated Coca-Cola bottling plant. “A coal miner truly is a tech worker that gets dirty,” one of them, Rusty Justice, explained to me brightly. “Motivation through starvation,” one of Bit Source’s developers quipped. Bit Source was helping some, but the town was on a constant lookout for more and better jobs.




Dart on a Board or Sitting Duck?

Meanwhile, residents had begun debating: why would a neo-Nazi choose to bring trouble here, to peaceful Pikeville? Two explanations began to circulate. The first was pure chance. “That guy tacked up a map of the U.S. on a dartboard and threw a dart,” a businessman surmised. A Hampton Inn hotel clerk agreed: “That guy went through the alphabet and came to the P’s.” A powderman, who sets dynamite sticks into mountainsides to widen roadways, said, “If extremists are marching in Minneapolis, Minnesota, and Berkeley, California, and now eastern Kentucky, they’re trying to unite the right and they figure the right is located in bits and pieces all over the country.”

The second explanation was that eastern Kentucky was an easy target, “a sitting duck.” It was just the sort of place—poor, white, rural, forgotten—where the white nationalists thought they could get a hearing. “Oh, the neo-Nazis want a race war, so they’re coming to the whitest place they can find, imagining we’re racists—which we’re not,” one man told me solemnly. A middle school math teacher surmised, “The neo-Nazis are looking for a place that’s down-and-out, where good jobs have gone out, drugs poured in, and no one is noticing or helping. That’s us!”

The marchers were to bring with them two ideas—one about race, the other about the undemocratic exercise of power. Had Matthew Heimbach pored over recent national surveys, he would have discovered a link between Pike County’s demographic portrait (again, nearly all white, older, rural, high-school-educated, victims of economic downturns, native-born, poor) and views about white identity. The American National Election Studies asked some six thousand white respondents, “How important is being white to your identity?” Answers ranged from “extremely” to “not at all.” Of whites with a bachelor’s or higher degree and in the highest income bracket, only 15 percent said that their race was “extremely” or “very important.” Among those with a high school degree or less and whose households fell in the lowest income bracket, 30 percent answered that being white was “extremely” or “very important.” So, the study suggested, even in what Matthew Heimbach would imagine a “promising demographic,” two-thirds of the poorest and least-educated whites did not feel their race was “extremely” or “very important” to their identity.

Even in KY-5, the nation’s whitest congressional district, “white” was also not a simple category. As the historian David Hackett Fischer writes in Albion’s Seed, in the eighteenth century many Appalachian whites considered themselves “mixed,” and some as nonwhite. Early on, the term mixed referred to the mix of Irish, Scottish, Italian, German, English, and Scandinavian, in varying proportions. Later mixed also referred to those with Native American and African ancestry. When I first explained my project to Mayor Andrew H. Scott of Coal Run, he kindly offered to guide my inquiry, telling me proudly, “Actually, I’m Melungeon.” This refers to a mixture of white, Native American, and African American heritage. “Here in Appalachia, a number of us are.”

But economic downturns can also alter people’s feelings about race—at least for a time. In their paper “Tides and Prejudice: Racial Attitudes During Downturns in the United States, 1979–2014,” economists Arjun Jayadev and Robert Johnson trace racial attitudes between 1979 and 2014—before and after the 2008 downturn. White racial hostility rose, the researchers discovered, during periods of high white unemployment. At the same time, in a finding that is both hopeful and intriguing, this hostility fell when employment rose. This, in turn, suggests the idea that anxiety caused by one thing, in this case lost jobs, can fuel hostility regarding another, race. In the same way, anxiety about mass shootings, COVID, or climate change may fuel preexisting feelings about race or democracy. Red states generally and Appalachia in particular have suffered a bigger hit from many forms of adversity than the rest of the country. To what degree, I wondered, can skilled political leaders divert vast pipelines of emotional fuel? That might figure into an educated guess as to where white nationalist extremists might find open ears.

In the past, the federal government had given a hand to hard-hit regions of the nation, though it had now increasingly become an object of complaint—as too big, too profligate, too suspiciously “deep.” Yet in the upcoming march, Matthew Heimbach’s men would march past the federal courthouse—built in 1940 by the Works Progress Administration (WPA)—once associated with good government and still in service.

Curiously, the area’s biggest example of federal aid was the extraordinary Cut-Through, constructed by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers between 1973 and 1987. Time and again, I was asked, “Do you know about the Cut-Through?” or “Have you seen the overlook?” (which offers a view of it). Learning I was new in town, a civic-minded retired coal mine owner kindly drove me to see it. A bronze plaque there described the Cut-Through as “the largest engineering feat in the US and second in the world only to the Panama Canal. … It eliminated the disastrous flooding of the Big Sandy River by moving a 4-lane highway, a railroad and a river through the mountain.” A tourism website described Pikeville as a town that “dared to dream big” and the “tiny town that moved a mountain.” Pikeville is now a clean, dry, charming regional center, and the Cut-Through itself stands as a proud tourist site. Buried in tourist bureau write-ups, and missing from my conversations with residents, however, was a memory that the federal government had funded it.




Local Touch, Distant Dream

As Donovan Blackburn expanded his team of helpers, it came to include the dapper, bespectacled eighty-one-year-old former Democratic governor of Kentucky and emeritus chancellor of the University of Pikeville, Paul Patton. A native of the county, Patton had skyrocketed from a modest life into the governorship, from which he successfully pressed for better schools and jobs. Now retired, he was seated in his leather chair in a grand office at the University of Pikeville, images of his social ascent surrounding him in dozens of framed photos—smiling male faces, handshakes with other governors, senators, and presidents. Rising spryly from behind his desk, he moved around his chair and pointed to a great mural-sized oil painting of an expansive green lawn and pathway guiding the eye to a majestic, white-pillared home: the governor’s mansion.

Patton is memorialized again in a nine-foot bronze statue at the bottom of a flight of ninety-nine steps leading up to the entrance to the university and to the office where we sat talking. The statue’s ringed right hand crosses his chest, holding a large tablet, a replica of the state of Kentucky. He wears an academic robe over a business suit, a large volume in his other hand. Patton’s bronze gaze is directed out at his beloved Appalachia.

Born in a retrofitted corn silo in Fallsburg, Kentucky, eighty miles north of Pikeville, Patton recounted, “We ate from the garden and hunted rabbit, squirrels, hogs. We got a refrigerator when I was eleven, and a car when I was twelve. I went to a four-room elementary school built by the WPA. We didn’t use a telephone until after I graduated from high school.” Patton’s father was an itinerant schoolteacher whose own education at a local Baptist school he had reluctantly ended in the eighth grade. “Our family followed my dad, job to job. Later to earn more money, he was a construction worker on the railroad.

“My mother quit school in the eighth grade too, but she was an avid reader of Woman’s Home Companion and Good Housekeeping and got the idea to set flowers on the dining room table of our tiny house.” The father of the woman Patton met in college and married owned a coal mine and paid for the last two years of Patton’s engineering degree, later taking him into the business. In the 1970s, Patton himself became a coal mine owner, a millionaire, and a politician on the rise—from Pike County judge-executive to deputy secretary of state, leader of the Kentucky Democratic Party, and then governor of Kentucky.

“I’m known as Kentucky’s jobs-and-education-governor,” Patton told me, beaming. “When I first served in 1995, Kentucky was near the bottom in education. Thank God for Mississippi,” he chuckled, “otherwise we’d have been dead last. But in my second term, in 2003, we rose to mid-rank.”

Kentucky now ranks thirty-first out of the fifty states in education. Patton had suffered setbacks: a sex scandal, a divorce, a drug-addicted son. But in one of the nation’s hardest-hit regions, Patton, like Kentucky-born Abraham Lincoln, had climbed his own ninety-nine steps to the American Dream.

Like nearly everyone I spoke with, Patton deplored the neo-Nazis, upheld their right to march, but feared the stain of extremism on his proud town. The Kentucky legislature likewise feared that shame would be cast on the entire state. Weeks before the march was due to happen in Pikeville, it passed a resolution by voice vote, condemning the Traditionalist Workers Party, the group headed by the permit requester, Matthew Heimbach. “While they have a First Amendment right to espouse their hatred,” the resolution said, “we have a First Amendment right to stand up and say we’re not going to accept this in our community.” Sentiment from the top was clear.

Nevertheless, the march would serve as a preview of what white nationalism might look like when and if it appeared in other local towns. Rough-looking, heavily armed men in boots, with short-cropped hair, dark glasses, sullen, determined, fierce—that would be the look. The men would march rigidly, conjuring a vision of an infamous German who rose to power with the support of 30 percent of German voters in 1933. A weak and isolated left had been blamed for Germany’s shameful defeat in World War I, and the Nazi Party rose on its promises to win back the pride that had been lost with that defeat. Matthew Heimbach’s march would evoke this man and time—and so, seem strange, faraway, un-American, and to the vast majority, unwelcome. After all, the local hillside cemeteries were dotted with small American flags and Veterans of Foreign Wars grave markers and floral bouquets. “A lot of our grandfathers and great-grandfathers fought the Nazis,” a retired nurse told me as I watched her wash an ancestor’s gravestone, “and we haven’t forgotten.”

Meanwhile, the current president of the University of Pikeville, having refused to allow white nationalist protesters on campus, had just received a death threat. Who issued it? No one knew. The Pikeville city manager also faced risks. “The FBI warned me that my own name was being used on Twitter,” Donovan said, adding calmly, “in a negative way.”

Donovan prepared for the use of massive force while minimizing public alarm. “We planned for anti-riot armored vehicles to be on hand, along with National Guard personnel, but we decided to keep them in the town’s Expo Center, out of sight,” he said. Then came a last-minute inspiration. “In other cities, the extremists often hid their identity,” Donovan explained, “so the Pikeville City Commission passed an emergency order: ‘no masks or hoods to be worn in public places.’ This way we can see their faces and know who they are. We also added a misdemeanor penalty and fine of up to $250 and maximum stay of fifty days in jail.”

Meanwhile, the University of Pikeville’s energetic chaplain, Rob Musick, had an idea. A forty-one-year-old man with a luminous smile, in rimless glasses and clerical collar, bearded, balding, Musick paid a visit to retired Chancellor Patton in his spacious office.

“Pike County’s hit tough times. The last thing we need is outside extremists coming here,” the chaplain told Patton. “In the news, that’s going to give us a black eye. We’ll look as bad as Berkeley, the last thing we need.” But, Musick continued, “we need to teach our students how to deal with extremists. Otherwise, they won’t know how to. So shouldn’t we engage Matthew Heimbach in an on-campus dialogue?”

Drawing on the full authority of his many high offices—as Kentucky’s two-time governor, CEO of a coal company, university president, and chancellor—Paul Patton stood before the young chaplain, arms folded. “He got very quiet and red in the face,” the chaplain later recalled.

Then Patton declared:

“Free speech? Yes.

“Humanizing exchange? Of course.

“But hate speech from a neo-Nazi thug on our own University of Pikeville campus?

“Absolutely not!”






3The Pride Paradox

That’s all right,

That’s okay,

You’re goin’ to work for us

One day!

“In my freshman year at Pikeville Independent High School, I remember Lexington High football team came down to play us. They thought they were better than us. They were city. We were hicks. They were rich. We were poor. They were sure they were going to butcher us. But that was our hick chant against them, because in the 1980s, we were in the middle of a coal boom. Many of my classmates were overnight rich—you could say nouveau riche. There were Mercedeses in our school parking lot.

“Coal!” Andrew Scott was restraining his Great Dane, who was wrestling with the family’s rambunctious Australian shepherd, named Chief (short for “police chief,” bought and named in honor of law enforcement after he saw police being denigrated by Antifa protestors in Portland, Oregon). A beloved, two-term mayor of Coal Run, Scott was sitting in the wood-paneled study of his spacious mountaintop home, surrounded by a wide skirt of green lawn. On one wall were mounted heads of elk and deer. To the side of the stone fireplace stood a decorative foot-and-a-half square rock of shiny coal—near its place of use but on display. On the mantel was a collection of brass elephants, which Andrew’s paternal grandmother had collected over the years, representing the family’s political leaning even back through the 1880s, when Democrats had a three-to-one advantage in the Kentucky state legislature. Scott was from an old Pike County family that had purchased vast tracts of mineral rights to sell to coal companies in the mid-1880s—a source of grief to farmers who were sold rights to the surface of that same land and who sometimes found coal companies digging up their gardens and even graveyards. In the 1980s, as a Pike County circuit court judge, Scott’s father ruled in favor of a local landowner against a subsidiary of Bethlehem Steel—a case that was appealed and finally won in the Supreme Court.

A tall, brown-haired man in his early forties, Andrew Scott wore rimmed glasses and displayed a boyish, studious expression. A firm low-tax low-spend Republican, Andrew largely came to his dedication to former President Trump through hereditary tradition. He was deeply devoted to Coal Run, which bordered Pikeville. “We’re pretty much two shopping malls on each side of Route 23, but we boast the lowest property taxes rate in the state, not a dollar wasted,” he added proudly. Andrew’s Twitter account showed an appreciative video of a snowplow’s headlights beaming through pelting nighttime snow as it cleared narrow mountainside roads on Christmas Eve. “Rising prices for gas, eggs, and other things are tough on us,” Scott said. “In August, we gave out free school backpacks and supplies to Coal Run children, and they need them.” On Halloween, he passed out candy to children, and on Christmas, toys. “I think we’re a great little town here. We love America, but the county’s been hit hard and I’m doing what I can to help and voting for the Republican party helps us here.”



Pride and Shame: A Lens

My talks with Andrew Scott, like those with Donovan Blackburn, former governor Paul Patton, and others, were helping me grasp how such town leaders saw the town’s needs. But how did the people living farther out in Pike County see their place in the world, and how might they react to the various political appeals that were being made to them?

Prompting my questions was a set of hunches I’d brought with me from my prior research on right-leaning residents of Louisiana in the years leading up to the 2016 election of Donald Trump. I began with the idea that emotion almost always underlies the appeal of any political candidate. As a potential experience, many emotions exist within any voter. As one man told me, “The first thing a political leader appeals to is fear, then to grief, then pride and shame.” But I focus here on pride and shame, especially unwarranted shame.

Let me briefly lay out a few premises before continuing, because these premises form this story’s backdrop. Pride and shame signal the juncture between the identity we hold out to the world, and how the world responds to our identity. Pride functions as an emotional “skin of the self,” so to speak; it signals when our identity is safe, accepted, and admired, and when we are in danger of rejection. It is our inner response to our outer appearance. Shame also feels like a “skin”—one we wish to shed. We all feel a desire for pride and fear of shame. This is insightfully explored in David Keen’s 2023 book Shame: The Politics and Power of an Emotion, whose thinking dovetails with this book’s (and which also draws on my last book Strangers, even as I now draw on insights in his). As such, other emotions also enter in response to pride and shame, of course; for example, we may feel eager for pride, and angry at being shamed.

Aristotle describes pride as the “crown of virtues”—an emotion we feel when achieving something great. (In the thirteenth century, pride was often associated with arrogance, “inordinate self-esteem,” or “conceit,” a connotation I set aside here.) Instead, I focus on pride as a feeling of “being of use.” Indeed, the word pride is derived from the Late Latin prode, which means “being of use”—implicitly, to a person, a group, or a communally-held goal. When I asked Andrew what made him feel proud, he answered that, next to being a family man, it was “helping Coal Run.”

I use the word pride as a master term, with honor, respect, and status being distinct subtypes of it. Shame is the mirror opposite of pride, and is likewise a master term referring to a range of feelings such as humiliation, mortification, or embarrassment. Shame is felt as an unpleasant sense of self-deflation. It is often associated with remorse, self-mortification, or fear of punishment. Shame, as I see it, is the feeling that we have done wrong in the eyes of others. Guilt is the feeling that we have done wrong in our own eyes. We can, of course, experience the two independently or together. What makes shame especially important is that it can stir preexisting feelings of inadequacy from which we seek rescue, and it can also serve as the basis of political appeal.

Along with pride and shame, we experience secondary attitudes toward these feelings. If I am shamed, do I deserve to feel shamed? Or deserve to feel proud? On the basis of what? While such bases of pride are in some contention, we find ourselves—if society holds together—in a national pride economy. I had discovered some sense of challenged pride in my study of the petrochemical belt around Lake Charles, Louisiana, and so I could hazard guesses about a wider, similarly voting region of the right-swinging South. But how, I wondered, might the very building blocks of pride come together in such a way as to predispose a people to one or another political viewpoint?

As children, we are assigned a place in a material economy, within which we earn our way. So too with our placement in the pride economy. We are born into a region, a social class, a race, a gender, and these increase or decrease our value in the wider pride economy. Each of these characteristics comes with the highly contested notion of privilege. For example, the coal region of Appalachia, once the nation’s major source of electrical power, has suffered decline. Pride in the job of coal miner and in the moral fortitude and know-how the job requires, pride in being in a region so central to the nation—all these have shifted.

As a result, many I came to know felt under social attack, for they had suffered a certain loss of “structural” or “carried” pride. That is, to varying extents, most people “carry” the pride or shame of a larger entity—a region, a nation, a football team, a family—whose standing in the pride economy is beyond their control (i.e., structural). Many people, like Mayor Andrew Scott and college chaplain Rob Musick, spoke as if they had to defend “being a hillbilly” in a national, urban court of opinion where “hillbillies” were excluded from the concept of diversity. “If you go to a bigger city,” a graduate student named Ashley told me, “They think you talk wrong and your views are out of date. People ask you to repeat what you just said because they can’t understand.”

Or they joke. Ashley visited Boston on a school trip with Upward Bound, a federally funded pre-college preparation program, and recalled visiting a bookstore. “After I spoke with the man behind the counter, he asked where I was raised, and when I said eastern Kentucky, he leaned over the counter to see if I was barefoot. It was a joke, but it made me aware there was a joke to be made about me that I couldn’t make about him.” Being the butt of stereotyping could even give strangers a potential point in common. For example, when I told one man that my father had a strong New England accent that turned “yard” into “yaaad” and my name, Arlie, into “Ahlee,” the man smiled in sympathy and said, “Blessings on him.”

It reminds me of a scene in Barbara Kingsolver’s superb novel Demon Copperhead, in which the titular character, in a public bathroom, says, “This is what I would say if I could, to all smart people of the world with their dumb hillbilly jokes: We are right here in the stall. We can actually hear you.”

Without thinking much about it, we draw on different bases of pride—national, regional, professional, intellectual, and moral—as well as pride related to cultural values assigned to our ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, and body type. Clearly, some of these bases of pride are beyond our personal control. But we nonetheless pool these separate bases of pride to form a generalized sense of personal pride, normally without giving it much thought. The more highly placed a person is, the less they tend to think about it.

We live in both a material economy and a pride economy, and while we pay close attention to shifts in the material economy, we often neglect or underestimate the importance of the pride economy, parallel to its station within the nation’s material economy. Just as the fortunes of Appalachian Kentucky have risen and fallen with the fate of coal, so has its standing in the pride economy. Our standings in the material and pride economies are often connected in ways we hardly notice. In our pride bank account we may have enough, and so we can spend it on extras, or we may have not a penny to spare.

And our place in the material economy is often linked to that in the pride economy. If we become poor, we have two problems. First, we are poor (a material matter), and second, we are made to feel ashamed of being poor (a matter of pride). If we lose our job, we are jobless (a material loss) and then ashamed of being jobless (an emotional loss). Many also feel shame at receiving government help to compensate that loss. If we live in a once-proud region that has fallen on hard times, we first suffer loss, then shame at the loss—and, as we shall see, often anger at the real or imagined shamers.

But the pride economy is also linked to our placement in cultural hierarchies that shift independent of the economy. Just as the material economy vacillates according to the impact of world trade or regional booms and busts, so our position in the pride economy varies with shifts in culture. In Appalachia, the pride stories I heard often hinged not simply on earning wealth—despite the early Pikeville football chant—but on the fortitude and ingenuity it took to be poor.

But in doing so, we become only dimly aware of how much each basis of our personal sense of pride is subject to influences far removed from our personal intention or wishes. For example, pride in a closeness to nature or rural life is subject to rise or decline in a shared cultural view of rural life itself—which shifts depending on broad cultural trends. While romanticized on holiday cards, rural life has also become linked in the public mind with things dull, backward, behind the times, while the city is associated with the new and exciting. For example, in the “rural purge” of 1971, television networks canceled many shows centered on rural life, like Green Acres, Hee Haw, Lassie, Petticoat Junction, and The Beverly Hillbillies, replacing them with programming aimed at urban audiences. Pride is embedded in public narrative.

At one point, places of coal and oil extraction were heralded as key national assets—high in the pride economy—and later as places of contaminated streams and flattened mountains, low in the pride economy. A young man drove me up a mountain near his home to look out at the jagged horizon. “See that mountain there? And that one over there? They should not be flat. Their tops were blasted off, the land scarred up, topsoil dumped in the creek. To me, there’s nothing more beautiful than our mountains. But mountain-blasting is a damn shame. People ask how we let it happen.”

People take personal pride in many other aspects of life also subject to change. Even in body type, certain features go in and out of fashion as desirable, and so as objects of pride. Large breasts and hips were points of pride in the 1940s and 1950s, while smaller breasts and longer legs were admired in the 1960s. At one point in time, thin and blond may be in, and at another time curvy and dark-haired may be. A beauty ideal may be white for a time, or Asian or Black at another time. In this way, many if not all bases of personal pride are, in unnoticed ways, wired to cultural shifts in the wider society. In just such ways we may suffer from carried shame, rooted in the fate of a region—due to such things as company closures or corporate drug sales—along with all that is within our personal control.




The Pride Paradox

Looming largest as a basis of pride is our closeness to the American Dream. A term first coined by author and historian James Truslow Adams in 1931, the American Dream evoked the idea of life in the middle-class—a secure job, a home, a car—and the idea of earning one’s way up, a man outearning his father.

But attached to this dream is a hidden paradox, which creates different cultural worlds—a red-state world of lower opportunity and strict expectations, and a blue-state world of higher opportunity and less-strict expectations. Within the red-state world, as we shall see, those who can’t reach the American Dream are vulnerable to shame. Those caught in this predicament can make one of three “moves” in response to shame.

But first, the paradox itself. It is made up of two parts—the presence in one’s region of economic opportunity and one’s cultural belief about responsibility for accessing it. From roughly 1970 on, the United States gradually divided into two economies—the winners and losers of globalization. Rising in opportunity have been cities and regions with diversified economies, often the site of newer, less vulnerable industries, which typically hired college-educated workers in service and tech fields. Declining in opportunity have been rural and semi-rural areas, offering blue-collar jobs in older manufacturing industries more vulnerable to offshoring and automation. These also include regions where jobs are based on extracting oil, coal, and other minerals, the demand for which fluctuates with world demand. The urban middle class, which leans Democratic, has become a so-called mobility incubator, while many rural blue-collar areas, now leaning Republican, have become mobility traps. Between 2008 and 2017, one study found, the nation’s Democratic congressional districts saw median household income rise from $54,000 to $61,000, while incomes in Republican districts fell from $55,000 to $53,000. In recent years, residents in Republican districts have suffered higher rates of COVID than residents in Democratic districts. Studies of optimism reflect a person’s closeness to or distance from the opportunity to achieve the American Dream—the least optimistic being poor rural whites, who are more pessimistic than poor urban Blacks. Also, those living in Republican counties—and especially the white males in them—have suffered higher death rates than those living in Democratic counties. Over time, death rates have decreased in Democratic counties more than in Republican ones; the gap between those two rates increased more than sixfold from 2001 to 2019. Just as a flagging economy has led to lost pride in Kentucky’s 5th Congressional District, so it has for others in the nation’s red counties as well.

The second part of the paradox lies in core ideas about hard work and individual responsibility for one’s economic fate. Most of us have attached some idea about individualism to our view of the American Dream. This is the core belief in what the sociologist Max Weber called the Protestant ethic and credited as the motivational engine driving capitalism. Hard work is twinned with the idea of individual responsibility. If you find yourself a success, take full credit for it yourself. If you find yourself a failure, that too is on you. We don’t have to be Protestant, of course, to feel the influence of the Protestant ethic, but as a basis for pride, its influence is deep and wide.

More Republicans than Democrats hold to the old-time Protestant ethic, however hardworking members of each party are. When asked in a national survey why it is that a person ends up being poor, 31 percent of Republicans (party members or those who lean that way) say it is due to “circumstances beyond their control,” in contrast to 69 percent of Democrats (party members or those who lean that way). Similarly, 71 percent of Republicans but only 22 percent of Democrats think “people are rich because they work hard.” For Appalachians—many of whose ancestors came from Scotland and Ireland, the population Weber took as prime examples of this ethic-crediting or blaming yourself for success or failure is based on a centuries-long tradition. “We’re more old-fashioned in a lot of ways,” Andrew Scott told me, and taking responsibility for your own success is probably one of them.” Thus, people growing up in the two kinds of economy experience different degrees of moral pinch between the cultural terms set for earning pride and the economic opportunity to do so.

Regardless of political party, in the United States, the poor are nearly as likely as the rich to believe that one is individually responsible for one’s economic fate. In a 2020 poll conducted by NPR, the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, and Harvard’s T. H. Chan School of Public Health, a random sample of Americans across class lines were asked: “For each of the following, please tell me how important you think it is for being economically successful in America today.” The various factors included hard work, coming from an upper-income family, growing up in an upper-income neighborhood, and a person’s racial or ethnic background. Among those in the top 1 percent (family income of $500,000 or more), 93 percent felt hard work got them there. Only about a third or less thought growing up in an upper-income family or neighborhood or race made any difference. But even among the very poorest—those with a family income of $35,000 or less—a full 87 percent answered “hard work.” No more than a third felt that a boost from social class, race, or ethnicity made it easier to rise. Rich or poor, the idea is that whether you rise or fall depends on you.

As mentioned earlier, the American Dream tacitly refers to a young man who not only is doing well for himself but also is doing better than his father, achieving father-to-son upward mobility. A man we shall meet later described his father’s feelings about hard work as the ticket to success: “My dad had a very hard life and had to try his hardest at the things he did. He was not one to accept excuses for not trying hard enough. He would tell me, ‘Try your very best.’ But at the end of it, he could say to himself and to me, ‘Your best isn’t good enough. You’re not trying hard enough.’ That’s because he had to try so hard, so young.” Reflecting on his own life, the son told me, “So sometimes I wonder if I have the right to feel proud of myself, since I haven’t pushed myself as hard as I think he did.”

On the issue of individual responsibility, in recent years, Republicans and Democrats have become increasingly divided. In 2014, 47 percent of Republicans agreed that a person is poor generally “because of a lack of effort on their part.” But by 2017, that rose to 56 percent. In 2014, 29 percent of Democrats agreed, but by 2017 that had sunk to 19 percent—creating a yawning gap between the two parties of 37 percentage points.

Thus Republicans unwittingly impose harsher conditions for deserving pride even as they struggle with making a living in the hardest-hit regions—those more prone to factory closures and lowered wages. Democrats are more likely to credit “larger circumstances” for their more fortunate fates.

So across the nation, a poignant, unnamed pride paradox has taken shape. And it is this: We have divided into two economies and two cultures, one red, one blue. Red states faced both tougher economic times and the more demanding, old-school brand of individualism in which no government help, no class or racial advantage—only one’s own hard work—could account for one’s fate. Those in blue states experience better economic times through a less shame-inducing cultural lens.

Interestingly, Republicans also have stronger faith than do Democrats in capitalism without government help or regulation—that is, raw capitalism. In the states they control, unregulated capitalism has given them a rougher ride. Whatever its ups and downs, the unhampered free market works best, according to Adam Smith in The Wealth of Nations, guided only by its own trustworthy “invisible hand.” But that hand has been hardest on the populations who most believe in that hand, and easier on populations that call for activist welfare policies as part of the mix. Again, if the supply of premium coal becomes exhausted or natural gas undersells coal, many Republicans believe this is the invisible hand of capitalism at work, and the individual’s job is to adapt to it by working harder.

Particularly for Republicans, the individual American Dream has been hooked to a corporate American Dream—one of greater shareholder profit. During much of the twentieth century the two dreams linked together well. But from the 1970s on, increasingly the two dreams have clashed. Through offshoring, many corporations hired cheaper labor in places such as Mexico, China, and Vietnam, raising profits by lowering the cost of labor. That is the corporate American Dream, as William Greider argues in One World Ready or Not, one which broke free from the former restraints imposed on one hand by labor unions and on the other hand by the federal government.

Eastern Kentucky coal companies reduced crew size by introducing machines to do the work and by shifting their operations elsewhere. Revelation Energy, Blackjewel, and Peabody, for example, moved their operations from Kentucky to Wyoming, currently the main source of U.S. coal.

Both political parties accepted the clash between the American Dream and the corporate American Dream. But to manage the painful fallout, the Democrats turned to the federal government and the Republicans redoubled faith in—and participation in—the corporate American Dream. In fact, Republicans generally oppose interfering with the practices of corporate giants, even those which hurt small business.

So what happens, I wondered, when workers are exhorted to believe that capitalism needs no government hand and that each individual working in it bears personal responsibility for how well or poorly he or she fares—and then companies pull out? Those left behind find themselves trapped inside a pride paradox.

Most hurt are those who live in regions depleted of good jobs and who also lack training for other good jobs, wherever they are. Doubly blocked, they become vulnerable to structural shame.




From Structural Shame to Personal Shame

But how does a man go from getting laid off the job—through no fault of his own—to blaming himself for an absence of personal responsibility and feeling shame? Over lunch, one forty-year-old grandson of a coal miner offered an answer. “Shame comes gradually. Let me give you an example of guys around where I live. First thing, a guy gets his layoff slip and he blames the inspector. Then the supervisor. Then he shakes his fist at the Obama administration for putting in the Clean Air Act and adds in Biden and the Democratic Party and the deep state.

“Then when his unemployment runs low and his wife asks for money for groceries for the kids, he faces a hard choice—if you need money and don’t have a degree, you’ve got to leave. But his family’s here and he doesn’t want to leave.

“That’s when he starts to feel bad about himself. He looks around at the jobs on offer at $9.00 or $10.50 an hour, and he turns his nose up at what he thinks of as girly service jobs because he can’t support his family on that kind of money. But then his partner says, ‘We need to feed the kids.’ So he takes the crap job, and she says, ‘There’s still not enough money for food, gas, and fixing the roof.’

“It’s then that his shame begins to get stronger, because now he feels the problem is on him. And if he leaves on Route 23 looking for work and comes back empty-handed, that’s shame waiting for him at home.

“Then if he gets into drugs—take it from me—he’s ashamed. That can lead to divorce and separation from his kids, and now he’s on the dole. He always felt superior to others he saw on the dole. And now he’s on it too. So he’s ashamed about that and mad that he’s made to feel ashamed.

“Then he may read some op-ed in the Appalachian News-Express calling people like him a deadbeat for not supporting his family and paying taxes the town needs for its sewer repair. He’s not a contributor.

“On top of all that, he sees on the internet people outside the region firing insults at him as ignorant, racist, sexist, or homophobic. Now he’s mad at the shamers. And by this point he’s forgotten about the shame. He’s just plain pissing mad.”




The Precarity of Pride

For eastern Kentuckians, economic life had long been up and down, beginning with down. “Before coal, we were living a tough pioneer life here,” Andrew Scott explained. “We had been poor and made to feel ashamed for being poor. Coal pulled us out of poverty.” Ever since the Chesapeake and Ohio Railway first came to Pikeville in 1905 to haul away the immense local coal deposits, production rose and rose. By 1977 Pike County led the entire state of Kentucky in cumulative production—a record that it still holds, and one that is a point of great pride. It was around then that Andrew Scott recalls seeing Mercedeses in the parking lot of his school.

In a neighborhood of some fifty homes in Pikeville called Bowles Addition—where former Governor Patton now lives—sit formal, white-pillared mansions, once homes of those at the top of the pride economy: coal barons. “Within a ten-mile radius of the town there are more than a hundred people with a net worth of a million dollars or more, making the area one of the largest concentrations of millionaires in Kentucky,” according to a 1983 article in National Geographic. Nor was it only coal company owners who flourished. Independent truck miners—men with a truck, a pick, and an idea where surface coal could be found—as well as miners who worked deep underground, many lifted from poverty. Thanks to their new salaries, the great Kentucky journalist Harry M. Caudill wrote, “lace curtains fluttered” from the miner’s wife’s windows, and “flashy carpets covered her pine floors.” Miners might also wear “silk underwear and shirts and expensive Stetson hats.”

At the same time, coal didn’t pull everyone out of poverty, or not permanently. For Scott also grew up to see Appalachia viewed as one of the nation’s main examples of abject poverty. He recalled a 1964 CBS News special called Christmas in Appalachia (available on YouTube) of life in Beaver Creek, a half hour’s drive northwest of Pikeville. “A lot of people around here felt offended by reports like that. We’re shown as dirt poor, uncombed hair, ragged clothes, objects of pity.” In a concerned voice, CBS journalist Charles Kuralt asked one father, a man who looked older than his years, why he didn’t send his children to school. “Because classmates would make fun of their clothes,” came the answer. A child would “feel so embarrassed to go in front of other kids in the condition they’re in, so they wouldn’t learn anything.” This embarrassment left a parent with “no cause to send them.” Poignantly, the show itself, like others to follow, revealed to Appalachians how poor they seemed to outsiders. To many I spoke with, these well-intentioned films portraying hard times in Appalachia evoked shame and resentment at being shamed. The message they gave was “the world feels sorry for us, but it hasn’t bothered to get to know us—especially all we’ve done and are proud of.”

“I’ve felt personally proud to live in the energy capital of the world,” Scott continued, “and proud of my neighbors who were miners.” For most, jobs were handed down through families, father to son to grandson. “My granddad and father both worked in the mines,” one man in his thirties told me. Like a family recipe or heirloom, he spoke of it as a shared trade bound by generations. Even when a miner warned his sons away from mining, because it was too dangerous and caused black lung disease, a man might say he wasn’t in mining because “my dad told me not to.” Men I spoke to seemed proud of the father-to-son tradition even if they had stepped out of it.

Miners were appreciated for their knowledge, their competence, and the qualities of character their jobs called for, including bravery, tenacity, and patience, as well as their capacity to manage boredom, discomfort, and, most of all, fear—of a collapsing mine wall, dangerous trapped fumes, equipment failures, and shortened lives. One appreciative daughter relayed the life of her coal-mining father in this way: “Dad would take off his lamp, put his lunch pail down, and sit at the kitchen table. My mom brought him coffee and my sister and I picked off pieces of coal from my father’s shins. In the mine, he had to walk stooping over in a low-ceilinged shaft to get to his spot, then lie flat and pick coal. He ate lunch lying on his side. He did that every day but Sunday for my mom and us seven girls.

“See that?” she continued, pointing to a framed picture on her living room wall. “I cut that out from the front page of the Mineworkers’ Journal and framed it because it reminds me of my dad.” The image was of a lean man in a headlamp, a battery pack at his belt, his face looking out, his expression worried. Below the image were the words “NO WORK TOMORROW.” “That happened to my dad; he got laid off,” she said. “We grew our own beans—corn, turnips, potatoes—and raised hogs. But during strikes, we needed food stamps. We didn’t think we were poor or would ever need government help. Around here, that’s shameful. But we needed government help. So we took the welfare check to shop at a store away from town, where they didn’t know us. We didn’t want to be seen. Dad endured a lot.”




Lost Jobs

Just as the demand for coal had risen in this one-industry county—especially through the 1990s—it fell. In 2000 coal had provided 52 percent of the nation’s electricity, but by early 2024 that had dropped to 16 percent. The coal industry also automated. By 1948, the continuous mining machine—a sort of conveyor belt with teeth—was already reducing the average mine work crew from “thirteen or fourteen miners to just six or seven, while producing more coal,” according to historian Max Fraser. Next came the rise of fracking to increase the supply of natural gas. Then in the 1990s demand for coal fell, taking with it jobs as coal truckers, machine repair technicians, and restaurant workers. “Since the 1990s, we’ve been losing coal jobs and now we’re in free fall,” Andrew explained. In 1990, Kentucky had 30,498 coal jobs; in 2000 it had 14,508 jobs, and by 2020 only 3,874 jobs. I could see faded I LOVE COAL stickers on the backs of more than a few trucks and cars. When jobs went out, labor unions—which once connected workers to the Democratic party—largely went out with them.

“I live at the top of our holler,” Andrew explained, “and up here we have about thirty nice homes, all spaced out. Ten years ago, my neighbors were wealthy coal company executives and miners. But those men have been laid off. One ex-miner went to barber school. One retrained to become a nurse. We have former coal miners who are homeless, living under bridges, because they don’t want to live in a shelter. Neighbors and friends lend a hand. There is a miner’s discount day—20 percent off—in local stores. When I was city commissioner there was Coal Miner Appreciation Day that offered free haircuts. Today up here, our neighbors are doctors working at the Pikeville Medical Center.”

There was another terrible loss Andrew wasn’t counting. In search of coal, companies had begun using monster machines to blast off the tops of mountains—five hundred across Appalachia, three hundred of those in Kentucky alone, some in Pike County just off the “hillbilly highway,” Route 23. Tons of soil had been dumped into streambeds, contaminating water and harming wildlife. Some companies, such as Blackjewel in Harlan County, promised to remediate the damage they caused but declared bankruptcy before doing so. The nation’s most eloquent defender of rural life, Kentucky-based writer Wendell Berry, sat in at the governor’s office in a protest against mountaintop removal. “Coal you burn once and it’s gone. But the mountaintops you blast off, the water you contaminate, the wildlife you disrupt—those injuries last forever,” Berry was to remark later, when I and others were to meet him.

In addition to the losses of jobs, ex-miners felt hurt by another loss, just as important as that of jobs—a depreciation in the value of their competence and knowledge. A miner knew how to read the seams in a mine wall, to time blasts, to repair broken equipment, to sense danger. A miner possessed a vast store of knowledge specific to a particular time, place, and trade, but it was little use outside those particular circumstances. As some residents began to leave, a miner could also lose parts of the very community that appreciated his knowledge and the work he’d done.

Many saw their lives described by the musical legend John Prine, whose parents were born in Muhlenberg County, Kentucky:



Well, the coal company came with the world’s largest shovel,

They tortured the timber and stripped all the land

Well, they dug for their coal till the land was forsaken

And wrote it all down as the progress of man.




And Pikeville-born country-and-western musician Dwight Yoakam warned of bad news, whether the miner stayed in the mines or quit and left:



Have you ever heard

A mountain man cough his life away

From diggin’ that black coal

In those dark mines, those dark mines,

If
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