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Four years ago, at a fundraiser in New York City, then-Senator Hillary Clinton 

described soon-to-be-President Donald Trump’s supporters as falling into one of two 
baskets. You could put half of them, she said, “into what I call the basket of deplorables,” 
those who are “racist, sexist, homophobic, xenophobic, Islamaphobic — you name it.” 
The other basket of people, she said, “are people who feel that the government has let 
them down, the economy has let them down, nobody cares about them, nobody worries 
about what happens to their lives and their futures, and they’re just desperate for 
change.” 

I’m not sure why Clinton chose baskets for her analogy, but my guess is that she 
was thinking more wastebasket than gift basket. In the days and years since, Clinton has 
been rightly pilloried for the remark. Most people on her side of the political aisle 
reacted less to the substance of the remark than to its consequence as a strategic 
blunder. In political parlance, it’s known as a Kinsley gaffe — when a politician 
accidentally tells the truth. 

Jennifer Silva has spent lots of time over the past four years with people in both 
of Clinton’s categories. An assistant professor of Public and Environmental Affairs at 
Indiana University in Bloomington, she spent months in coal towns in America’s 
heartland, interviewing both natives and newcomers. In the wake of the 2016 election, 
her goal was to figure out how the lives of working-class Americans informed their 
politics. Her findings, which are uniformly grim and depressing, appear in her recent 
book We’re Still Here: Pain and Politics in the Heart of America. 

In an interview discussing her findings, Silva describes the inhabitants of post-
industrial towns and neighborhoods, whose lives have been devastated by economic 
collapse and rampant addictions. She says, “They have all become acutely distrustful of 
the institutions that could connect their individual problems up to collective action.” 
Many are “struggling to convince themselves that ‘America’ stands for something larger 
than individual greed.” 

“Big money runs this country,” one interviewee told Silva. “If you think they’ll 
take less so you can have more, you’re ignorant. They keep us bickering amongst 
ourselves while they live above the law.” The few who vote, Silva says, tend to choose the 
candidate who is in your face and doesn’t “give a crap,” in the words of another 
interviewee, “because we don’t give a crap, and that’s what this country needs.” 

In this cauldron of cynicism, conspiracy theories abound, especially among young 
people. Silva says, “Betrayed by institutions, detached from political or religious 
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organizations, and distrustful of government, young working-class adults briefly lit up, 
their faces flushed, words flowing quickly, when they proved to me that they could not 
be fooled by the illusion of democracy.” 

What unites people in these communities, if anything at all unites them, Silva 
says, is “the presence of trauma, often due to sexual abuse, abandonment, economic 
dislocation, injury or addiction in their lives or their families.” She speculates that 
perhaps “affinities built around pain could serve as a bridge between individuals and the 
larger society, perhaps replacing or supplementing older kind of identity politics, like 
class or race.” 

It’s certainly true that both Black Lives Matter and the #Me Too movement arose 
from affinities built on pain. But if Silva has accurately taken the temperature of life 
among working-class people in America’s devastated heartland, and the evidence  
suggests she has, then extremist groups like the Wolverine Watchmen, who plotted to 
kidnap Michigan Gov. Gretchen Whitmer, are more likely to emerge than any groups 
interested in constructive political engagement. This trend is bad on all fronts — 
personally devastating for those in the heartland, emotionally disconcerting for those of 
us who worry about others in need, and politically devastating for our democracy. 

What’s to be done? In spiritual terms, the first question to ask is not how other 
people need to change their minds or hearts, but rather how we need to change. No 
matter the context, you and I have no control over what other people think, or say, or do 
— except to the extent that we can change to what they are reacting. In this situation, I 
believe there is something we can do — and indeed, need to do. 

One of the unstated factors that made people eligible for one of Clinton’s baskets 
becomes clearer in Silva’s repeated use of the term “working-class,” which is a polite way 
of indicating that they aren’t educated — that is, they don’t have a college degree. To be 
sure, two-thirds of American adults don’t have college degrees, so they have lots of 
company. But what most clearly separates the so-called elites on the coasts from the so-
called deplorables in the heartland is the high value we place on education — whether 
we happen to be college-educated or not. This pattern of looking up to those who are 
highly educated and looking down upon those who are not is, in the words of renowned 
political philosopher Michael Sandel, “the last acceptable prejudice.” 

In his just-published book titled The Tyranny of Merit: What’s Become of the 
Common Good?, which Sandel previewed in a New York Times op-ed, he points out that 
two-thirds of whites without a college degree voted for Trump in 2016, while 70 percent 
of voters with advanced degrees voted for Clinton. This shift of the populist banner from 
Democrats to Republicans has been happening for several decades, Sandel says. It has 
occurred because contemporary liberalism has changed its focus — from the world of 
blue-color workers and the contributions they make to the common good to the world of 
white-collar workers and the credentials that establish their supposed merit. 

In his op-ed, Sandel describes this meritocratic political project as follows: “At 
the heart of this project are two ideas: First, in a global, technological age, higher 
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education is the key to upward mobility, material success and social esteem. Second, if 
everyone has an equal chance to rise, those who land on top deserve the rewards their 
talents bring.”  

The politicians espousing this path, Sandel goes on to say, “have missed the insult 
implicit in the meritocratic society they are offering: If you did not go to college, and if 
you are not flourishing in the new economy, your failure must be your own fault.” He 
adds, “By telling workers that their inadequate education is the reason for their troubles, 
meritocrats moralize success and failure and unwittingly promote credentialism — an 
insidious prejudice against those who do not have college degrees… At a time when 
racism and sexism are out of favor (discredited though not eliminated), credentialism is 
the last acceptable prejudice.” 

Sandel concludes, “Building a politics around the idea that a college degree is a 
precondition for dignified work and social esteem has a corrosive effect on democratic 
life. It devalues the contributions of those without a diploma, fuels prejudice against 
less-educated members of society, effectively excludes most working people from 
elective government and provokes political backlash.” 

We’ve seen that backlash writ large over the past four years, and it’s still lashing. 
But the prejudice against the less-educated members of society, which takes many forms 
and rarely gets stated as such, has also been writ large in recent years. If left unabated, 
not only will it eventually destroy our democracy, it will also destroy our souls. 

For my part, I accept Sandel’s criticism — both as an individual and as a 
Unitarian Universalist. I spent nearly half of my life enrolled in formal education, 
eventually earning a string of degrees, which I value. My wife, Dr. Holly Atkinson, also 
possesses a string of degrees, which I also value. She and I spent a vast amount of 
energy and a considerable amount of money providing a high-quality education for Zoe, 
which I value as well. 

Partly as a result of my education, I am privileged to serve as senior minister of 
one of the leading Unitarian Universalist congregations in the nation. As religious 
traditions go, we have one of the highest levels of average household education in the 
nation. We believe science trumps Scripture and reason trumps revelation when it 
comes to what we most truly know. 

That’s not to say that all members of the All Souls community have college or 
other advanced degrees, any more than we are all white people or all Democrats. We’re 
not. As a congregation, we are ethnically diverse, politically diverse, educationally 
diverse, and economically diverse. What we have in common is our spiritual 
qualification: we are all spiritual seekers. Diversity in other respects enhances our 
spiritual unity — it doesn’t diminish it. 

That said, there are few groups of people in the nation that are more susceptible 
to the prejudice of credentialism than we are. There are religious communities in our 
nation and beyond that still affirm and promote prejudice against women and against 
LGBTQ people, but we are not one of them. Our spiritual challenge is to recognize that a 
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college diploma in itself doesn’t make you a better person, or a more interesting person, 
or a more valuable person, or a more enlightened person. It may or may not enable you 
to make more money, but it certainly won’t make you happier.  

If it’s true that it takes all kinds of people to make a world, it’s even more true 
that it takes all kinds of people to make an economy — all kinds of workers, with all 
kinds of skills, and all kinds of credentials. Most of the work needed to sustain our lives 
as we live them gets done by people who don’t have a string of academic credentials, and 
perhaps not even any. But they are essential workers nonetheless — essential in every 
respect. They are essential to our economy and essential to our democracy. Recognizing 
their inherent worth and dignity is essential to our spirituality. In the most fundamental 
sense of the word, we are all in this together. The problems of the people in the 
heartland are our problems too. 

I’m reminded of a poem titled “United” by the contemporary American poet 
Rosemerry Wahtola Trommer. She writes: 

 
Over thirty years later 
I still return to the night 
when my brother and I 
stood in the kitchen and argued 
the merits of Grape Nuts, 
versus Cap’n Crunch. 
Potassium, potassium, potassium. 
I still hear him chanting 
the one nutrient his cereal 
had more of than mine. 
Breakfast was the least 
of our differences, 
but it taught us to laugh 
as we disagreed 
so that later, when the stakes 
were higher— 
presidential elections 
and gun laws— 
we could argue till I cried, 
then snuggle on the couch. 
Though we seldom agree, 
though we will forever cancel each other’s votes, 
though I will never eat Cap’n Crunch, 
I’ll sit with him as he eats it, 
laughing, shaking my head, 
grateful he teaches me so much 
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about how I am not. 
He will celebrate me and buy me 
any damn cereal I want. 
Though we disagree about almost everything 
except how much we love each other— 
we are two threads in a civilization 
that would try to makes us believe 
we couldn’t be one cloth— 
but we are, woven tight, we are. 

 
There are many forces in our nation and world today that are trying to divide us 

— trying to make us believe we can’t be one cloth, one nation. The truth is that only 
people who are different from us can teach us what we are not — what we can’t do, what 
we don’t know, what we don’t have to worry about, what we haven’t bothered to notice.  

Our challenge is to value the difference — value it spiritually, value it 
economically, and yes, value it politically. Either we will make it through with all of us 
more or less together, or we won’t make it through. In every way that matters, we are, 
woven tight, we are. 


