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Preface

T
hanks go out to many people: my colleagues who read various parts 
of my writing over the last several years, Amy Zesbaugh who pro-
vided invaluable assistance in helping the book come to comple-

tion, and my wife Deb for realizing how important this book is to me.
It is difficult to pinpoint exactly when my passion for the underdog 

began. The easy explanation is that I am a redhead. I realized very early 
on in my life that there was a characteristic I had that I could not hide 
from anyone. I understood from a very early age how it felt to be differ-
ent. It seemed to me that I had to try harder than anyone just to be part 
of the crowd; or equal. That is the curse. The blessing is much stronger; 
I sought out other people who were somehow different and began to 
understand what they went through.

The comparatively mild form of discrimination I received when 
I was young is actually extraordinarily trivial; it cannot in any way 
be equated with the harsh examples that individuals and groups have 
experienced in the past (and still feel today). However I still remember 
it, or part of me does. The feelings of injustice that it brought forth in 
me is one of the links I have with underdogs.

Perhaps it began because of when I grew up; I have vague memories 
of underdog struggles from my childhood. They include the 1967 sea-
son of the Boston Red Sox, the Impossible Dream song from the play 
Man of La Mancha and the assassination of Bobby Kennedy. What do 
all of these have in common? They all involve tremendous struggles of 
long shots that, ultimately, come up short.

Wherever it began, I have been rooting for underdogs all my life. 
I hope this book helps you understand why.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

The Intent of the Book

The purpose of this book is to explain and analyze the historical and 
ideological links of the Democratic Party to underdogs. It is my hope 
that the reader will understand how the concept of the underdog has 
shaped, and continues to shape, the politics of Democrats. This book 
may be used as a tool to harness the power of the underdog for contin-
ued progressive political change.

Why Underdogs? Why Democrats?

It seems that everyone wants to be seen as the underdog. Romantics, ideal-
ists, and do-gooders are drawn to the defense of them. Individuals who 
stand up for them are considered heroic. Organizations that represent them 
are acclaimed. Nations that fight for their interests are praised. Culture is 
shaped by how underdog stories are incorporated into its fabric.

The underdog has a particular appeal to Americans. American society 
is defined and inf luenced by concerns about equality and fairness. It is 
also troubled by discrimination, persecution, and injustice— persistent 
reminders that many core American ideals fall short of reality. This 
unease is expressed through sympathy and empathy and is often played 
out on the stage of American politics.

Moreover, there is a process appeal of underdogs as well; Americans 
love a good game. Rooting for the team, person, party, or company that 
is perceived to be behind in a contest is exciting. If ideals interrelate 
with the contest, all the better: thought and emotion combine to pro-
duce political dramas.

The reader may ask: Why the Democratic Party? I believe, as a party, 
it best represents the history, culture, and interests of underdogs in 
American politics. The ideology of the majority of Democrats is still 
some strand of liberalism, however hidden by employing the linguistic 
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2  ●  The Underdog in American Politics

turn of “progressive.” Liberals have historically fought for the “little 
guy” (no sexism intended)—the person who does not have much money, 
power, or resources to better his or her lot in life. Democrats have also 
stood up for groups that have been historically discriminated against 
in law and practice: most notably, the poor, women, racial and ethnic 
minorities, gays and the disabled.

While there is a story to be written about the Republican Party and 
underdogs, it deserves a distinct focus and comprehensive analysis that 
is beyond the scope of this book.

What Is an Underdog?

Even though underdogs have an endearing appeal for so many, the defi-
nition of the word is ambiguous. Webster’s gives three definitions, one 
being “a person who is handicapped or at a disadvantage because of 
injustice, discrimination, etc.”1 The Scholastic Pocket Dictionary defines 
the word as a “person, team, or group that is expected to be the loser in 
a game, a race, an election, or other contest.”2

On Wikipedia, there is a section labeled “Sympathy for the Underdog.” 
Some of the words in that section capture a core component of the idea: 
“a social or ethnic group which suffers from discrimination, persecution 
and/or economic disability and which on that base gains the sympathy 
of public opinion in its own or other countries.”3 Thus it seems that 
almost everyone, or anything, could be considered an underdog at some 
point in time.

Some people believe that the term came from nineteenth-century 
dog fighting: the winner of the contest was the top dog while the loser 
of the contest was the underdog.4 There was even a familiar nineteenth-
century song and poem by David Barker titled “The Under Dog in the 
Fight.” Its lyrics describe the sentiment many feel when two partici-
pants with unequal power battle each other:

I know that the world, the great big world,
From the peasant up to the king,
Has a different tale from the tale I tell,
And a different song to sing.
But for me—and I care not a single fig
If they say I am wrong or right wrong,
I shall always go for the weaker dog,
For the under dog in the fight.
I know that the world, that the great big world,
Will never a moment stop.
To see which dog may be in the fault,
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Introduction  ●  3

But will shout for the dog on top.
But for me I shall never pause to ask
Which dog may be in the right
For my heart will beat, while it beats at all.
For the under dog in the fight.
Perchance what I’ve said I had better not said,
Or ’twere better I had said it incog.
But with my heart and with glass filled up to the brim
Here is luck to the under dog.5

As applied in this book, the general contours of an underdog are as 
follows:

1. A paramount concern with equality and fairness.
2. The description of a person, group, or nation that is disadvan-

taged because of injustice, persecution, or discrimination.
3. The description of a person, group, nation, or idea that is expected 

to lose.
4. An overriding concern with empathy and sympathy.

These contours are diagrammed on figure 1.1.

Figure 1.1 The structure, scope, and methodology of the book
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4  ●  The Underdog in American Politics

The Structure, Scope, and Methodology of the Book

How will I illustrate the underdog concept? The concept will be elu-
cidated in chapter 2 by how it is represented in different cultural 
discourses. Chapter 3 continues this approach by examining the rela-
tionship between the political culture of the Democratic Party and the 
underdogs. The chapter concludes with an examination of the links 
between Democratic political ideology and underdogs.

Chapters 4 through 8 are the core of the book and focus on how 
the underdog concept correlates with specific Democratic presidential 
candidates and presidents. Many remarkable people have chosen to try 
and represent the Democratic Party to the nation as its presidential 
candidate. I have selected a sample of them as the primary focus of my 
analysis. Some of them were successful and became the nominee, while 
others fell short of that goal.

Presidential candidates were chosen because of both symbolism (they 
become the national emblem of the party) and substance (the policies they 
wish to enact are associated with the ideological identity of the party). 
Every four years this ritual is repeated, as candidates try to reinforce, con-
test, or redefine the symbolism and substance of the party to the nation.

Generally, I analyze these politicians by focusing on process, image, 
and substance:

Process:•  Was the candidate perceived as an underdog in their political 
contests? Which ones: Nomination contests or general election? Why 
were they expected to lose?
Image:•  Did the candidate represent themselves as an underdog? Was 
it part of their biography? How did the media help create their image 
as an underdog?
Substance:•  What political ideals did the candidate want to cham-
pion? How would they have helped underdogs? If they became presi-
dent, what specific policies did they try and enact?

More specifically, I use biography, ideology, campaign dynamics, and 
public policies (if they became president) as my methodologies to exem-
plify the correlations between them and the underdog concept, with 
selected illustrative examples to show vital correlations.

How these analytical methods interact with the definitional compo-
nents of the underdog concept are diagrammed in figure 1.2.

Underdog concepts associated with Democratic presidential can-
didates are as follows: a concern for equality and fairness is the 
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Introduction  ●  5

fundamental component; it is part of the process, image, and substance. 
The candidate, issue, or cause is expected to lose; that is the process. 
Disadvantaged by or fighting against injustice, persecution, and dis-
crimination and a concern with sympathy and empathy are part of the 
image of the candidate and the ideology and policy goals they fight for 
forms the substance.

In particular, chapter 4 analyzes Thomas Jefferson and Andrew 
Jackson, the founders of the Democratic Party, and William Jennings 
Bryan for his strong analytical links with underdogs. Chapter 5 surveys 
the party’s Glory Days, and I examine selected underdog character-
istics associated with Franklin D. Roosevelt, Harry Truman, John F. 
Kennedy, Lyndon Johnson, Eugene McCarthy, Bobby Kennedy, and 
Hubert Humphrey.

Chapter 6 narrows the focus to two decades: the 1970s and 1980s. 
George McGovern, Jimmy Carter, Gary Hart, and Jesse Jackson are 
analyzed in this chapter. Chapter 7 focuses on three Democrats: Bill 
Clinton, Al Gore, and Howard Dean. The final chapter examines 
Barack Obama and the future of the party.

The link between culture and underdogs is where my analysis begins. 
That is the subject of chapter 2.

Figure 1.2 Interaction of analytical methods and definitional components of the underdog 

concept 
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CHAPTER 2

Culture and Underdogs: The Endearing 
Appeal

I 
have chosen culture as a way to introduce the reader to underdogs 
because of its analytical links to fundamental ideas and activities that 
American society and politics is based on. Some of these ideas are faith, 

fairness, equality, and freedom. Some of these activities involve sports and 
entertainment. Both traditional and popular culture play key roles in help-
ing Americans understand their nation.

American culture is full of religious, political, economic, and social 
ideals. Their significance is in their linkage to deeply held American 
beliefs and practices. Analyzing American politics without understand-
ing the link to culture is impossible, as historian Stanley K. Schultz 
observes: “Americans are a people who, from their national birth pangs 
onward, have told themselves as well as the rest of the world that they 
have built a classless society based on human equality, freedom of 
boundless opportunity, and reward for individual initiative. How could 
such a people’s politics and political institutions ever stand separate 
from their everyday cultural activities and aspirations?”1

This chapter specifically analyzes the link between underdogs and 
religion, early American political history, business, baseball, and film. 
The first place is foundational: religion.

The Underdog in Religion

Christianity

To some, the life and story of Jesus Christ relate strongly to underdogs. 
In Jesus the Radical: A Portrait of the Man They Crucified, R. T. France 
writes, “He always seemed to take a delight in reversing the standards 
most people accepted. One of his famous slogans was, ‘The first shall 
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8  ●  The Underdog in American Politics

be last and the last first.’ He had no time for the barriers of convention 
and privilege which people erect between themselves to boost their self-
importance. He was always the champion of the underdog.”2

There are sections in the Bible that reveal the importance of the 
poor to the faith. From Deuteronomy 15:11: “For the poor will never 
cease out of the land: therefore I command thee, saying, Thou shalt 
surely open thy hand unto thy brother, to thy needy, and to thy poor, 
in thy land.”3 From the New Testament, Matthew 25:35–45: “When I 
was hungry, you gave me something to eat, and when I was thirsty and 
you gave me drink . . . and when I was naked, you gave me clothes to 
wear. . . . ‘Whenever you failed to help any of my people, no matter how 
unimportant they seemed, you failed to do it for me.’ ”4

In 1995, Phillip Yancey wrote in The Jesus I Never Knew, “Growing 
up, Jesus’ sensibilities were affected most deeply by the poor, the power-
less, the oppressed—in short, the underdogs. Today, theologians debate 
the aptness of the phrase ‘God’s preferential option for the poor’ as a 
way of describing God’s concern for the underdog.”5

Liberation theology has a clear link to underdogs. One of its core 
concepts is a “preferential option for the poor.”6 Former Catholic 
worker Jason Rowe observes that this phrase “contended that God does 
not remain neutral in the face of social situations where the poor are 
exploited, but rather ‘opts for’ or takes the side of the poor in their 
struggle for justice.”7

The main focus of liberation theology has been in Latin America, 
where it has intermingled with Marxist theories to produce strategies to 
combat inequality and poverty.8 Love and social justice are key aspects 
of this theology, as religious scholar Leo G. Perdue wrote in 2005: 
“Liberation for the downtrodden is the actualization of the command-
ments of God to love and care for the neighbor. Love is actualized in 
solidarity with the oppressed, in experiencing their lot, and in captur-
ing their vision of both life with God (spirituality) and the divine reign 
(social justice).”9

This has been a controversial interpretation of Christianity10 that still 
resonates with many Catholics today, including the U.S. ambassador to 
the Vatican, Miguel Diaz. The former theology professor is a Cuban 
American who has included in his writings two major figures from lib-
eration theology: Ignacio Ellacuría and Gustavo Gutíerrez.11 When he 
was chosen for the post, College of Saint Benedict President MaryAnn 
Baenninger, commented that “Miguel is a highly-respected theologian 
and scholar. . . . Most importantly, he has a deep commitment to Catholic 
social justice and to inclusiveness in the Catholic Church.”12
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Culture and Underdogs  ●  9

Christian socialism is also related to the concept of the underdog. 
It seeks to unite religious faith and political ideology by emphasiz-
ing what they have in common. According to Wikipedia, “Christian 
socialists draw parallels between what some have characterized as the 
egalitarian message of Jesus, who—according to Christian Gospel— 
spoke against the religious authorities of his time, and the egalitar-
ian, anti- establishment, and sometimes anti-clerical message of most 
 contemporary socialisms.”13

Historically, many American politicians have linked their Christian 
faith to political action that supported the cause of economic under-
dogs. One prominent example is Norman Thomas. Before World War I, 
he was a Presbyterian minister in New York City. In the 1920s through 
the 1940s, he also was an active socialist who ran for mayor of New 
York City, governor of New York, and president of the United States.14 
Another example is Frank P. Zeidler. During the Depression, Zeidler 
read socialist literature. He was the Socialist mayor of Milwaukee from 
1948 to 1960. He ran for president as a socialist in 1976. His Lutheran 
faith spurred his activity on behalf of socialism.15

Judaism

Ancient Jewish history is full of stories of more powerful societies con-
quering Jewish population and forcing them into exile; the Assyrians 
were victorious over the Jews in 721 BC while the Babylonians defeated 
them in Judah in 586 BC. It was the Romans, however, who brought 
the biggest anguish to the Jews. In AD 70, they conquered Judea and 
burned Jerusalem. Eventually, in AD 135, they made the study and 
observance of the Bible illegal. The death penalty was the consequence 
of breaking that law. Many Jews would not let go of their God and 
became martyrs.16 This is a classic case of the underdog.

There are many tales of the underdog found in the Hebrew Bible. 
As Susan Nidtich explains in A Prelude to Biblical Folklore: Underdogs 
and Tricksters, “The underdog is the poor relative, the youngest son, 
the exile, the ex-prince, the soldier of the defeated army—the person, 
in short, who is least likely to succeed and yet does.” Nidtich links 
them to us; this gives the concept its power: “The underdog evokes our 
sympathies; we root for underdogs because of the underdog aspect of 
our lives, our insecurities real or imagined, and when they succeed we 
succeed.”17

Historically, the Jewish view of the world is one that is seen from the 
point of view of those with many disadvantages. This perspective neatly 
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10  ●  The Underdog in American Politics

divides the world into binary opposites, as author Alain Finkielkraut 
explains: “the world was divided into torturers and victims, I belonged 
to the camp of the oppressed. I had no need of consciousness raising or 
of a dose of reality . . . an instinctive and unconditional solidarity united 
me with all the earth’s damned.”18

Jews have been discriminated against by many societies. In the Middle 
Ages in Europe, they were not allowed to enter into professional occupa-
tions and not allowed to own land. They were believed to be evil and 
forced to live in ghettos. Historically, it was not that long ago (the 1930s 
and 1940s) when six million of them were killed by Hitler’s regime.19

For some people, discrimination against Jews can be rationalized by 
conjuring up negative stereotypes of them. In the 1983 book, Anti-
Semitism in America, Harold E. Quinley and Charles Y. Glock analyzed 
six images of Jews to try and determine the degree of anti-Semitism in 
the United States at the time. These images were the Jew as Monied, 
the Jew as Pushy and Intrusive, the Jew as Power-Hungry, the Jew as 
Prideful and Conceited, the Jew as Clannish, and the Jew as Dishonest 
and Unethical. This analysis, based on surveys taken in the 1960s, 
found anti-Semitism feelings to be only a small minority in America. 
The fact that these questions were asked and studied reveals the staying 
power of past prejudice and discrimination in American society.20

Perhaps the most well-known example of a Jewish underdog is the 
biblical story of David and Goliath.21 The story of the young shepherd 
boy challenging the giant soldier continues to have a great appeal to 
Americans today and is used for political advantage. Lee Atwater, the 
late Republican political strategist, once remarked, “David is still get-
ting good PR for beating Goliath.”22

The Underdog in Early American Political History

In one sense, the underdog is the history of America. Some settlers came 
for religious freedom. Others came for political freedom. Economic 
freedom and the ability to keep more of the fruits of one’s labor were 
the dominating motivations for immigration for many others.

Could America have been destined to be the home of the persecuted? 
In 1776, Thomas Paine wrote that this was possible, maybe even prob-
able: “The reformation was preceded by the discovery of America, as if 
the Almighty graciously meant to open a sanctuary to the Persecuted in 
future years, when home should afford neither friendship nor safety.”23 
Injustice was inevitable, if the colonies did not become independent: “it 
is not in the power of Britain to do this continent justice: The business 
of it will soon be too weighty, and intricate, to be managed with any 
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Culture and Underdogs  ●  11

tolerable degree of convenience, by a power so distant from us, and so 
very ignorant of us.”24

There is a widespread view that America was founded on the political 
victory of the underdog. The American Revolution is often portrayed as 
the rising of the weaker colonists and the defeat of the mighty British 
Empire by them. For example, Samuel Adams of Massachusetts was 
affiliated with the Country Party that later became the better-known 
Sons of Liberty. According to the Samuel Adams Heritage Society, the 
party was an “underdog on Boston’s political scene. As the opposition 
party in the Massachusetts assembly and town meetings the Country 
Party was a perfect platform for criticizing the established order.”25

The military victory of General George Washington in the 
Revolutionary War was also a victory of the underdog. As political pun-
dit Chris Matthews writes, “In 1778, the British forces included fifty 
thousand regular troops and more than thirty thousand German mer-
cenaries. George Washington never had more than twenty thousand 
men under his command.”26 Washington had fewer troops than the 
British and was up against an empire. He led an insurgency. His option 
was a lucid one: “The choice for the underdog is literally, ‘death or 
 victory.’ . . . before the battle of Long Island, George Washington told his 
rag-tag Continental Army, ‘we must resolve to conquer or to die.’ ”27

The 1787–1788 debates over the ratification of the Constitution can 
also be linked to the concept of the underdog. To set up a workable 
national government, while still keeping the freedom of the inhabit-
ants of the new nation intact, was itself an underdog position. Some of 
the antifederalists feared that history showed that a widespread repub-
lic would eventually, and inevitably, decay into oppression. For exam-
ple, Brutus wrote to the citizens of New York that “History furnished 
no example of a free republic, any thing like the extent of the United 
States. The Grecian republics were of small extent; so also was that of 
the Romans. Both of these, it is true, in process of time, extended their 
conquests over large territories of country; and the consequence was, 
that their governments were changed from that of free governments to 
those of the most tyrannical that ever existed in the world.”28

The odds were that the republic would not last; history was against 
the idea that the United States would retain its form of government. 
Benjamin Franklin expressed a similar concern when he was asked, at 
the conclusion of the Constitutional Convention, what the result was: 
“A republic, if you can keep it.”29

There are others who claim that the dreams of freedom that drove 
many white European underdogs to come to America were satisfied 
only on the backs of the less powerful. For example, Native Americans 
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12  ●  The Underdog in American Politics

can argue that they are the true underdogs in American society. Their 
culture, traditions, and economic system were trampled over by the 
dominant European immigrants through assimilation, regulation, or 
extermination.30

African Americans can point to the cruelty of slavery and its debili-
tating repercussions as proof that they are the true underdogs in 
America. It is not necessary to ascertain if this is an accurate claim; its 
significance lies mostly in the dominant cultural perception. As author 
Cornel West writes, society is “content to see blacks remain the perma-
nent underdog.”31 That societal perception has been complicated by the 
 election of Barack Obama as U.S. president in 2008.

Of course, there are plausible claims made by women and other 
groups that they can be thought of as underdogs as well. Unfortunately, 
that list is a long one, comprised of (but not limited to) both defacto 
and dejure instances of discrimination of women and racial, ethnic, and 
sexual minorities.

Organizations can also be perceived as underdogs. Businesses can 
evoke sympathy and decry inequality and unfairness. Precisely how 
they do this depends on the purported discrepancy between their situa-
tion and the dynamics of free-market based capitalism.

The Underdog in Business

A good example of the perception of businesses as underdogs occurred 
during the period after the Civil War. Many small businesses began to 
claim that they were being treated unfairly because of the growth of the 
corporation. From the 1870s through the first decade of the twentieth 
century, the economic trusts were the central target of this criticism. Small 
businesses complained that they had little power to resist the dictates of 
the giant corporations and trusts that had formed during this era.

John D. Rockefeller and Standard Oil are prominent examples of this 
dominating trend. Standard Oil came to dominate the refining, trans-
porting, and marketing of oil in the United States after the Civil War. 
Many underdogs were created as a result of how the Standard Empire 
was run. The tactics used by Standard to destroy their competition were 
efficient, as chronicled by writers Peter Collier and David Horowitz. A 
good example was George Rice, a small refiner from Ohio, who

had been selling a modest amount of oil in the South for many years when 
the Standard’s marketing affiliate there, Chess, Carley and Company, 
was given the word to rub him out. Knowing that he was involved in a 
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dubious battle, Rice decided nonetheless to fight back. He lowered his 
prices, assuming that the usual rules of a price war obtained. But the 
dealers who had bought his oil for years stopped their orders even though 
his prices were lower than those of Standard products. One dealer told 
Rice that he couldn’t afford to defy Chess, Carley and Company because 
he knew the firm had been authorized by the Standard to spend up to 
$10,000 to break anyone selling Rice’s oil.32

Journalist Ida M. Tarbell chronicled Rockefeller’s business practices in 
a series of magazine articles in the 1890s and an inf luential 1904 book, 
The History of the Standard Oil Company that exposed how he attained 
his power.

When Tarbell was growing up, she experienced personally how 
Rockefeller’s tactics wounded people. Her father was in the oil business 
in Pennsylvania in the 1860s, the place where oil was first discovered 
in the United States. He took the side of the independent oil producers 
who refused to be compelled into Rockefeller’s burgeoning empire in 
1872. Tarbell’s family’s life would never be the same.

Author Daniel Yergin describes how it affected Ida: “She remem-
bered the agonies and financial difficulties her father had endured—the 
mortgaged house, the sense of failure, the apparent helplessness against 
the Octopus, the bitterness and divisions between those who did and 
those who did not come to terms with Standard Oil.”33 Tarbell’s father, 
like countless others, had become underdogs—people who had lost 
their competitive struggles to more powerful forces.

The unfairness of the methods Rockefeller used to build his empire 
was the key to Tarbell’s criticism. She claimed that he “has systemati-
cally played with loaded dice, and it is doubtful if there has been a time 
since 1872 when he has run a race with a competitor and started fair.”34 
Tarbell’s father, and others like him, must have experienced a deep sense 
of injustice due to the unfairness of the competition.

The power of large corporations to create underdogs is not just his-
tory. Even today many businesses feel that they are truly underdogs; 
that they are objectively at a competitive disadvantage to other com-
panies. Size is the most obvious disadvantage. Small firms do not have 
the economies of scale that larger ones have. Unequal access to tech-
nology, financial resources, and political inf luence can also produce 
disadvantages. Some handicaps are structural while others are primarily 
temporal.

For example, many existing businesses cannot compete with 
 companies such as Wal-Mart over price because of the price discounts 
it receives, or demands, from suppliers. As a result, many lose sales.35 
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Although it is impossible to prove a direct causative relationship between 
a business closing and the geographical proximity of a Wal-Mart, it is 
difficult to deny that there is a perceptual correlation.

It may be more than a perceptual correlation. In April 2006, Wal-
Mart began to offer assistance to its competitors. The New York Times 
reported that Wal-Mart “announced a wide-ranging effort . . . to support 
small businesses near its new urban stores, including the hardware stores, 
dress shops and bakeries with which it competes. . . . Wal-Mart said it 
would offer those businesses financial grants, training on how to survive 
with Wal-Mart in town and even free advertising within a Wal-Mart 
store.”36 The headline on Jim Gilliam’s blog read “Wal-Mart admits it 
destroys small business.” According to Gilliam, small business can com-
pete only by “accept(ing) Wal-Mart’s training and blood money.”37

There is another perspective, however, on what Wal-Mart has done. 
It is a natural part of capitalism that the strong survive and the weak 
die. Wal-Mart’s presence forces the surviving stores to change in a posi-
tive, consumer-friendly way. Moreover, the increased economic activity 
that Wal-Mart can bring to a community can also help create a business 
climate where new stores are started.38

It is also possible to conceive of Wal-Mart as a champion of the 
underdog. In the beginning stages of its growth, Wal-Mart challenged 
the economic dominance of Main Street-type businesses over small 
towns. Looked at from a consumer point of view, the shopping public was 
the underdog. Consumers were paying too much money (unnecessarily, 
because of the lack of competition) for goods and services before Wal-
Mart came along. In a market-based economy, consumers were disad-
vantaged, financially gouged by stores that often used tradition and 
sentiment to mask their greed. Wal-Mart’s founder, Sam Walton was 
not defensive about what he did: “You bet I closed that mom-and-pop 
store on Main Street, those fine folks who’ve been charging you a 40 
percent mark-up for the past 25 years!”39

Wal-Mart also portrays itself as an underdog in the marketing of 
its history. As writer Liza Featherstone notes, “The Wal-Mart Visitors’ 
Center, on the Bentonville town square on the site of the first Wal-Mart, 
features the original shabby storefront. . . . At every turn, the Visitors’ 
Center presents Wal-Mart as the underdog who ‘proved the doubter’s 
wrong,’ Walton himself is shown in plain work clothes and a shabby 
cap-rarely in a suit-and is constantly referred to as a man who ‘never 
turned his back on his roots.’ ”40 In this way, the people of Bentonville, 
Arkansas (and rural America in general), are assumed to be underdogs—
not as advantaged as people from metropolitan areas.
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Still, what Wal-Mart has been doing to change the economies of 
states and nations bothers many people. The fundamental problem is 
its size and scope: it is huge and constantly growing in different direc-
tions. Anything that is not as big and smart as Wal-Mart is an underdog: 
ordinary people, unions, local communities, distributors, smaller businesses, 
and any governmental body that dares not play its game.

But sometimes communities do successfully challenge Wal-Mart. 
For example, Greenfield, Massachusetts, in 1993 rejected proposals that 
would have allowed Wal-Mart into their town.41 In 2005, the voters in 
Lorain, Ohio, rejected a Wal-Mart proposal. A lawyer for the Ohio pres-
ervation group described that battle in the following way: “It’s a great 
day for the underdog.”42 Sheet Metal Workers Union business agent Joe 
Thayer remarked that “[t]hey did about a dozen expensive glossy mass 
mailings, with cover letters from sellout ‘leaders.’ They did ‘push-poll’ 
phone banks and paid hundreds of folks $8 an hour to work all the polling 
places. Wal-Mart even called City Hall 40 times the day before election. 
All we had was the people!”43 In both cases, it is estimated that Wal-Mart 
significantly outspent their opponents in those political battles.44

Passionately rooting for the team that has been outspent is some-
thing that many sports fans do. The link between underdogs and base-
ball further illustrates the power of the concept.

The Underdog in Baseball

The language of sports is filled with references to surprising comebacks 
and miraculous victories. In order for there to be a surprise or miracle, 
however, there first needs to be some inequality between the competi-
tors. The inequality, whether it is in ability or experience, produces the 
basic ingredients for the eventual contest. The game, or match, then 
creates excitement for the spectator because no one can be sure who 
the eventual winner will be. The need for excitement produces what 
Jimmy Frazier and Eldon Snyder refer to as “an emotional marketplace” 
for fans. Rooting for the underdog satisfies emotional needs by both 
experiencing a thrill and protecting oneself from trauma. As Frazier and 
Snyder write, “If the underdog should win, the emotional investment is 
repaid with a good deal of excitement and emotional reward. If on the 
other hand the underdog loses, the spectator probably will not be par-
ticularly surprised and should not especially feel the loss. After all, the 
spectator knew he or she was rooting for an underdog.”45

The emotional needs are closely linked to equality. How one per-
ceives the legitimacy of inequality in American society could be related 
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to what team, or individual, you root for in a sporting contest. If you 
value the underdog, then you might want them to win, or at least be 
satisfied with them coming close to winning. This would increase the 
prestige of the underdog, and some aspect of inequality is lessened.46 
These relationships are diagrammed in figure 2.1.

A recent example of this phenomenon is the Boston Red Sox World 
Series championship of 2004. The Red Sox produced a tremendous 
amount of underdog excitement in the playoffs that year. There were 
two emotional thrills produced for Red Sox fans. One was the miracu-
lous comeback win over the New York Yankees in the American League 
Championship Series. The other was winning the World Series, a feat 
that had not been accomplished in eighty-six years.

The premise of any Yankees-Red Sox game is the inequality between 
the two teams. This inequality can be interpreted in a number of ways. 
One is the amount of World Series titles at the time: the Yankees had 
won twenty-six, the Red Sox seven. Adding to this numerical dispar-
ity was when the titles were won: the Yankees last victory was in 2000 
while that of the Red Sox was in 1918.47

Figure 2.1 Perceptions of the legitimacy of inequality as it relates to sports

INEQUALITY

LEGITIMATE

UNDERDOG HAS
NO VALUE

UNDERDOG HAS
VALUE

UNDERDOG
WINS, OR 

ALMOST WINS
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The other aspect of inequality is money. The Yankees have the repu-
tation of being unafraid, and unashamed, of spending as much money as 
necessary to win. In late 2008, they spent heavily for several free agents: 
multiyear contracts were signed by infielder Mark Texeria and pitchers 
C. C. Sabathia and A. J. Burnett. Their contracts are worth more than 
$423 million.48 Regarding the Red Sox-Yankees rivalry, former Major 
League Baseball Commissioner Fay Vincent’s words probably ref lect the 
sentiments of many fans: “I can’t root for Yankees because of the payroll 
and Steinbrenner . . . I’d rather root for the underdog. If the Yankees 
don’t win it’s a mistake. They ought to win every year, they have so 
much money, and they buy all the great players.”49

In the American League Championship Series of 2004, the Red Sox 
were behind three games to none before they won four straight. This was 
a tremendous underdog achievement for the Red Sox as they “became 
the first team in Major League Baseball history to win a seven-game 
postseason series after losing the first three games and only the 3rd in 
North American professional sports history (to do so).”50

Compared to the Yankees, the Red Sox are still the financial under-
dogs, even with their 2007 World Series championship. Starting off the 
2009 season, they had a $121.7 million payroll. This was far behind 
the Yankees $201.4 million.51 Moreover, the Red Sox franchise as of 
April 2009 was worth “only” $833 million, far below the Yankees $1.5 
billion.52

However, it is difficult to consider the Red Sox as underdogs if 
they are compared to the team they beat in the 2007 World Series: the 
Colorado Rockies. In April 2007, the Red Sox had $146 million in player 
expenses and were worth $724 million.53 This contrasts with the Rockies 
$63  million in player expenses and team value of $317 million.54

If one really believes that wide amounts of inequality are illegiti-
mate, particularly if the inequality has been broadened by the power 
of financial wealth, what baseball teams would he or she root for? If 
it is the inequity in the current value of teams, the favorites would be 
the Florida Marlins and the Pittsburgh Pirates. As of April 2009, they 
have the lowest (Florida) and the second lowest (Pittsburgh) value of all 
major league teams.55

One of the most compelling underdog stories in recent baseball his-
tory was that of the 2008 Tampa Bay Rays. Despite the fact that they 
had the lowest payroll, they won the American League pennant. This 
was totally unexpected, in that they had finished last in the American 
League East Division nine out of the ten previous years.56 Moreover, 
they defeated the Red Sox in a seven game series. Compared to the 

9780230102743_03_ch02.indd   179780230102743_03_ch02.indd   17 3/3/2010   10:10:57 AM3/3/2010   10:10:57 AM



18  ●  The Underdog in American Politics

Rays, the Red Sox could no longer genuinely play the role of the under-
dog. Their 2008 payroll was $90 million above the Rays.57 The Red Sox 
had also won two World Series titles in four years.

Writer Mike Lopresti described the 2008 Rays as “the underdog’s 
underdog.” Why? Because their pennant-winning season should not 
have happened: “They are the contradiction to nearly every chapter 
and verse of what a team supposedly needs to thrive in modern base-
ball. . . . You need money. You need stars. You need experience. . . . The 
Tampa Bay Rays have none of the above.”58

The Rays eventually lost the 2008 World Series to the Philadelphia 
Phillies. The Phillies, however, can also be conceived as underdogs. 
They were established in 1883 and have won exactly two World Series: 
1980 and 2008.59 If there is a gross inequity in the amount of champi-
onships a team has won, compared to the length of time the franchise 
has been around, an underdog has been created. Moreover, if the team 
has not moved from their geographic location, their underdog identity 
deepens. Looked at this way, the Philadelphia Phillies are underdogs. 
But the biggest baseball underdog is the Chicago Cubs. Because of their 
history, everyone expects the team, eventually, to fall short of winning 
the top prize. The Cubs were started in 1902 and have won only two 
World Series titles: 1907 and 1908.60

The link between sports and underdogs has been captured by many 
films. In more recent film history, there is Rocky (1976), The Karate Kid 
(1984), Jerry McGuire (1996), Seabiscuit (2003), and Cinderella Man 
(2005).61 The story of the underdog in films is more universal than 
sports.

The Underdog in Film

One of the most significant American filmmakers to champion the 
underdog was Frank Capra. The most noteworthy of his films were 
made in, or portrayed, America in the 1930s and 1940s. They portray 
people who are struggling against tremendous forces. Some of these 
struggles are both personal and financial. They can also be political and 
societal struggles. The best known is It’s a Wonderful Life (1946).

There are three other films of Capra that also illustrate the power of 
the underdog in American culture. They are Mr. Deeds Goes to Town, 
Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, and Meet John Doe. These were made in the 
mid-1930s and early 1940s. This was a time when the United States was 
struggling with the Great Depression and beginning to feel anxious about 
growing world political threats. These films fit the time period, as author 
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Lance Morrow explains, in that “the nation’s popular culture had evolved 
an elaborately moving self-mythology of the American Underdog.”62

In Mr. Deeds Goes to Town, Gary Cooper plays Longfellow Deeds, 
a simple Vermont man, who inherits $20 million. He decides to take 
his money and spend it on farms, so that the homeless can work on 
them. This ultraistic act lands him in court, as his mental capacity is 
questioned by his dishonest lawyer and remote relatives who want his 
money. In the end, he is declared sane.63

On one level, the application of the underdog theme is fairly straight-
forward: the homeless are the underdogs and Deeds is trying to help 
them. His courtroom remarks illustrate this:

From what I can see, no matter what system of government we have, 
there will always be leaders and always be followers. It’s like the road out 
in front of my house. It’s on a steep hill. Every day I watch the cars climb-
ing up. Some go lickety-split up that hill on high, some have to shift into 
second, and some sputter and shake and slip back to the bottom again. 
Same cars, same gasoline, yet some make it and some don’t. And I say 
the fellas who can make the hill on high should stop once in a while and 
help those who can’t. That’s all I’m trying to do with this money. Help 
the fellas who can’t make the hill on high.64

On another level, Deeds symbolizes the individual as underdog in the 
modern world. The grand meaning of the film, as Capra writes in his 
autobiography, is “the rebellious cry of the individual against being 
trampled to an ort by massiveness-mass production, mass thought, mass 
education, mass politics, mass wealth, mass conformity.” In the end, the 
power of individualism prevails and a “simple, honest man, driven into 
a corner by predatory sophisticates, can, if he will, reach deep down into 
his God-given resources and come up with the necessary handfuls of 
courage, wit, and love to triumph over his environment.”65

In Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, the underdog theme is even more 
explicit. Jimmy Stewart plays Jefferson Smith, a newly appointed U.S. 
Senator. He was chosen by Joseph Paine, a political hero and friend 
of his father. Paine is also, unknown to him, a corrupt political boss. 
Smith is chosen because of his inexperience. He is not expected to chal-
lenge the established, and sleazy, congressional power structure. Smith 
realizes the corruption, crushing his political idealism.

Eventually, he rebels. Smith tries a filibuster to publicize, and thus 
stop, the corruption. Paine tries to stop Smith’s rebellion by both cen-
soring newspaper accounts of his resistance and manipulating informa-
tion about him.66 Smith fights back with desperate sincerity. His words 
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are a classic expression of the centrality of the underdog struggle to the 
human spirit: “I guess this is just another lost cause, Mr. Paine. All you 
people don’t know about the lost causes. Mr. Paine does. He said once 
they were the only causes worth fighting for. And he fought for them 
once, for the only reason that any man ever fights for them. Because of 
just one plain simple rule: ‘Love thy neighbor.’ ”67

In Meet John Doe, the underdog is the common man. In the film, 
Gary Cooper stars in the title role. The plot revolves around Long 
John Willoughby, a homeless baseball pitcher who is used by a news-
paper columnist in an attempt to save her job. Her job is in dan-
ger because the paper was recently sold to a publisher named D. B. 
Norton, who is intent on driving up circulation. She writes a letter to 
the editor and attributes it to a fictional person named “John Doe.” 
The letter deals with not only his own unemployment, but also with 
broader forces at work in American society: the inhumanity, greed, 
and hypocrisy (and other ill treatments) that badly affect the poor. 
His protest will be to commit suicide on Christmas Eve by jumping 
off the roof of city hall.68

The letter is a huge success, as tremendous interest is created in the 
plight of John Doe. Willoughby finally speaks in front of a large audi-
ence, addressing the feelings that the letter released in many people. He 
urges the common man to band together and stop pitying themselves: 
“I know a lot of you are saying, ‘What can I do? I’m just a little punk. 
I don’t count.’ Well, you’re dead wrong. The little punks have always 
counted because in the long run, the character of a country is the sum 
total of the character of its little punks.”69

The speech is a triumph, as he is mobbed by well-wishers. John Doe 
clubs spring up across the nation. People begin to get to know their 
neighbors, but the new publisher of the newspaper wants to cynically 
use these clubs as a vehicle to become president. Willoughby eventually 
realizes this and plans to expose Norton’s plot. Norton reacts by threat-
ening to use the media to destroy the John Doe movement. Willoughby 
responds with disbelief:

You mean to tell me you’d try to kill the John Doe movement if you can’t 
use it to get what you want? . . . Well, that certainly is a new low. I guess 
I’ve seen everything now . . . You . . . think of deliberately killing an idea 
that’s made millions of people a little bit happier. . . . Why, your type’s 
as old as history—if you can’t lay your dirty fingers on a decent idea 
and twist it and squeeze it and stuff it into your own pockets, you slap 
it down. . . . Well, you go ahead and try. You couldn’t do it in a million 
years with all your radio stations and all your power, because it’s bigger 
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than whether I’m a fake, it’s bigger than your ambitions, and it’s bigger 
than all the bracelets and fur coats in the world.70

Eventually, Norton uses the media to expose Willoughby. The people 
turn on Willoughby. He shows up at city hall on Christmas Eve. About 
to commit suicide, he changes his mind after persuasion from the col-
umnist and some of his supporters. Interestingly, Norton and his sup-
porters are also there. The key persuasive line comes from the columnist: 
“The John Doe movement isn’t dead yet. You see, John, it isn’t dead or 
they [Norton’s group] wouldn’t be here. It’s alive in them. They kept it 
alive by being afraid. That’s why they came up here.”71

The common people are expected to lose, like all underdogs. 
However, in Meet John Doe, they never lose because the battle never 
ends. Whether it is revealed in religion, referenced by American history, 
created by business practices, attached to baseball, or enjoyed through 
film, the power of the underdog is formidable.

How does the concept relate to American politics? One major party, 
the Democrats, has consciously identified itself with underdogs. The 
next chapter begins by analyzing the relationship between the political 
culture of Democrats and underdogs and concludes by examining the 
links between Democratic political ideology and underdogs. It is to 
these themes we go next.
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CHAPTER 3

The Political Culture and Core Ideals 
of Democrats

T
his chapter begins with an exploration of Democratic political 
culture, focusing on how power functions within the culture and 
how it relates to artists. Next, we examine the correlation between 

Democratic political ideology and underdogs, by analyzing liberalism and 
the core party ideals of reform, sympathy, social progress, empathy, justice, 
fairness, and equality.

Political Culture

According to political scientist Jo Freeman, there are underlying differ-
ences between the Republican and Democratic Party that are critical 
in understanding other differences: “The first one is structural: in the 
Democratic party power f lows upward, and in the Republican party 
power f lows downward. The second is attitudinal: Republicans perceive 
themselves as insiders even when they are out of power, and Democrats 
perceive themselves as outsiders even when they are in power.”1

Since power f lows upward, it is crucial for Democrats that access 
remains open to as many people as possible. Losers are entitled to access. 
Everyone in the party should be listened to and represented by leaders.2

This conception of Democratic Party political culture correlates 
with an aspect of the moralistic political culture, as theorized by politi-
cal scientist Daniel Elazar: Everyone should be able to participate in 
politics, according to moralistic political culture—not just the elite or 
professionals.3 Although the definitions of access and participation are 
not the same, access can be viewed as a prerequisite to participation.

Since losers are entitled to access, and underdogs usually lose, then 
how losers are included in the party is critical to party identity. Many 
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believe that it is simply not culturally legitimate for the winner of a 
Democratic nomination fight to publicly snub who he or she defeated. 
The core impulse is that Democrats embrace those left behind, includ-
ing defeated candidates of their own party.4

For example, it would have been culturally illegitimate for Barack 
Obama to have given the cold shoulder to Hillary Clinton supporters once 
he became the presumptive Democratic presidential nominee in 2008. 
What right, as a Democrat, would he have had to dismiss the millions of 
voters who supported her in the primaries and caucuses? Instead, he was 
gracious in praising her at a joint appearance on June 27, 2008. The event 
took place in Unity, New Hampshire. The symbolism was perfect in rep-
resenting the political culture of the party: not only was the name of the 
town fitting, but both candidates had garnered the same number of votes 
in the January primary.5 Writer Carla Marinucci described the imagery 
of the event: “their show . . . was so carefully coordinated that even their 
clothing matched: he in a sky-blue tie, she in a sky-blue blazer.”6

The outsider viewpoint can be related to underdogs in many ways. The 
world view of Democrats and Republicans are different, in that Democrats 
observe society from the periphery, while Republicans perceive the cen-
ter as who they represent. The essence of the insider/outsider contrast is 
important, as Freeman explains: “Since Republicans as individuals control 
most of the major private institutions, particularly economic ones, a strong 
central government is seen as a threat to their power. The Democratic 
periphery feels a strong government is necessary in order to counterbal-
ance private economic domination. Indeed, they feel that the state’s pri-
mary function ought to be a check on private economic power.”7

Artists

Underdogs are on the periphery of society—that is what helps to make 
them underdogs. Since artists are usually not in the mainstream, most 
of them are Democrats. According to Garrison Keillor, “There’s a reason 
why 95% of people in the arts are Democrats. An artistic gift is dropped 
on you by God and if you attend to the gift and are true to it, you will 
sometimes be in serious need of a helping hand. . . . Artists . . . are drawn 
toward stories of failure, know that satire is always in behalf of the 
underdog and the outnumbered.”8

Examples of contemporary American art that portray underdog 
struggles can be found in many forms, including country music. Even 
though country music is usually associated with Republicans, some 
people believe that link is way off base. As songwriter Bobby Braddock 
wrote in the Music Row Democrats blog, “Country music is the music 
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of everyday people. Why would we NOT belong to the party that 
sympathizes with the underdog? Country music is the music about 
families and mommas and babies. Why would we NOT belong to the 
party that cares about health care for seniors and children?”9 Music 
Row Democrats were formed in December 2003. Less than three years 
later, they were purported to have more than 1,300 members, including 
Emmylou Harris, Rodney Crowell, Nanci Griffith, and Beth Nielson-
Chapman.10

The well-known controversy associated with the Dixie Chicks’ 
statements about President Bush and the Iraq war can also be linked to 
the support of the underdog. While playing in London on March 10, 
2003, their lead singer Natalie Maines criticized the looming war. 
“Just so you know, we’re ashamed that the President of the United 
States is from Texas.”11 Later, she issued the following politically 
correct statement: “As a concerned American citizen, I apologize to 
President Bush because my remark was disrespectful. I feel that who-
ever holds that office should be treated with the utmost respect. I 
just want to see every possible alternative exhausted before children 
and American soldiers’ lives are lost. I love my country. I am a proud 
American.”12

It is obvious that Maines, like millions of others around the world, felt 
powerless to stop President Bush from invading Iraq. She was frustrated. 
The people who were against the Iraq invasion were underdogs, in that 
they expected to lose. President Bush was going to invade Iraq regardless 
of expressions of public opposition and doubts about the action.

Many musicians become involved in elections by using their fame 
and talents to help candidates. For example, many of them supported 
Democrat John Kerry in the 2004 presidential election. There was a 
tour titled “Vote for Change” that featured concerts that were scheduled 
to include performances by Bruce Springsteen, John Mellencamp, Dave 
Matthews, Bonnie Rait, James Taylor, and the Dixie Chicks as well as 
others. This endeavor was presented by the liberal political action com-
mittee, MoveOn.org. The article about this in the New York Times was 
titled “Underdog Anthems on a Patriotic Theme.”13

The top contenders for the 2008 Democratic presidential nomina-
tion attracted many musicians to their campaigns. Examples include 
the following:

The remaining members of The Grateful Dead performed a concert • 
for Barack Obama on February 4, 2008, in San Francisco.14

In February 2008, the Black Eyed Peas posted two videos on YouTube • 
that backed Barack Obama.15
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Elvis Costello played at a fundraiser for Hillary Clinton in October • 
2007.16

Jackson Browne and Bonnie Rait played for John Edwards in New • 
Hampshire and Iowa in 2007.17

Folk music has a long history of being linked to underdog and pro-
gressive causes in America. For example, backers of 1876 Democratic 
presidential candidate Samuel Tilden used the song “ ‘Hold the Fort” 
in support of him. The song was slightly modified and used by people 
supporting the Greenback Party four years later.18

There was a strong connection between folk music and support for 
underdog causes in the 1930s and early 1940s. As political scientist 
Betty Zisk writes, these dealt with “a variety of common causes; vio-
lence and injustice in labor organizing (‘Joe Hill,’ ‘Which Side Are You 
On?’), tales of the Spanish Revolution (‘Jarama Valley,’ ‘Viva la Quince 
Brigada’) . . . [and] racial injustice (‘Strange Fruit’).”19 In the early 1960s, 
Bob Dylan sang many songs of underdogs, including “Blowin’ in the 
Wind” from his album The Feeewheelin’. “Blowin’ in the Wind” was an 
adaptation of “No More Auction Block,” the black spiritual that origi-
nated in Canada after slavery was abolished there. It was a huge hit for 
Peter, Paul, and Mary in the summer of 1963.20 The song was popular 
in the antiwar and civil rights movements of the 1960s.21

In 1978, the Library of Congress compiled a bibliography of labor 
and industrial folksongs. The breadth of the list reveals the rich history 
of the link between folk music and American underdog struggles. For 
example, Death in the Dark: A Collection of Factual Ballads of American 
Mine Disasters, Working Women’s Music: The Songs and Struggles of 
Women in the Cotton Mills, Textile Plants and Needle Trades and Hard 
Hitting Songs for Hard-Hit People.22

A more recent example of how folk music can be linked to under-
dogs is centered on musician Pete Seeger. A day before Barack Obama’s 
2009 inauguration, Seeger and other musicians played at the Lincoln 
Memorial in Washington, DC. The classic 1940 folk song, “This Land 
Is Your Land”23 was performed. However, Seeger sang stanzas that 
most Americans had never heard before; stanzas that dealt with poverty 
around the Depression and feelings of protest.24 Writing in the late 
fall of 2009, musician Peter Yarrow believes the song is appropriate for 
health care reform because

[t]o my mind, the most important focus that we, those of long determi-
nation and commitment to a just and equitable society, need to maintain 
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in song and in spirit, is an observance of our gratitude for what is good 
and is so exciting that is re-emerging in our country.25

Many people in the film industry sympathize with underdogs. In 
2006, actor George Clooney won an Academy Award for Syriana. In his 
acceptance speech, he proudly boasted of the motion picture industry’s 
outsider role in American society: “We are a little bit out of touch in 
Hollywood every once in a while. We were the ones who talked about 
AIDS when it was being whispered. We talked about civil rights when 
it wasn’t really popular. I’m proud to be part of this Academy. . . . I’m 
proud to be out-of-touch.”26

Slumdog Millionaire won the Academy Award for the best picture 
of 2008. The story is about a poor Indian boy from Mumbai who won 
money on a popular game show in India.27 It was a controversial film; 
some objected to the portrayal of the poverty of Indian children. Others 
thought the title was humiliating.28 Director Danny Boyle defended 
the title by invoking the spirit of the underdog: “Basically [the title] is a 
hybrid of the word ‘underdog’—and everything that means in terms of 
rooting for the underdog and validating his triumph—and the fact that 
he obviously comes from the slums.”29

Artists are drawn to seeking truths, many of them uncomfortable for 
the society they live in. A productive way to channel their discoveries is 
to push for liberal reforms based on sympathy.

Liberalism, Democrats, Reform, Sympathy, and Underdogs

At what point did the Democratic Party become associated with liberal-
ism? The answer to that question depends on what is meant by liberal-
ism. I use liberalism in how the concept is used in the political discourse 
of today, not its classical definition. This is similar to how cognitive 
linguist George Lakoff used the term in his book Moral Politics: How 
Liberals and Conservatives Think. To Lakoff, political liberalism “char-
acterizes the cluster of political positions supported by people called 
‘liberals’ in our everyday political discourse: support for social pro-
grams, environmentalism; public education; equal rights for women; 
gays, and ethnic minorities; affirmative action; the pro-choice position 
on abortion; and so on.”30

In other words, the intellectual theories of Adam Smith and John 
Locke are not as useful to my analysis as the rhetoric and public policies 
of George McGovern and Barack Obama are. It is impossible, of course, 
to dismiss political philosophy as unimportant. Political ideals compel 
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most politicians to get “into the game” in the first place. However, how 
ideals interact with the underdog concept is my primary focus.

In the twentieth century, liberalism became part of the national polit-
ical discourse and acquired political significance during the 1930s.31 
Franklin D. Roosevelt wrote that the “liberal party . . . is a party which 
believes that, as new conditions and problems arise beyond the power 
of men and women to meet as individuals, it becomes the duty of the 
Government itself to find new remedies with which to meet them.”32

Contemporary liberalism can be characterized in the following ways:

“(it) . . . embraces a larger role for government in protecting and ensur-• 
ing equal opportunity, such as affirmative action. . . . (it) places a pre-
mium on civil liberties and counsels against government intrusion in 
private matters of personal and moral choice.”33

“The essence of liberalism consists of a genuine respect and concern • 
for the thoughts and feelings of the common people. Liberalism is 
opposed to special privileges for the rich and powerful and committed 
to freedom, justice and peace” (political scientist Jeff Taylor).34

A liberal is “a person who generally supports governmental action to • 
promote equality (such as welfare and public education), favors gov-
ernmental intervention in the economy, and supports environmental 
issues” (political scientists Daniel M. Shea, Joanne Connor Green and 
Christopher E. Smith).35

“Liberals are those that believe in institutions that limit inequality • 
and injustice” (economist and writer Paul Krugman).36

The base of a political party is a critical component of its strength. 
According to news commentator Daniel Shore, a base is “that solid core 
of political supporters who will stick with you through electoral thick 
and thin as long as you are perceived as advancing their principles.”37 
Democrats are linked to liberals because liberals are the base of the party. 
They have been since at least FDR. Even with the Monica Lewinsky 
scandal, liberals stuck with Bill Clinton. Thus Democrats owe their 
base gratitude and respect. Why? Without their base, they would be like 
a rudderless ship drifting on the political sea—or perhaps a car without 
a functioning steering wheel.

How does a party appreciate an ideology when it is so difficult to 
explain? In 2008, writer Eric Alterman observed that “one reason lib-
erals today find themselves vulnerable to vituperation from so many 
quarters simultaneously is the difficulty they face in explaining, even in 
the most rudimentary terms, their basic philosophical beliefs.”38
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Why is it so difficult to explain liberalism’s fundamental philosophi-
cal beliefs? Because the core of liberalism is in its application. According 
to historian Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., “Liberalism in America has been 
a party of social progress rather than of intellectual doctrine, com-
mitted to ends, rather than to methods.”39 The crux of the problem is 
that liberalism’s philosophical nucleus is difficult to consistently define 
with much precision over a long period. Social progress has a distinct 
look every time it is realized in different historical eras. As Schlesinger 
wrote, “When a laissez-faire policy seemed best calculated to achieve 
the liberal objective of equality of opportunity for all—as it did in the 
time of Jefferson-liberals believed, in the Jeffersonian phrase, that gov-
ernment is best which governs least. But when the growing complexity 
of industrial conditions required increasing government intervention in 
order to assure more equal opportunities, the liberal tradition, faithful 
to the goal rather than to the dogma, altered its view of the state.”40

Advocating social progress in the United States usually means fight-
ing for reform. In 1993, former Democratic Senator and presidential 
candidate Gary Hart wrote that the American political reformer “is 
practically unique in the world of modern Western democracy. He has 
no real counterpart in sister industrialized cultures. . . . He does not want 
to move left; he wants to move forward. He is not a rigid ideologue; he 
is a pragmatic progressive.”41

Both reform and social progress have distinct looks in different eras. 
So how does one know what liberalism looks like when it changes its 
stripes so often? Look for who is siding with society’s underdogs.

Liberal reformers side with underdogs; they want to see more and 
deeper equality, less discrimination, persecution, and injustice and a 
society that rewards fairness more. They also want to skewer special 
interests and upset the establishment. This is difficult to achieve. As 
Machiavelli stated, “the reformer has enemies in all those who would 
profit by the old order, and only lukewarm defenders in all those who 
would profit by the new order, this lukewarmness arising partly from 
fear of their adversaries . . . and partly from the incredulity of mankind, 
who do not truly believe in anything new until they have had actual 
experience of it.”42

Sympathy and reform have important links. Writing in 1913, sociol-
ogist Lester Frank Ward, observed that sympathy “is a real though rep-
resentative feeling, usually painful, and consists of a ‘realizing sense’ of 
suffering in another being.”43 According to the Collins Essential English 
Dictionary, one definition of sympathy is an “understanding of other 
people’s problems; compassion,” while another one means “feelings of 
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Figure 3.2 Liberalism and the underdog concept: Goals, usual results, and emotions

loyalty or support for an idea or a cause.”44 Successful reform is linked to 
sympathy in the following way, according to sociologist Charles Abram 
Ellwood: “conscious changes for the better in human society can be 
satisfactorily brought about only by the enlistment of the feelings upon 
the side of the change; for it is feeling which sanctions the new adjust-
ment upon its individual or organic side. . . . sympathetic feelings are 
obviously those which can be most easily enlisted on the side of changes 
advantageous to the group. . . . In any reform movement in human so-
ciety . . . there must be a constant appeal to sympathetic emotions, if 
the movement is to be successful.”45 Rational sympathy, according to 
Ellwood, is the preferred type of sympathy that forms the basis for so-
cial progress.46

Figure 3.1 Liberalism and the underdog concept: Social progress
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Essential Ideals: Empathy, Fairness, and Equality

One of the most original interpretations of how liberalism applies to con-
temporary American politics was formulated by George Lakoff. Using 
conceptual metaphors, Lakoff theorizes that liberals and conservatives 
morality differ because of distinct notions of family models. The morality 
of liberals is established on the nurturant parent model, while the moral-
ity of conservatives is centered on the strict father model.47 He describes 
the nurturant parent model in the following way: “The principal goal of 
nurturance is for children to be fulfilled and happy in their lives and to 
become nurturant themselves. A fulfilling life is assumed to be, in sig-
nificant part, a nurturant life, one committed to family and community 
responsibility. Self-fulfillment and the nurturance of others are seen as 
inseparable. What children need to learn most is empathy for others, the 
capacity for nurturance, cooperation, and the maintenance of social ties, 
which cannot be done without the strength, respect, self-discipline, and 
self-reliance that comes through being cared for and caring.”48

The model parental traits that children would copy, in order to help 
produce liberal morality in themselves, include the following: fairness, 
creativity, empathy, responsibility, and basic happiness.49 Liberal moral-
ity, however, cannot f lourish without receptivity: “the world must be 
as nurturant as possible and respond positively to nurturance. It must 
be a world that encourages people to develop their potential and pro-
vides help when necessary. . . . It must be a world governed maximally by 
empathy, where the weak who need help get it from the strong.”50

Just how could a world be governed, to the maximum possible extent, 
by empathy? Political systems could be structured, and maintained, so 
that empathy is encouraged to be demonstrated by the people who par-
ticipate in them. Public policies could be crafted so that empathy is 

Sympathy

Underdogs 

Reform

Figure 3.3 Sympathy, underdogs, and reform
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contained in their substance. Leaders could be chosen, at least partially, 
on the basis of their empathy.

What would such a world look like? It would contain many of the core 
characteristics of the underdog concept. Empathy and fairness would 
prevail as the powerful would help out the feeble. It would have a lot in 
common with the conceptual folkheim of Sweden’s Social Democratic 
Party, as articulated by Per Albin Hansson in 1928:

The basis of the home is togetherness and common feeling. The good 
home does not consider anyone as privileged or unappreciated; it knows 
no special favourites and no stepchildren. There no one looks down upon 
anyone else, there no one tries to gain advantage at another’s expense, 
and the stronger do not suppress and plunder the weaker. In the good 
home, equality, consideration, co-operation, and helpfulness prevail. 
Applied to the great people’s and citizens’ home this would mean the 
breaking down of all the social and economic barriers that now divide 
citizens into the privileged and the unfortunate, into rulers and subjects, 
into rich and poor, the glutted and the destitute, the plunderers and the 
plundered.51

This world would also have a lot in common with the idealized con-
ception of Democrats that Garrison Keillor writes about in Homegrown 
Democrat. In the book, the author and radio personality illuminates 
some of the bedrock principles of the party: “I am a Democrat, which 
was nothing I decided for myself but simply the way I was brought 
up, starting with the idea of Do unto others as you would have them do 
unto you, which is the basis of the simple social compact by which we 
live.”52

Does a place actually exist where no one knowingly discriminates 
and commits unjust acts? Does a place exist where nobody is consciously 
involved with an organization that either is structured, or acts, for injus-
tice or discrimination? In short, is there a place where people not only 
believe in the social compact, but also consistently act upon it?

In a material sense, that ideal place exists only in the minds of writers 
and philosophers. However, that does not mean that the social compact 
cannot be strived for; individuals, governments, and organizations can 
operate as much as possible with an ethic of reciprocity. Democrats 
who attempt to create a society based on the social compact have many 
examples from religion and philosophy to help their cause:

“What you wish your neighbors to be to you, such be also to them.” • 
Sextus the Pythagorean
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“What thou avoidest suffering thyself seek not to impose on others.” • 
Epictetus
“Never impose on others what you would not choose for yourself.” • 
Confucius
“Hurt no one so that no one may hurt you.” Muhammad• 53

It would be very controversial for a Democratic politician to publicly 
explain his or her ideals and policy goals with a specific religious justi-
fication. It could be more acceptable to use Greek or Chinese philoso-
phers. If either one was actually used it would also be rare. However, the 
Golden Rule does inf luence American politics. The presence and power 
of the American religious and cultural infrastructure give politicians 
an incentive to at least imply that the Golden Rule should be followed 
more.

Keillor also hints at equality: “You are not so different from other peo-
ple so don’t give yourself airs.”54 Democrats stand for core equality; an 
ideal that helps anchor the ideological nucleus of the American political 
system. In his study of party ideologies in America, political scientist 
John Gerring listed equality as the Democratic Party’s persistent theme 
from 1828 to 1992 (the end date of his comprehensive analysis).55 If one 
could drill down and see the roots of every human being, the similari-
ties would overwhelm the differences. Elitism is thus incompatible with 
Keillor’s vision of Democrats.

In what context does equality, nurturance, fairness, sympathy, and 
the Golden Rule thrive? Metaphorically, the context is the family. One 
of the most famous uses of the word by a Democrat came from for-
mer New York Governor Mario Cuomo in his keynote address to the 
1984 Democratic National Convention. His speech was filled with 
family themes, like this: “We believe in a single fundamental idea that 
describes better than most textbooks and any speech that I could write 
what a proper government should be: the idea of family, mutuality, the 
sharing of benefits and burdens for the good of all, feeling one another’s 
pain, sharing one another’s blessings—reasonably, honestly, fairly, with-
out respect to race, or sex, or geography, or political affiliation.”56

The use of the family metaphor is not without risk for Democrats. 
Author Robert Kuttner believes that its use was a disguise that func-
tioned to conceal (sometimes not very successfully) what is essentially 
a social-democratic ideology. As he states in his 1987 book, The Life of 
the Party, “The family metaphor is an honorable attempt to temper the 
crude individualism of the laissez-faire creed—to find some new basis 
for civic empathy and social solidarity that Americans will instinctively 
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view as legitimate. But it is a very tricky image, because most Americans 
don’t like either the implicit confinement of their own family of origin, 
or the implication that a national family must take care of other people’s 
bastard children.”57

Do most Americans really want to feed, shelter, and love the bastard 
children of others? Put in that way, probably not. However, if people 
recognized a part of themselves in these “bastard children,” then they 
would be more open to helping them. As Keillor writes, “We don’t 
let people lie in the ditch and drive past and pretend not to see them 
dying. . . . The logical extension of this spirit is social welfare and the 
myriad of government programs with long dry names all very unin-
teresting to you until you suddenly need one and then you turn into a 
Democrat.”58

Liberalism, Underdogs, Economic Inequality, and Justice

Fairness and equality are two more concepts where the underdog idea 
and Lakoff ’s understanding of liberalism interconnect. He states that 
“fairness is about the equitable distribution of objects of value (either 
positive or negative value) according to some accepted standard.”59 To 
Lakoff, there are multiple fairness models, including equality of distri-
bution, equality of opportunity, procedural distribution, rights-based 
fairness, need-based fairness, scalar distribution, contractual distribu-
tion, equal distribution of responsibility, scalar distribution of responsi-
bility, and equal distribution of power.60

To theoretically unpack each of these models of fairness is beyond 
the scope of this analysis. Examining a few of these, however, illustrates 
some of the links between liberalism and the underdog concept.

The scalar distribution of responsibility can be defined as “the greater 
your abilities, the greater your responsibilities.” Need-based fairness can 
be defined as “the more you need, the more you have a right to.” Putting 
these two models together produces the slogan associated with Karl 
Marx: “From each according to his abilities, to each according to his 
needs.”61 Marx’s famous phrase is contained within his Critique of the 
Gotha Programme, written in 1875:

In a higher phase of communist society, after the enslaving subordina-
tion of the individual to the division of labor, and therewith also the 
antithesis between mental and physical labor, has vanished; after labor 
has become not only a means of life but life’s prime want; after the pro-
ductive forces have also increased with the all-around development of the 
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individual, and all the springs of co-operative wealth f low more abun-
dantly—only then can the narrow horizon of bourgeois right be crossed 
in its entirety and society inscribe on its banners: From each according 
to his ability, to each according to his needs!62

The ideological basis of that phrase can be traced back to earlier sources 
besides Marx. One is the French philosopher Morelly, who wrote The 
Code of Nature in 1755.63 Former Yale University President Theodore 
D. Woolsey’s Communism and Socialism in Their Theory and History 
described some of Morelly’s basic laws of society: “First. That nothing 
in society shall belong separately or in proprietorship to any one, except 
those things that are in daily use, either for his wants, his pleasures, or 
his daily labor. . . . Second. That every citizen shall be a public man, sus-
tained, maintained, and employed at the public expense. . . . Third. That 
every citizen, for his part, shall contribute to the benefit of the public, 
according to his strength, talents, and age. On this principle, his duties 
shall be adjusted according to distributive laws.”64

According to Lakoff, the key questions related to Marx’s famous 
phrase, centers on morality: “Is need-based distribution moral? And is 
the scalar distribution of responsibility moral?”65 The answers to these 
questions are complex, but one’s ideology and degree of sympathy felt 
for the underdog suggest some.

Wealth Redistribution, Public Opinion, and Ideology

The scalar distribution of responsibility can be related to the philoso-
phy behind progressive taxes. For example, abilities of an individual 
can be measured by how much income one makes. The more income, 
the more responsibility owed to society, and thus a higher percentage 
of one’s income should be paid to the government. Essentially, this is 
government redistribution of wealth.

This philosophy is supported by a majority of Americans, according 
to an April 2009 poll by the Tax Foundation: 52 percent would back 
a larger tax on high-income earners for redistributing wealth, while 
31 percent would be against it. When ideology is considered, the sup-
port for the idea diverges: 74 percent of liberals would support it, while 
57 percent of conservatives would be against it.66 Crudely translated: 
Liberals believe the scalar distribution of responsibility is moral, while 
conservatives do not.

Additional results from the Tax Foundation poll revealed that liber-
als are more willing to raise taxes and increase services (23 percent) than 
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conservatives (3 percent). One way to pay for services is through the 
federal income tax. The poll found that 44 percent of liberals thought 
that their federal tax burden was too high, compared to 66 percent of 
conservatives.67

An earlier poll supported the notion that Americans are not in 
favor of the redistribution of wealth. A June 2008 Gallup survey asked 
Americans about the approach government should take to fix the econ-
omy. The survey found that 84 percent of Americans did not support 
“steps to distribute wealth more evenly” while only 13 percent did. 
Among Democrats, the wealth redistribution choice rose to only 19 per-
cent. What the 84 percent supported was the government focusing on 
a more general method: “take steps to improve overall economic condi-
tions and the jobs situation.”68

Why the divergence? Most likely it was the timing of the poll: the 
economy had weakened substantially from June 2008 until April 2009. 
However, it still helps reveal a broader point: Americans favor particular 
government programs, yet not necessarily the usually unstated, macrolevel 
effect of them (that is redistribution of wealth). In 1964, political scien-
tists Lloyd Free and Hadley Cantril judged most Americans as ideologi-
cal conservatives, yet operational liberals. Kuttner found this predictable 
“since the essence of the American Constitution is a series of ingenious 
restraints on government, and liberalism in the American experience has 
been as much a rejection of radicalism as an alternative to feudalism.”69

Although these poll results reveal ideological and partisan differences, 
they may obscure the level of overall societal agreement on these general 
issues. Political scientists Benjamin I. Page and Lawrence R. Jacobs have 
updated, and illuminated, Americans beliefs about economic inequality 
in their 2009 book, Class War? According to them, a number of surveys 
conclude that the “evidence demonstrates that majorities or pluralities 
of Democrats and Republicans, and of upper-, middle-, and low-income 
earners, mostly agree . . . that taxes are necessary to fund essential gov-
ernment programs, that higher taxes should be accepted when needed, 
and that the better-off should pay more.”70

Page and Jacobs also conclude that “about six out of ten Americans 
have consistently favored having money and wealth ‘more evenly dis-
tributed’ and have rejected the proposition that it was already fairly 
distributed.” This was not just a possibly unrepresentative snapshot of 
public opinion either; it came from polling carried out over thirteen 
years, between 1984 and 2007.71

How does all of this correlate with sympathy or empathy? To empa-
thize with the needy is to understand their hardships. To sympathize 
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with them is to be open to supporting policies that would alleviate their 
condition. Taxing the rich higher and increasing services could accom-
plish that goal.

Do Americans have a consistent view on government redistribution 
of wealth? It is difficult to say. However how they feel about the subject 
is probably related to how they conceive what is an essential government 
program, when higher taxes are actually needed and who constitutes the 
better-off.

What is also clear is that the use of the word “government” is not 
an ideal way to build support for public action. It seems that most 
Americans want more fairness, recognize the need for communal action 
to realize a fairer society, but cannot admit (or allow politicians to artic-
ulate) that it is the government that must take steps to make it happen.

Thus any battle for wealth redistribution by government is an under-
dog battle, if it is couched in those terms. Why? Because it will most 
likely lose. However, if “wealth distribution by government” is replaced 
by “middle class,” “equality of opportunity,” or specific government 
policies aimed at particular problems, then public policies that actually 
help underdogs could have a better chance of actually being enacted.

Why are crude appeals to wealth distribution by government usually 
unsuccessful? It is because Americans have a moral uncertainty toward 
wealth. As political scientist Samuel Huntington observes, “ ‘Equality’ 
in American thinking has rarely been interpreted as economic equal-
ity in terms of wealth and income, but rather as equality of opportu-
nity.” Morality and power are linked in the following way, according to 
Huntington: “money becomes evil not when it is used to buy goods but 
when it is used to buy power. . . . [and] economic inequalities become 
evil when they are translated into political inequalities.”72

Wealth Redistribution and Justice

Underdogs fight against injustice. Is there justice in government redis-
tribution of wealth? Justice is a complicated concept, with varying 
definitions based on how one measures it, what scope is involved, and 
the time frame under consideration. The analysis becomes a little more 
manageable if a particular aspect of it is considered. Distributive justice 
seems to be the most relevant component of justice in considering gov-
ernment redistribution of wealth.

There are a variety of principles of distributive justice. According 
to the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, they can differ “in 
what is subject to distribution . . . in the nature of the subjects of the 
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distribution . . . and on what basis distribution should be made.”73 The 
basis of the distribution “of the benefits and burdens of economic activ-
ity among individuals in a society “74 is the core philosophical principle 
in analyzing government redistribution of wealth.

Strict egalitarianism is one method of distribution. Equal respect for 
people guides the belief that the same level of services and goods are 
owed to every person.75 Another method of distribution is offered by 
political philosopher John Rawls. Among other aspects of justice, Rawls 
suggests that “social and economic inequalities are to satisfy two condi-
tions: first, they are to be attached to positions and offices open to all 
under conditions of fair equality of opportunity; and second, they are to 
be to the greatest benefit of the least advantaged members of society.”76 
The justification for social and economic inequality on the basis that 
they are to be the greatest benefit of the least advantaged members of 
society is the difference principle.77 How might the difference principle 
point legislators in the right direction? According to philosophy profes-
sor Peter S. Wenz, they “can pass laws that have the effect of reducing 
disparities in income and wealth between rich and poor.”78

The difference principle has been criticized from many different out-
looks. For example, it is not acceptable for supporters of strict equality; 
common criticisms involve the inequality of materialism—how it contrib-
utes to power differentials and how it affects the expressions of equality.79

Justice and equality, two principle concerns of the underdog, are 
thus linked together in the concept of government redistribution of 
wealth. Does fighting for the underdog mean not being satisfied with 
any inequality of materialism? Or does fighting for the underdog mean 
pushing society to continually try to meet Rawls’ conditions? Either 
fight is always met with resistance from powerful forces. The centrality 
of the power dimension is critical, as Aristotle observed many years ago: 
“the weaker are always anxious of equality and justice. The stronger pay 
no heed to either.”80

Underdogs, Fairness, Consumers, and Free-Market Capitalism

“Defending the powerless is a basic task of government, an article of 
faith in the America I grew up in. . . . The government is there to do 
battle with those who would sell you cars that are firebombs or TV sets 
that cause cancer in small children or vitamins that make hair sprout on 
your palms or hamburgers made from deceased springer spaniels.”81

Those are Garrison Keillor’s words from Homegrown Democrat. They 
also generally correlate with how most Americans view the relationship 
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between the role of government and the free market. According to a 
2009 Pew Research Center for the People & the Press poll, 62 percent 
of Americans believe that a “free market economy needs regulation to 
best serve public interest.” Opinions diverge based on party identifica-
tion: 75 percent of Democrats agreed with the statement while only 48 
percent of Republicans did.82

The partisan divide reappears when people were asked if “govern-
ment regulation of business does more harm than good.” While 54 
percent of all respondents agreed with the statement, only 41 percent 
of Democrats did. This contrasts with 75 percent of Republicans who 
agreed. When ideology is included, the gap is even greater: 29 percent 
of liberal Democrats agreed with the statement, while 81 percent of 
conservative Republicans did.83

In the theoretical free market, consumers are viewed as powerful 
actors. If a product or service is either overpriced or inadequate in any 
way, the consumer simply does not have to purchase it again. A free 
market with perfect information and ease of entry and exit creates an 
environment where the consumer is king.

However, in actuality, the consumer can be permanently harmed by 
dangerous products and services. A person who was crippled by a defec-
tive steering mechanism will probably find little satisfaction boycotting 
any future purchases from that automobile company. Finding out that 
extended exposure to a product that has been in one’s household for 
years causes cancer does little good to the person who comes down with 
the disease twenty-five years later.

The link between fairness and consumers is vital to understanding 
how the underdog concept applies to critiques of free-market capital-
ism. Consumers are not being treated fairly by businesses when they are 
unaware of the harmful effects of products they purchased. Without 
effective regulation, businesses are free to pursue their own financial 
interest, no matter how unfair it is to consumers, without much fear 
of being stopped. A good illustration of this is evidence revealed in the 
criminal investigation of the tobacco industry in the 1990s. The inves-
tigation eventually led to a 1998 multibillion dollar settlement with 
forty-six states.

Documents uncovered in the investigation suggested fraud was 
committed by the industry. Labeled “Smoking Howitzers” by Lowell 
Bergman and Orlana Zill, the memos and other papers was a factor in 
making known the idea of the covering-up of evidence, the control of 
scientific research, and the improper use of attorney-client privilege by 
tobacco industry lawyers.84
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It was a Democrat from Mississippi who is credited with starting the 
movement that eventually led to a $246 billion settlement paid by 13 
tobacco companies to the 46 states. Michael Moore was the Mississippi 
Attorney General for 16 years, starting in 1988 and ending in 2004. 
He helped persuade other state attorney generals to join him in trying 
to make the companies be held liable for Medicaid expenses related to 
caring for smokers.85

Even though Moore is a self-styled conservative Democrat, he believes 
people ought to be treated fairly and with justice.86 His 1998 character-
ization of tobacco companies left little doubt of what he thought of the 
morality of their business practices: “I believe they’re the most corrupt 
and evil corporate animal that has ever been created in this country’s 
history. They sell the drug, they make a drug, and they sell it knowing 
that it’s addictive. They market it to our children, who they know will 
become addicts and they know that they will die from the causes of—of 
this tribute tobacco related disease.”87

Moore’s fight against the tobacco industry was an underdog fight: 
almost everyone thought that he would lose the struggle. As he recalled 
in a 1998 interview: “in retrospect, it was the—the biggest challenge, 
the biggest legal challenge in history. If we could climb this moun-
tain, so to speak, then there would never be one larger than this. No 
challenge greater. Nobody have [sic] ever beaten the tobacco industry 
before.”88

Democrats are open to government regulation of business because 
they know the private sector can abuse economic freedom. Even though 
Americans believe deeply in economic freedom, their faith is tempered 
by an understanding of human nature. Ultimately, businesses are run 
by, and answerable to, people. Americans instinctively realize the power, 
and inevitability, of greed; whether it is in the ruthlessness that is some-
times associated with profit maximization, or the heartlessness that is 
too often a result of attempts to maximize shareholder value.

Greed helps produces unjust outcomes. Injustice creates underdogs. 
Government works to address and diminish injustice. Democrats, more 
often than not, are the party of government activism.

Fighting for the underdog can take many different forms. It means 
protecting Americans from the inevitable excesses of the economic 
marketplace. It also means vigorously pushing for more equal opportu-
nity to be realized, rather than simply idealized. Economic and social 
inequality is acceptable, as long as there seems to be progress toward 
reducing it. Of course, the difficulties arise not only in measurement 
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and scope, but also in language: how is progress defined? What does 
vigorously pushing for equal opportunity actually look like?

Although many Democrats have fought tirelessly for these ideals, it 
is their presidential candidates that most people remember. Throughout 
its long history, the Democratic Party has nominated many candidates 
who have, to varying degrees, fought for underdogs. The next part of 
the analysis begins with the three men who have helped define what 
the modern party stands for: Thomas Jefferson, Andrew Jackson, and 
William Jennings Bryan. They are the subject of chapter 4.
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CHAPTER 4

The Founders and the Great 
Commoner: Jefferson, Jackson, and 

Bryan

T
here is a good historical reason why every year many state 
Democratic parties label their annual social gathering and fund-
raiser the Jefferson-Jackson dinner: Thomas Jefferson and Andrew 

Jackson are considered the founders of the party. William Jennings Bryan 
was nominated three times as the Democratic standard bearer from 1896 to 
1908. His influence on what the party stands for still reverberates today.

Thomas Jefferson

Jefferson is associated with the underdog concept in many ways, given 
the complexity and depth of his life and mind. I have chosen to focus 
on his early writings against the British, his stance on the Alien and 
Sedition Acts, and the presidential election of 1800.

Early Writings against the British

In the early 1770s, Jefferson wrote A Summary View of the Rights of 
British America. It was published in 1774. This early piece of writing 
lists complaints that serve to illustrate how the colonists were underdogs 
to the British; discriminated against and treated unfairly and unjustly. 
Writer Fawn Brodie classifies and characterizes some of the grievances: 
“You do not listen to us—Of all our petitions ‘to none of which was 
ever even an answer condescended’ . . . You are cheating us—You ‘have 
raised their commodities called for in America to double and treble of 
what they sold for before such exclusive privileges were given’ . . . You are 
unfair—‘Justice is not the same thing in America as in Britain’ . . . You 
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play favorites—You sacrifice ‘the rights of one part of the empire to the 
inordinate desires of another.’ ”1

Jefferson concluded A Summary View of the Rights of British America 
with a sweeping condemnation of British actions: “Scarcely have our 
minds been able to emerge from the astonishment into which one stroke 
of parliamentary thunder had involved us, before another more heavy, 
and more alarming, is fallen upon us. Single acts of tyranny may be 
ascribed to the accidental opinion of the day; but a series of oppressions 
begun at a distinguished period, and pursued, unalterably through 
every change of ministers, too plainly prove a deliberate and systemati-
cal plan of reducing us to slavery.”2

In 1901, author Henry Childs Merwin labeled the work “in reality 
a political essay . . . [where] he went to the root of the matter, and with 
one or two generalizations as bold and original as if they had been made 
by Rousseau, he cut the Gordian knot, and severed America from the 
Parliament of Great Britain.”3 These generalizations began his work of 
sympathetically portraying the colonists as disadvantaged by injustice.

Jefferson’s most famous work is the Declaration of Independence. 
Essentially, the document makes a compelling case for an underdog con-
cept; that a democratic form of government based on liberty should exist: 
“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, 
that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, 
that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. . . . That 
to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving 
their just powers from the consent of the governed.”4

The United States of America was an underdog concept because a 
government based on democracy was not considered within the bounds 
of orthodox political discourse at the time.5 Moreover, broad opinion in 
Europe at the time thought that it would probably fail.6

Elsewhere in the document, Jefferson listed offenses that King 
George III had committed against the colonists. These offenses aimed 
to elicit sympathy. He started off with the past: “the history of the pres-
ent King of Great Britain [George III] is a history of repeated injuries 
and usurpations, all having in direct object the establishment of an 
absolute Tyranny over these States.”7

Jefferson then enumerated the specific offenses. Some of the offenses 
are ambiguous: “he has refused his Assent to Laws, the most wholesome 
and necessary for the public good.” Others were more particular: “He 
has called together legislative bodies at places unusual, uncomfortable, 
and distant from the depositary of their public Records, for the sole 
purpose of fatiguing them into compliance with his measures.” Others 
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were lethal: “He has abdicated Government here, by declaring us out 
of his Protection and waging War against us . . . He has plundered our 
seas, ravaged our Coasts, burnt our towns, and destroyed the lives of 
our people.”8

The colonists were sympathetically portrayed by Jefferson; almost as 
hapless victims to the cruelty of King George III. Reading Jefferson’s 
text, one could almost believe that the colonists were being emascu-
lated, and then slaughtered, by the British. They were also portrayed as 
being persecuted: “He has kept among us, in times of peace, Standing 
Armies without the consent of our legislatures . . . He has affected to 
render the Military independent of and superior to the Civil power.”9 
This description makes King George III look like a bully; and bullies 
help create underdogs by the way of persecution.

The view of Americans as underdogs and Brits as oppressors is a 
powerful image that still resonates in modern times, as author Ted Nace 
observes: “Even today, when our military forces encircle the world, we 
still cast ourselves as the scrappy underdog-the wisecracking GI defying 
Hitler’s war machine, the gladiator leading a slave revolt against Caesar, 
the towheaded farmboy going one-on-one against Darth Vader. Those 
are quintessentially American heroes. Even if the movie is set in Ancient 
Rome or in a ‘galaxy far, far away,’ the villains are easy to spot by their 
upper-class British accents.”10

His Stance on the Alien and Sedition Acts

Jefferson’s party was the object of discrimination with the passage of 
the Alien and Sedition Acts of 1798. These acts were passed during the 
time of the French Revolution and the resulting hope and fear that it 
spread around the world. The president could authorize the imprison-
ment or deportation of aliens considered “dangerous to the peace and 
safety of the United States,” speech critical of the government could be 
restricted, and the residency requirement for American citizenship was 
increased from five to fourteen years.11 Historian Noble Cunningham 
described Jefferson’s reactions to them: “[He] saw the alien and sedi-
tion laws as an attempt to silence Republican newspapers, to drive 
Republican-minded aliens from the country, and as ‘an experiment on 
the American mind to see how far it will bear an avowed violation of 
the constitution.’ ”12

In some areas of the United States, these actions created sympathy for 
the targets of these laws. Thus the Federalists contributed to the depic-
tion of Jefferson’s ideological allies as underdogs; political victims of a 
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federal government that was totally controlled (with the huge  exception 
of Jefferson as vice president) by the Federalist Party.13

Evidence of how the Sedition Act in particular contributed to the 
link between the underdog concept and Jefferson’s ideological allies is 
found in “Sedition Act of 1798: A Brief History of Arrests, Indictments, 
Mistreatment & Abuse,” a report by Gordon T. Belt of the First 
Amendment Center.14 Several of the words used in the title elicit sym-
pathy in and of themselves: mistreatment and abuse. The case of James 
Thomas Callender illustrates how sympathy can be created by govern-
ment action that is seen as unjust, unfair, or unequal.

Callender was a journalist from Scotland who later became a natural-
ized American citizen. He criticized the administration of John Adams 
in print voraciously as “one continued tempest of malignant passions. As 
President he has never opened his lips, or lifted his pen without threat-
ening and scolding; the grand object of his administration has been to 
exasperate the rage of contending parties, to calumniate and destroy 
every man who differs from his opinions.”15 His words left no doubt as 
to his choice in the upcoming election of 1800: “between Adams, war 
and beggary, and Jefferson, peace and competency.”16

While working in Virginia, Callender was indicted. Eventually he 
was ordered by Supreme Court Justice Samuel Chase to pay $200 and 
sentenced to nine months in jail. Callender continued to publish nega-
tive remarks about Adams while in jail.17

Democrats James Madison, James Monroe, and Thomas Jefferson 
backed Callender’s writings. Jefferson gave money to him. It was 
Federalist marshals who chose the Federalist jurors who convicted him 
under the authority of the Federalist Supreme Court Justice Chase. 
Historian Edward John Larson describes what happened next: “The con-
viction backfired. . . . The Republicans [current-day Democrats] turned 
Chase’s bullying tactics at Callender’s trial into an effective campaign 
issue. ‘The judges spoke of Mr. Callender in the most contemptuous 
manner,’ one partisan newspaper reported, ‘and made many remarks 
which proved that he was much better qualified to act as a prosecutor 
than to act as an impartial judge.’ ”18

Historian Joseph J. Ellis describes what happened after the Sedition 
Act began to be enforced: “as soon as the Federalists launched their pros-
ecutions of Republican [Democratic] editors and writers . . . it became 
clear that the prosecutions were generally regarded as persecutions. 
Most of the defendants became local heroes and public martyrs.”19

Persecution can lead to empathy and sympathy; both are essential 
ingredients in the creation of the underdog concept.
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The Presidential Election of 1800

The election was a critical turning point for the United States. George 
Washington had served his two terms. Federalist John Adams wanted 
a second term. Thomas Jefferson was ready to deny him that. While 
John Adams received only sixty-five electoral votes, Aaron Burr and 
Jefferson each had seventy-three electoral votes.20 This occurred even 
though Jefferson was the party’s presidential candidate. James Horn of 
the Thomas Jefferson Foundation summarizes the intrigue associated 
with the election: “consequently the sitting House of Representatives, 
still dominated by Federalists, was called upon to break the deadlock. 
The opportunity for defeated Federalists to prevent Jefferson from gain-
ing the presidency by voting for Burr, or at the very least to extract 
concessions from the Republicans in return for voting for Jefferson 
was too hard to resist. Early in the new year rumors began circulating 
that Burr would be elected, or that the Federalists intended to throw 
things into confusion by defeating an election altogether, and making a 
President . . . by act of Congress.”21

What precisely did some Federalists have in mind? According to 
author Fawn Brodie, “Federalists in the House were planning, should 
there be a tie vote between Jefferson and Burr on the f loor, to declare 
an interim president, preferably the newly appointed Chief Justice, John 
Marshall.”22 Jefferson and his allies refused to go along with this for 
one simple reason: it would become a model. As Jefferson stated, “that 
precedent once set, it would be artificially reproduced, and would soon 
end in a dictator.”23 Popular democracy would be doomed.

There were rumblings of secession, violence, and civil war. Some 
southern states threatened to resort to arms if Jefferson did not triumph. 
Maryland’s Joseph Nicholson cautioned that “Virginia would instantly 
proclaim herself out of the union” unless the Federalists backed down.24 
The Democratic Party’s leader in the House of Representatives at the 
time was Albert Gallatin.25 He admitted that “it was threatened that 
if any man should be thus appointed President by law and accept the 
office, he would instantaneously be put to death.”26 According to his-
torian John Edward Larson, “word spread that Governors McKean and 
Monroe would dispatch their state militias to suppress any Federalist 
coup and that the Republican [current-day Democratic] states would 
join in forming a new government under a revised constitution.” 
The feeling was mutual for many of their political opponents: “some 
Federalists spoke of their states responding in kind, raising the specter 
of disunion or civil war.”27
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Governor McKean and Governor Monroe represented Pennsylvania 
and Virginia. If they left the union, the new country would have been 
split in half. Nevertheless, Jefferson was firm in his belief that any 
attempt by the Federalists to maintain their power was usurpation, and 
thus should be resisted. Jefferson even tried to intimidate his political 
opponents with an appeal for a new Constitutional Convention.28

Eventually after thirty-six ballots, Jefferson prevailed over Burr 
in the Electoral College tally. Something quite notable had just hap-
pened: a nonviolent change in political power for one branch of the 
federal government (the executive) had been sanctioned by another 
branch (the legislative). However imperfect some of the rules were 
(the twelfth amendment to the constitution would be adopted in 
1804),29 in the end the elites respected the political institutions that 
they helped create.

Jefferson’s election as president in 1800 was a victory of what was 
then an underdog concept; that a government would allow itself to be 
voted out of office. The administration of John Adams did not use 
the military to stop Jefferson from taking power. Instead, a peaceful 
transfer of power from one political party to another in the new United 
States occurred. In March 1801, Jefferson wrote that “We can no longer 
say there is nothing new under the sun. For this whole chapter in the 
history of man is new. . . . The order and good sense displayed in this 
recovery from delusion, and in the momentous crisis which lately arose, 
really bespeak a strength of character in our nation which augurs well 
for the duration of our Republic.”30

In retrospect, his election was remarkable. In 1819, Jefferson recalled 
that the “revolution of 1800 . . . was as real a revolution in the principles 
of our government as that of 1776 was in its form; not effected indeed 
by the sword, as that, but by the rational and peaceable instrument of 
reform, the suffrage of the people.”31

In more general ways, Jefferson can be linked to the underdog con-
cept by the following:

Many of Jefferson’s • constituents lived in small towns and were tied to 
the land. They can be interpreted as underdogs because there were 
influential elements in American society that were poised to deny 
power to them. These elements consisted of Federalists and their 
allies. The sway of habit and the pull of memory was part of that 
power. According to political scientist Jeff Taylor, “having been only 
recently freed from the yoke of a king, possessing political leaders 
who had lived under royal rule for most of their lives, and operating 
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under a newly created system of government, Americans feared that 
Federalist leaders might try to restore monarchy.”32

Jefferson’s deep commitment to • reform can be interpreted as an under-
dog concept in that reform is usually unsuccessful. Even though he 
once advocated a revolution every nineteen years in a letter he wrote 
in 1789 to James Madison,33 the core concept involves the appropri-
ateness of recurring civic change. Gary Hart concluded that “Jefferson 
wished to thwart any kind of permanent aristocracy—the predictable 
social and political aristocracies of wealth and power—by institution-
alizing reform, by keeping alive the spirit of revolution in the hearts of 
future generations of Americans.”34

Sympathy was connected to democracy for Jefferson. Sympathy was • 
not a romantic sentiment; instead, as historian Andrew Burstein 
describes, his democracy was “a radical movement based on sympathy 
for the people at large.” Jefferson “aligned himself with the emotional 
health of the ‘corporeal inhabitants’ of ‘this corporeal globe.’ ” His 
influence is still felt today: dedication to humanitarian improvements 
as an instrument of modern public policy is part of contemporary 
American politics.35

Some Republicans claim that Jefferson would be aligned with their 
party if he was alive today. His commitment to a small central gov-
ernment gives that claim credence. Others, however, believe that he 
would be a Democrat because of the political culture of the party. In 
1977, historian Robert Kelley wrote “if Thomas Jefferson were to be 
brought back to life today, he would have little difficulty seeing where 
he belonged. The Democratic party is still the party of outsiders, of 
the ethnic minorities who are relatively low in cultural and economic 
status or who in other ways have been made to feel excluded by the host 
culture.”36

Andrew Jackson

Andrew Jackson’s tragic early years would easily put him in the category 
of underdog—one who is expected to lose and has significant disad-
vantages. His formative years coincided with the American Revolution. 
His father died before he was born. From the time the Declaration of 
Independence was signed, until the victory at Yorktown, Jackson expe-
rienced a great deal of excitement. He helped the American side and 
was taken prisoner by the British. However, he also experienced a great 
deal of loss. His brother had died after a battle and his mother died 
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near the end of the war. He had become an orphan before the age of 
fifteen.37 Author Robert V. Remini describes how this time affected 
Jackson: “The American Revolution was one long agony for Andrew 
Jackson. Perhaps there were moments when he felt like a patriot and 
hero, but most of the time he experienced hardship, pain, disease, mul-
tiple wounds of the head and fingers, and grief arising from the anni-
hilation of his immediate family. . . . He saw himself as a participant ‘in 
the struggle for our liberties’ and he never forgot the price that he and 
others had paid to secure them.”38

Jackson was also associated with underdogs in other ways, including 
through his military service at the Battle of New Orleans in 1815, the 
elections of 1824 and 1828, his hatred of the Second Bank of the United 
States, and his Indian removal policy.

The Battle of New Orleans

Jackson’s image as an underdog hero was born with the Battle of New 
Orleans. In one of the last battles of the War of 1812, American mili-
tary forces fought the British on January 8, 1815. Jackson led the battle. 
The Americans were outnumbered by the British, with 7,500 British 
attackers versus 5,000 American troops. The Americans won the battle. 
Incredibly, only 13 Americans were killed that day, while approximately 
2,000 British lost their lives. Adding to the legend of Jackson was the 
fear that a much larger British army and f leet was coming to support 
their existing forces.39

In the overall context of the war, the battle was not decisive. A peace 
treaty had been signed (but was not yet in effect) in late December 1811. 
It was the image of Jackson’s victory, however, which cemented his con-
nection to the underdog.

The battle’s effect on how the War of 1812 was remembered is 
described by the historian Donald Hickey: “If it was a defining 
moment in American history, it was . . . because it boosted American 
self- confidence and enabled Republicans to forge the myth of American 
victory. In the wake of this battle, the war could hardly be mentioned 
in public in the United States without evoking proud memories of how a 
motley American army had decisively defeated the very troops who had 
ended the great Napoleon’s reign in Europe.”40 Jackson’s underdog tri-
umph at New Orleans would be reinserted into the cultural memories of 
 twentieth-century Americans with the number one hit of 1959, “Battle 
of New Orleans,” by Johnny Horton.41
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The Elections of 1824 and 1828

No candidate received a majority of the Electoral College vote in the 
1824 presidential election. Consequently, the outcome was decided by 
the U.S. House of Representatives. John Quincy Adams was elected 
president even though Jackson had gained more popular votes. Jackson 
received 41.4 percent of the popular vote while Adams received 30.9 
percent.42

Even though it was a legal win for Adams, it was felt by many that the 
result was somehow unjust. That feeling was fueled by the “corrupt bar-
gain” alleged to have taken place between Speaker of the House Henry 
Clay and Adams: Clay was named Secretary of State in exchange for his 
successful maneuvering to round up votes for Adams in the House of 
Representatives.43

Majority rule by the people was the underdog concept after this 
result. The following questions may have been asked by Americans 
then: Wasn’t it always the case that an elite group of people had the final 
authority to determine who would gain political power? Did it really 
make a difference that these were, in this case, members of Congress? 
Andrew Jackson did not like where he thought his country was heading, 
as writer Jon Meacham states: “that the election unfolded according to 
the letter of the Constitution did not matter to Jackson. The way he saw 
it, the son of a president, Adams, had struck a deal with the Speaker of 
the House, Clay.” The whiff of an undemocratic dynasty was strong: 
“he thought the country was watching the founding of a dynastic line 
that could perpetuate itself despite the wishes of the people.”44

Moreover, wasn’t the spirit of the American Revolution being vio-
lated—that of believing that the people could be trusted with mak-
ing their own decision about whom they wanted to govern them? Even 
though the Constitution placed the Electoral College as a potential 
barrier between majority rule and the election of the president, hadn’t 
American democracy evolved since 1787?

A basic issue in viewing the American political experiment as an 
underdog concept is whether aristocracy or democracy will actually pre-
vail when a change of regime is near. French writer Alex de Tocqueville 
recognized how this related to political parties when he wrote, “I am 
saying that aristocratic or democratic passions can easily be found at the 
bottom of all parties, and that though they may slip out of sight there, 
they are, as it were, the nerve and soul of the matter.”45 It would not be 
an exaggeration to view democratic passions as the “nerve and soul” of 
the Democratic Party.
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In 1828, this core impulse of the party would be released, and satis-
fied, with Jackson’s election as president. Jackson received 56 percent 
of the popular vote to Adams’s 43.6 percent.46 The differences between 
the 1824 and 1828 elections were stark, as writer Kenneth T. Walsh 
points out: “It was the first time that all the states except Delaware 
and South Carolina chose their electors by popular vote, a sign that 
the elites who had run the country, such as the state legislators and 
landed gentry, were losing power. In addition, most states, by reducing 
or abolishing property requirements, had made it easier for citizens to 
cast ballots. The total vote rose from nearly 357,000 in 1824 to more 
than 1.1 million in 1828.”47

One of Jackson’s top priorities, as historian H. R. Brands reports, 
“was repairing the damage done to American liberty by the foes of 
democracy. Such, at any rate, was how Jackson viewed his mission. 
His election . . . turned the American political world on its head. Not 
since Jefferson’s victory in 1800 had there been a hostile takeover of the 
presidency.”48

At least in historical memory, the unreceptive takeover of the presi-
dency is the place where Jefferson and Jackson are linked in the minds 
of Americans as underdogs. Both had to struggle over the status quo, 
entrenched interests, and the unwillingness of the powerful to let go of 
control. Both succeeded in this fight. This is a foundational core of the 
Democratic Party.

Jackson directly associated his personal life struggle with the politi-
cal battle between aristocracy and democracy that was developing 
in the United States at the time. As author Sean Wilentz notes, “By 
defeating Adams and winning the presidency, he had taken his con-
tinuing search for vindication to a new level, becoming the first man 
of lowly birth to occupy the presidency despite the numerous obsta-
cles that fortune had placed in his way . . . . he had also, in his own 
mind, defeated the forces of privilege that threatened to destroy the 
basic principles of the American Revolution and restore British-style, 
 aristocratic corruption.”49

Hatred of the Second Bank of the United States

The Second Bank of the United States was charted in 1816 to stabilize 
American currency.50 Jackson saw the bank as a symbol of aristocratic 
privilege—thus, by definition, opposed to the interests of the common 
man. The common man was linked to democracy, and democracy was 
the underdog to aristocracy. Jackson had a lot to say on the bank. The 
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ideological core of his objection to the bank concerned equality and 
justice:

“Distinctions in society will always exist under every just govern-
ment. Equality of talents, of education, or of wealth can not be pro-
duced by human institutions. . . . When the laws undertake to add to 
these natural and just advantages . . . to make the rich richer and the 
potent more powerful, the humble members of society-the farmers, 
mechanics, and laborers—who have neither the time nor the means of 
securing like favors to themselves, have a right to complain of the injus-
tices of their Government.”51

The common people, like all underdogs, would lose in their struggle 
with the privileged classes because they did not have the time, money, 
and education to effectively lobby the government. As political scientist 
Joseph White observes, “Jacksonian Democrats thought the economy 
worked pretty well, and government could only inject favoritism into 
the system, using some people’s money to favor others.”52 Moreover, 
publicizing the unfairness of laws that have been created by the rich and 
the powerful is a staple for underdogs.

Another reason Jackson was against the bank was that it would have 
meant a stronger central government. A stronger central government 
(as opposed to state government) would have favored the political and 
financial establishment and thus discriminated against the rural areas 
of the south and west. According to author David S. Reynolds, “for 
Jackson, the bank, which had twenty-nine branches and controlled a 
third of the nation’s bank deposits, stole money from average Americans 
and handed it over to wealthy stockholders, a large percentage of whom 
were northeasterners or foreigners.”53

The establishment, at least in how it was perceived in culture and used 
by politicians, was the cities of the Northeast and their financial institu-
tions. Jackson and his party’s ideological conceptions of the bank (not 
necessarily how it would actually affect public policy) are the links to the 
underdog concept. Where is the justice in having the government giving a 
bank, essentially, a license to steal? Where is the fairness in having stock-
holders (a minority of the population) make money off the majority (who 
do not own stock)? Aren’t the south, west, and the rural areas in general 
being discriminated against by the financially more powerful northeast?

Indian Removal Policy

It is easy to characterize Native Americans as underdogs—people who 
are expected to lose, are discriminated against and are persecuted by 
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the powerful. Unfortunately, a great deal of early American history 
confirms the veracity of this characterization. It can be argued that 
Andrew Jackson’s actions as president helped create this role for them. 
The most significant of these was his signing of the Indian Removal 
Act of 1830.54

The act allowed Jackson to grant land west of the Mississippi River 
to Native American tribes in exchange for them giving up their land 
in the eastern United States.55 The intent was to remove them from 
the eastern states. The methodology used is described succinctly by the 
office of the historian in the U.S. State Department: “As incentives, the 
law allowed the Indians financial and material assistance to travel to 
their new locations and start new lives and guaranteed that the Indians 
would live on their new property under the protection of the United 
States government forever. With the Act in place, Jackson and his fol-
lowers were free to persuade, bribe, and threaten tribes into signing 
removal treaties and leaving the southeast.”56

The act was successful. By the end of the Jackson presidency, more 
than 45,000 Native Americans were relocated to land west of the 
Mississippi River.57 The success was accompanied by tragedy. One of 
the tribes who resisted Jackson was the Cherokees. They were forced 
to march west by 7,000 federal troops. It was an ugly sight, as histo-
rian Robert V. Remini notes: “The militiamen sent into the Cherokee 
country were not disposed to treat the Indians kindly. With rif les and 
bayonets, they f lushed the Indians out of house and cabin and locked 
them in stockades specially erected for the purpose. . . . When the cap-
tured Cherokees turned for one last look at their homes they saw them 
in f lames, set ablaze by the lawless rabble who followed the soldiers. 
These outlaws looted and raped and desecrated graves. . . . By the thou-
sands the Indians were herded into stockades where many sickened and 
died.”58

Apologists for Jackson’s Native American policies might argue that 
he thought the best way he could help these underdogs was to protect 
them, like the “Great White Father” role that many U.S. presidents 
had with Native American chiefs in early U.S. history.59 Even though 
he was an Indian fighter earlier in his life, there is evidence to suggest 
Jackson cared about them. The caring was paternalistic, as his message 
to Congress on December 8, 1830, illustrates:

And is it supposed that the wandering savage has a stronger attachment 
to his home than the settled, civilized Christian? Is it more aff licting 
to him to leave the graves of his fathers than it is to our brothers and 
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children? Rightly considered, the policy of the General Government 
toward the red man is not only liberal, but generous. He is unwilling 
to submit to the laws of the States and mingle with their population. To 
save him from this alternative, or perhaps utter annihilation, the General 
Government kindly offers him a new home, and proposes to pay the 
whole expense of his removal and settlement.60

How can a party that fights for underdogs bring about a supreme 
injustice toward a whole group of people? New Jersey Whig Senator 
Theodore Frelinghuysen spoke for six hours against Jackson’s Indian 
Removal Act. He linked injustice and race to the policy: “Do the obli-
gations of justice change with the color of the skin? Is it one of the 
moral prerogatives of the white man, that he may disregard the dictates 
of moral principles, when an Indian shall be concerned?”61

The Party’s Decline

It is easy to suggest today that Jackson’s Native American policies were 
simply racist, and that he created a new class of underdogs, rather than 
protecting them. If this was true, it might call into question his role as 
a Democrat. How could a founder of the party act this way and still be 
a Democrat? Easily.

Slavery and racism were consistent themes for Democratic presiden-
tial candidates then, as political scientist John Gerring explains:

Greater continuity can be found in the Democrats’ position on matters 
of race than historians have generally acknowledged. Douglas’s principal 
slogan . . . was “popular sovereignty”—a term that referred to the rights 
of states to decide political matters by democratic choice rather than 
by the . . . intervention of the federal government. This same principle, 
labeled “local sovereignty” by Lewis Cass, the Democratic standard-
bearer in 1848, was just another way of expressing the party’s traditional 
stance of “states’ rights.” From the 1830s on, it was considered critical 
to select as the party’s presidential candidate a northern leader who was 
“safe” on the slavery issue—a “northern man with southern principles,” 
as the phrase went.62

The issue of slavery became increasingly divisive for the party from the 
mid-1830s to 1860. The intensity of the divisiveness was related to the 
expansion of the country; would slavery be legal in the new states of the 
west? National power, war, and racism merged in a way that called into 
question the party’s commitment to helping underdogs.
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Although Democrats won four of the six presidential elections from 
1836 to 1856,63 the issue eventually tore the party apart. The party was 
on the wrong side of the most important issue in nineteenth-century 
American politics. From 1860 to 1932, only two Democrats occupied 
the White House. It was a long purgatory for the nation’s oldest  political 
party.

During this time, some national Democrats did fight for the under-
dog. The most prominent representative of this fight was Nebraskan 
William Jennings Bryan.

William Jennings Bryan

Known as the Great Commoner, William Jennings Bryan was the main 
symbol of the Democratic Party around the turn of the twentieth cen-
tury. Bryan was the Democratic nominee for president in 1896, 1900, 
and 1908. He lost every contest. Even though he was unsuccessful in 
reaching the White House, his fiery rhetoric in defense of underdogs 
helped shape the modern ideological core of the Democratic Party.64 
In addition, significant public policies that he had championed in 
his career were eventually enacted.65 Many of these reforms helped 
underdogs.

The Election of 1896

How did Bryan come to capture the Democratic Party? The key factor 
was his ability to connect emotionally with the millions of Americans 
who felt anxiety about the profound economic and social changes that 
had been occurring since the end of the Civil War. He addressed fears 
that many ordinary Americans had sensed, but might not have been 
able to articulate, about the future. These fears were associated with the 
economic and social uncertainty that had been created as a result of the 
nation’s transformation from a primarily agricultural nation to one that 
was increasingly industrial. This was the broader historical context in 
which Bryan and his followers took over the Democratic Party.

The key symbol in the national political debate was currency: would 
it be based on gold or bimetallism? Since 1792, the United States had 
adopted a policy of bimetallism.66 In 1873, however, the United States 
adopted the Gold Standard and demonetized silver.67 This coincided 
with the Panic of 1873 that caused severe economic pain for many 
Americans. Between 1873 and 1875, 18,000 businesses failed, and 
89 out of 364 railroads went bankrupt. Real estate values went down, 
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corporate profits disappeared, and wages dropped. In 1876, unemploy-
ment was at 14 percent.68

To Bryan and many others, the demonetization of silver was the core 
policy change that needed to be corrected. In 1878, Congress put silver 
back into distribution with the Bland-Allison Act, which required that 
the federal government put silver dollars (among other things) into cir-
culation.69 The act, however, did not affect the economy significantly 
since Republican President Rutherford B. Hayes did only the bare mini-
mum to comply with the law.70

In 1890, Congress acted in favor of silver again with the Sherman 
Silver Purchase Act. Author Charles R. Geisst describes some of the eco-
nomics and politics around this legislation that “required the Treasury 
to buy a specific amount of silver each month in order to maintain its 
price. This was Congress’s bow to the Western mining states. Silver was 
used mostly for coins and for backing silver certificates. However, many 
people saw little use for it, and much was returned to Treasury vaults 
shortly after being placed in circulation.”71

In 1893, another financial panic hit the United States. Business 
scholar Jerry W. Markham describes the aftermath of the panic: “some 
six hundred banks eventually failed . . . as well as some 15,000 busi-
nesses. Four million persons were left unemployed. . . . A long depres-
sion . . . lasted from 1893 to 1897. Historians called this the ‘Great 
Depression’ until that title was taken by the depression that occurred 
in the 1930s.”72

Did the currency changes have an actual economic effect on the 
financial turmoil during these times? On one level, that question is 
not central to the study of underdogs. Instead, the currency debate is 
important because it became the social and political symbol for millions of 
Americans trying to understand the dramatic changes that were occur-
ring in the country. Gold was the culprit and silver was the answer.

Understanding the passion for silver is impossible without histori-
cal context, as historian Michael Kazin observes: “in the mid-1890s, 
most Americans assumed that wealth consisted largely of products 
that were tangible and visible-crops, livestock, iron, coal, textiles, real 
estate. When calamity struck, they naturally fell to arguing whether 
the fault lay in a surplus or shortage of the shiny commodities, or spe-
cie, on which their dollars were based.” However, the passion for silver 
(even if it was misinformed or irrational) had to have enemies: people, 
regions, or institutions that persecuted common Americans. “Because 
creditors, industrialists, and the bank of England favored gold, ordinary 
Americans who resented their power, and often found it mystifying, 
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rallied to the promise of free silver.”73 It was in this background in 
which Bryan sought to gain the Democratic presidential nomination 
in 1896.

Bryan faced many challenges to winning the nomination. First 
of all, he was not rich, and thus he could not help finance his cam-
paign. Second, he came from a sparsely populated, and traditionally 
Republican, western state. Third, he was not well-known nationally. 
Fourth, establishment Democrats did not support him. Fifth, he was 
not a public official. Sixth, and last, he would be only thirty-six years 
old in November 1896.74

Even with these disadvantages, he prevailed. His underdog campaign 
succeeded because the Democratic Party was splintering. President 
Grover Cleveland’s conservative economic policies had alienated many 
key parts of the party. Cleveland was weak and thus in no position to 
choose his successor as the party’s next presidential nominee. Bryan’s sub-
stantial oratory skills in elucidating core ideals of the party also helped 
him win. In August 1893, Bryan articulated them in a congressional 
speech: “To-day the Democratic party stands between two great forces, 
each inviting its support. On one side stand the corporate interests of the 
nation, its moneyed institutions, its aggregations of wealth and capital, 
imperious, arrogant, compassionless. . . . On the other side stands that 
unnumbered throng which gave a name to the Democratic party and 
for which it has assumed to speak. Work-worn and dust- begrimed, they 
make their sad appeal. . . . This army, vast and daily vaster growing, begs 
the party to be its champion in the present conf lict.”75

The links with underdogs are clear: if the corporate interests are 
compassionless, then they lack sympathy and empathy. A party that 
fights for underdogs cannot be on the side of compassionless interests. 
The depiction of a crowd of tired, dirty, and sad people evokes an image 
of people who might be expected to lose their next battle, whether the 
battle is for a job, food, or a place to sleep. What caused these people to 
be tired, dirty, and sad? Surely some injustice is to blame.

Bryan’s most famous oration was the “Cross of Gold” speech he gave 
during the Democratic National Convention in 1896. Its rhetoric con-
tained many moralistic allusions to underdogs. There is one underdog 
cause, however, that he believes particularly deserving to be fought for: 
the rural areas and farmers away from the Atlantic coast. He believes 
these interests have been neglected by the Democratic Party:

“Ah, my friends, we say not one word against those who live upon the 
Atlantic Coast; but those hardy pioneers who braved all the dangers of 
the wilderness . . . rearing their children near to nature’s heart . . . where 
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they have erected schoolhouses for the education of their children and 
churches where they praise their Creator, and the cemeteries where sleep 
the ashes of their dead- are as deserving of the consideration of this 
party as any people in this country. It is for these that we speak.”76

This is a plea for the party equality—between regions of the country 
and between urban and rural interests. His link to underdogs is also 
revealed by implying that these interests (similar to Jefferson’s descrip-
tion of the colonists 120 years previously) have been persecuted and dis-
criminated against: “We have petitioned, and our petitions have been 
scorned. We have entreated, and our entreaties have been disregarded. 
We have begged, and they have mocked when our  calamity came.”77

Fundamentally, these rural interests are more important than cities: 
“You come to us and tell us that the great cities are in favor of the gold 
standard. I tell you that the great cities rest upon these broad and fertile 
prairies. Burn down your cities and leave our farms, and your cities will 
spring up again as if by magic. But destroy our farms and the grass will 
grow in the streets of every city in the country.”78

Rural America and farmers were becoming underdogs during this 
time period. The significant price def lation that occurred between 
1866 and 189679 hurt the ability of farmers to make a living. The plight 
of some of them was dreadful: “the forgotten farmers were caught on a 
treadmill. Despite unremitting toil, they operated year after year at a 
loss. In a vicious cycle, their farm machinery increased their output of 
grain, lowered the price, and drove them deeper into debt.”80

Part of Bryan’s political strategy was to capture the rural vote, no 
matter what party it came from. Thus, he also became the Populist 
Party and Silver Republican Party presidential nominee in 1896. The 
Populist Party and Bryan had a lot in common with each other; they 
wanted to challenge the status quo and supported broad reforms in 
American society. Bryan had even supported Populist presidential can-
didate James Weaver in 1892.81 In that year, Weaver won 8.5 percent 
of the national vote and Kansas, Colorado, North Dakota, Idaho, and 
Nevada.82 The states that Weaver won contained only three of the top 
100 largest urban areas in the nation: Denver, Kansas City, Kansas, 
and Topeka, Kansas.83 In 1894, Populists elected six senators and seven 
congressmen and captured more than 1.5 million votes.84 There was 
substantial support for the Silver Republicans in the west.85

It was Bryan’s explicit preference for rural underdogs that contrib-
uted to his defeat in the general election against Republican William 
McKinley. As political scientist James L. Sundquist observes, “He did 
not set class against class; he set rural against urban. When . . . he spoke 
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of ‘your cities’ and ‘our farms,’ he cast out of his circle not just urban 
capital but urban labor too.”86

It is not a fact that Bryan did not want the support of urban under-
dogs. It is just that he had to convince them that supporting their polit-
ical ideals was more important than any possible price increases for 
necessities that might occur if Bryan’s silver policies were enacted.87

Bryan was not successful in uniting urban and rural underdogs to 
win the election. McKinley won the 85 major American cities with a 
plurality of 464,000 votes. In 1892, the conservative Democrat Grover 
Cleveland had won them with a 162,000 vote plurality.88 McKinley 
won the presidency with 51 percent of the national popular vote to 
Bryan’s 46.7 percent.89

There are other parallels between the underdog concept, Bryan and 
the 1896 presidential election. They include the following:

The Democratic Convention in Chicago drew supporters of causes who • 
wanted more equality and rights for people who were being discrimi-
nated against. This included people and causes that backed woman’s 
suffrage, wanted to allow Chinese immigrants to receive civil rights, 
and advocated for Christian and secular socialism. The convention 
also drew Democrats that differed from President Cleveland’s eco-
nomic policy.90 What did these people have in common? They all, to 
some degree or another, felt like outsiders and represented groups that 
they believe had been persecuted or ideas (free silver) that had lost.
Bryan was • a financial underdog to McKinley. The Republicans had 
much more money to campaign on than the Democrats and Populists: 
it is estimated that they had an approximately 10–1 advantage.91

McKinley’s campaign used the American flag as a partisan tool to • 
discredit Bryan. The flag was a symbol of the McKinley campaign.92 
The Democrats had been outmaneuvered, as historian Lawrence 
Goodwyn writes, “frustrated Democrats found it difficult to show 
proper respect for the national emblem without participating in some 
kind of public endorsement of McKinley.”93 If the flag was the sym-
bol of patriotism, and McKinley was equated with the flag, then 
how could any patriotic American ever vote for Bryan? The result: 
Patriotism and McKinley win and rebellion and Bryan94 lose; the 
usual result for an underdog.

Anti-Imperialism

Although Bryan was the Democratic nominee in 1900 and 1908, he 
never came as close to winning the presidency as he had in 1896.95 
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However, he regularly brought up critical issues that would help shape 
what the party stood for. The most significant one in 1900 was imperi-
alism. The United States was fighting a distant war in the Philippines. 
The Filipinos wanted their sovereignty and independence, while the 
American government was unwilling to give it to them, at least at the 
time.96 This conf lict was part of the overall Spanish-American War that 
had ended in 1898 with the Treaty of Paris. The treaty gave Guam and 
Puerto Rico to the United States and Cuba its independence. It also 
permitted the United States to buy the Philippines from Spain.97

At this time, there was a feeling by many Americans that it was 
immoral to occupy the Philippines. The United States was acting 
more like a traditional European country, more concerned with power 
than with principles. Bryan believed that American national strength, 
derived from its historic commitment to standing up for underdog 
struggles for freedom, was being undermined because of our occupa-
tion. As an example, he brings up the Boer war that was occurring in 
South Africa, in which Britain was fighting Afrikaners for power in 
southern Africa:98

Even now we are beginning to see the paralyzing inf luence of imperial-
ism. Heretofore this nation has been prompt to express its sympathy 
with those who were fighting for civil liberty. . . . In 1896, all parties 
manifested a lively interest in the success of the Cubans, but now when 
a war is in progress in South Africa, which must result in the extension 
of the monarchial idea, or in the triumph of the republic, the advo-
cates of imperialism in this country dare not say a word in behalf of the 
Boers. . . . Sympathy for the Boers . . . is due to the fact that . . . we believe 
in the principles of self-government . . . If this nation surrenders its belief 
in the universal application of the principles set forth in the Declaration 
of Independence, it will lose the prestige and inf luence which it has 
enjoyed among the nations as an exponent of popular government.99

Was Bryan correct? Does American inf luence and prestige depend upon 
universally applying such concepts as equality, justice, and fairness in 
international relations? Or can the United States maintain its strength 
by selectively fighting for the underdog, like supporting some struggles 
for national liberation and actively opposing others? These questions 
would be faced (although not necessarily framed in the same way) by 
other Democratic presidential candidates in the twentieth century; 
most notably Hubert Humphrey, Eugene McCarthy, Bobby Kennedy, 
and George McGovern’s positions on the Vietnam War.

Anti-imperialism was not the only issue of the 1900 campaign for 
Bryan. He also mixed in criticisms of the trusts and reiterated his 
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support for silver.100 Journalist Henry Pringle believed that his over-
all message just did not coagulate: “for all his magnetism . . . William 
Jennings Bryan always spoke for disorganized minorities. They did not 
seek some common end, they disagreed violently among themselves.”101 
Minority causes are usually underdogs because of majority rule. They 
could triumph if they are organized enough to produce effective coali-
tions. This was not the case in 1900.

The broad correlations between underdog concepts and Bryan are 
numerous. They include the following:

His Christianity.•  The most famous example is the end of his 1896 
Cross of Gold speech. He makes an obvious parallel between his 
candidacy and the cruxification of Jesus Christ: “Having behind us 
the commercial interests and the laboring interests and all the toiling 
masses, we shall answer their demands for a gold standard by saying 
to them, you shall not press down the brow of labor this crown of 
thorns. You shall not crucify mankind upon a cross of gold.”102

His embrace of struggle.•  He was involved in a life-long exertion to 
battle for the causes he believed in. The titles of two books he wrote 
after his 1896 and 1900 electoral defeats reveal this dedication to his 
ideals: The First Battle and The Second Battle or The New Declaration 
of Independence. One must struggle for underdog causes because they 
are always under assault by more powerful societal forces.
Campaign finance reform.•  Among other features, the 1908 
Democratic platform called for individual contributions to be limited, 
publicity for contributions before elections and banning corporate 
contributions.103 In 1924, the party platform appealed for “federal 
candidates to be furnished ‘reasonable means of publicity at federal 
expense.’ ” This was proposed by Bryan.104

Bryan did, however, leave out one underdog group from the causes 
he supported: blacks. Bryan’s views of the fundamental power divide in 
American politics did not include blacks. This is not surprising since 
he was a Democrat; the “solid south” was still the most reliable base of 
party support.105 Arguably, he adjusted his views on equality to match 
the realities of American blacks. He claimed that southern blacks had 
equal protection under the law, except for majoritarian political rights.106 
According to historian Robert W. Cherney, this “must have soothed the 
conf lict between Bryan’s principles of equality and the attitudes of his 
southern supporters, but he must have had a difficult time ignoring the 
realities of discrimination and denial of rights everywhere in the south. 
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Indeed, he could only have believed what he said if he refused to look 
around himself when he and his family lived in Texas, North Carolina 
or Florida.”107

Bryan was described by writer Herbert David Croly in 1911 as “best 
understood as a Democrat of both Jeffersonian and Jacksonian ten-
dencies, who has been born a few generations too late.”108 While that 
may be accurate, he also provided a vital ideological link between the 
founders of the Democratic Party and the new challenges it faced in the 
 modern age.

Americans today remember the party’s historical link to underdogs 
more by Franklin D. Roosevelt than by Jefferson, Jackson, or Bryan. 
It is to him and other key Democrats in the party’s glory days of the 
twentieth century where the analysis turns next.
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CHAPTER 5

The Glory Days: FDR to Humphrey

Franklin Roosevelt

Franklin Roosevelt grew up in a wealthy and privileged family in New 
York. He did not personally experience much injustice, persecution or 
discrimination growing up. He was isolated from the poor and their 
daily struggles, though he did have some contact with the poor in his 
early life. While he attended Groton, a Massachusetts college prepara-
tory school,1 he joined their Missionary Society. As part of it, he helped 
an elderly black lady with her household tasks. He also worked at their 
summer camp in New Hampshire that was composed of poor boys from 
the Boston and New York slums.2

FDR was also exposed to the poor when he was engaged to Eleanor, 
who was involved in the Junior League in New York City. Eleanor 
opened his eyes to the poor: “she took him with her to visit a settle-
ment house . . . One of the children was ill at school; Eleanor invited 
her fiancé to help her take the child home. After helping Eleanor take 
the girl into the dank, dark, foul-smelling tenement where she lived, he 
said . . . ‘My God, I didn’t know anyone lived like that.’ ”3

New York State Senate

Roosevelt was an underdog when he ran for the New York State Senate 
in 1910; the last time the senate district he ran in had voted Democratic 
was 1884.4 He prevailed on Election Day and won 15,708 votes to his 
Republican incumbent’s 14,568.5

In Albany, FDR decided to take on another fight that most people 
assumed he would lose; he took on powerful Tammany Hall, widely 
known for its corrupt politics. Roosevelt led a band of Democratic 
insurgents who challenged the Tammany boss Charles Murphy. At 

9780230102743_06_ch05.indd   659780230102743_06_ch05.indd   65 3/3/2010   10:14:54 AM3/3/2010   10:14:54 AM



66  ●  The Underdog in American Politics

that time, the state legislatures chose U.S. senators. Murphy wanted 
William Sheehan as U.S. senator. Roosevelt and his allies challenged 
him. Because of the resistance, Murphy was ultimately unsuccessful in 
getting Sheehan named to the seat. Instead, a compromise candidate 
was agreed on.6 When the battle was over, FDR spoke before the New 
York City YMCA. His words illustrate his spirit in fighting for under-
dog causes: “I have just come from Albany and the close of a long fight 
which lasted sixty-four rounds . . . At the end of it was a free-for-all. 
Some got battered, but you can see by me that there were few scratches 
on the insurgents.”7

He was not unambiguously on the side of underdogs with his reactions 
to the famous New York Triangle fire of March 25, 1911. Author Jean 
Kennedy Smith describes the horror and injustice: “The doors to the 
only stairwell were chained shut, ostensibly to prevent theft. . . . Forty-
six employees fell or jumped to their deaths on the sidewalk below; one 
hundred perished in the inferno. All but fifteen were girls and young 
women between the ages of sixteen and thirty-five. In the trial that 
followed, the company was absolved of responsibility and collected 
$64,925 in insurance damages. Twenty-three families of the dead sued 
and received an overall total of $1,725. That amounted to $75 for each 
life lost.”8

The fire symbolized greed and the atrocious working conditions 
that many industrial workers faced at the time.9 As a result of the fire, 
bills that would reform labor conditions were considered in Albany. A 
key measure was a bill that would have limited children’s and women’s 
working hours. Roosevelt would not meet with a key supporter, Francis 
Perkins of the New York Consumers League. Perkins would later be his 
Secretary of Labor when he was president.

The measure passed, but FDR was not present at the vote. He voted 
for it in absentia. Later, he would inaccurately portray himself as one of 
the originators of the legislation.10 According to author Conrad Black, 
“those who in later years would represent him as a radical champion 
of the left ignore how conservative, cautious, and at times ruthlessly 
opportunistic he was.”11

Roosevelt’s Paralytic Illness

Why did Roosevelt champion the underdog so vigorously throughout 
most of his political career? One reason is very simple: because he felt 
he was one himself because of his paralytic illness. For many years, it 
was thought to be polio, though a 2003 article in the Journal of Medical 
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Biography concluded that he most likely suffered from Guillan-Barre 
syndrome.12 The precise nature of his illness is not the critical link to 
underdogs; instead it is how the sickness increased his awareness of oth-
ers who were of a different socioeconomic class than he was.

Roosevelt developed polio at the age of thirty-nine, while on vacation 
in Canada. He fell into the cold Bay of Fundy on August 9, 1921. The 
next day he swam and jogged, but later felt tired and experienced chills. 
He was paralyzed from the waist down by August 13.13 Roosevelt sought 
out medical experts and tried different rehabilitation techniques.14 In 
1924, Roosevelt visited Warms Springs, Georgia, for the first time. 
The therapeutic potential of the water appealed to Roosevelt.15 After 
visiting, Roosevelt believed “that his six weeks in the waters of Warm 
Springs did more to improve his condition than any treatment he had 
received in the previous 3 years.” He bought the center in 1926 after 
it had financial troubles.16 More than two-thirds of his money went to 
the acquisition; it was the sole major personal financial gamble he ever 
took.17 In 1927, the Georgia Warm Springs Foundation was formed.18 
From 1924 to 1945, he visited Warm Springs forty-one times.19

In the 1920s, handicapped people had many characteristics of 
underdogs. They were the subject of sympathy, disadvantaged by 
discrimination and generally considered defeated. As Hugh Gregory 
Gallagher notes, “the handicapped were kept at home, out of sight, 
in back bedrooms, by families who felt a mixture of embarrassment 
and shame about their presence.” Not all were kept at home; some 
went to hospitals for their rehabilitation. There were relatively few of 
them, however, and the environment reinforced their status as societal 
outsiders: “these hospitals were often grim, depressing places—dark, 
gray piles indistinguishable from prisons and asylums. They had names 
such as House of St. Giles the Cripple, Children’s House of the Home 
for Incurables, and the New York Society for the Relief of the Ruptured 
and Crippled.”20

The atmosphere that Roosevelt helped create at Warm Springs was 
quite different. Instead of shame and exclusion, there was pride and 
inclusion. The key difference was in broadening the treatment that the 
patients received. Their medical care was not considered most impor-
tant—the social and psychological characteristics of the handicapped 
were considered equally as important.21 A pamphlet describing what the 
center does illustrates this: “to the special methods of treatment must 
be added the psychological effect of the group treatment, the stimulus 
caused by a number of people pursuing the same end, and each spurring 
the other on to more and better effort.”22
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Author Conrad Black describes FDR’s personal involvement, and 
the effect it had on the patients: FDR “devised an exercise and water-
therapy regime for each person . . . and infected almost everyone with 
his own determination and optimism. He personally led the exercises 
in the pool. . . . The combination of water, sun, exercise, companion-
ship, and the inspiring manner of the leader did help most of those 
who attended.” Economic discrimination was not a major factor at the 
center: “Roosevelt was not overly concerned about being paid for his 
services. Those who could afford to pay were expected to; those who 
couldn’t were not.”23

The rehabilitation center at Warm Springs was not the only place in 
Georgia where FDR developed a bond with underdogs. In the 1920s, 
he met many rural Georgians as he took drives in the countryside. He 
would understand the fears and problems of many of them during this 
time.24 According to Roosevelt Institute President Emeritus Christopher 
Breiseth, FDR at Warm Springs “learned about class and race in the 
rural south and about pervasive poverty.”25

How did Roosevelt’s illness change him personally? Frances Perkins 
thought that the illness had a profound effect on him, as journalist 
Adam Cohen writes:

Perkins, who knew him in his early years in New York society, and as 
a young legislator in Albany, had considered Roosevelt something of a 
prig. “His superficial feeling toward many people was that they were 
great bores, stupid and nonsensical,” and he “didn’t want to bother with 
them,” she recalled. “After he was ill, f lat, prostrated,” he “had a total 
change of heart,” she said. “Nobody was dull. Nobody was a great nui-
sance. Nobody made no sense. Nobody was good for nothing. Because 
they were human beings who could walk, and run, and exercise, they 
were all superior to him.”26

According to Eleanor Roosevelt, FDR’s illness affected his mentality: 
“anyone who has gone through great suffering is bound to have a greater 
sympathy and understanding of the problems of mankind.”27 His suf-
fering allowed him to be able to personally connect to the sudden mis-
fortunes that so many Americans experienced later in the Depression. 
As historian H. W. Brands observes, “Capricious calamity isn’t part of 
the American Dream . . . Yet sometimes bad things do happen to people 
through no fault of their own. Roosevelt understood this in a way he 
hadn’t before.”28 According to historian Paul Conklin, “Polio made an 
aristocratic Roosevelt into an underdog. For him it replaced the log 
cabin.”29
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New York Governor

Roosevelt ran against Republican opponent New York Attorney General 
Albert Ottinger in 1928.30 He rhetorically fought for many underdogs 
in his campaign, including the handicapped, the elderly, and children 
and women industrial workers. He won a close race; out of more than 
4.2 million votes cast, he beat Otinger by only 25,564 votes.31

FDR proposed many initiatives that could have helped society’s 
underdogs:

For the elderly poor, a commission to study economic security for • 
senior citizens.
To help reduce the price of electricity, an authority to operate, build, • 
and finance facilities that would generate power. The private sec-
tor would transmit the power, but the state would own the facili-
ties (unless there was overcharging, then the state could transmit the 
electricity).
To help the sick, a bond for construction of hospitals.• 32

An economic slump started in the summer of 1929 and became a crisis 
with the stock market crash in October. What came next was widespread 
and harsh. As the late economist Nicholas Spulber wrote, “precipitous 
drops in prices, money supply, credits, investments, production, and em-
ployment, along with dramatic increases in bank failures, commercial 
and industrial bankruptcies, and farm mortgage foreclosures became ev-
eryday occurrences.”33 The Great Depression had begun.

Roosevelt began to address the economic situation in 1930. He rec-
ognized that unemployment was a serious concern and proposed some 
public works, job creation, and emergency relief.34 In April 1930, he 
spoke to New York Democrats. Being a good party man, he brought 
up the legacy of the party’s founder when he spoke out against concen-
tration in American finance and industry: “If Thomas Jefferson were 
alive he would be the first to question this concentration of economic 
power.”35

TERA, or the Temporary Emergency Relief Administration, is a 
good illustration of FDR’s commitment to help the unemployed as gov-
ernor of New York. TERA was started in 1931. The program, financed 
by modestly increasing income taxes, not only gave money to the un-
employed but also required work for the recipients. It would be admin-
istered by Harry Hopkins, a social worker from Iowa.36 The program, 
according to New York Attorney General John J. Bennett, was “the first 
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enactment under which a State, as such, had accepted any liability for 
the support of its population, viewed not as wards but merely as men 
and women unable temporarily to accommodate themselves to the so-
cial scene, without at the same time placing such men and women in the 
position of recipients of a bounty or a dole [and] in such a manner as to 
preserve the self-respect of every beneficiary.”37

New York, and the nation, was experiencing a clash between the 
long-established notions of opportunity and initiative and exten-
sive unemployment. The core problem, as historian R. Alan Lawson 
observes, is “how to institutionalize compassion and still honor the 
tough-minded competitive initiative Americans thought they should 
follow.”38 Reconciling these two strong (and competing) ideals into at 
least a minimal level of societal acceptance is at the root of winning 
battles for economic underdogs. It is easier to act upon compassion if 
the cause of the disadvantaged condition is perceived to be unrelated to 
how hard one has tried to compete. There is no injustice if one does not 
try to get a job when there are employers offering them. In 1931 (and 
afterward), the problem was there were not enough jobs for the number 
of people who wanted them.

In the midst of his attempt to gain his party’s nomination, FDR 
made a radio address on April 7, 1932 that clearly elucidated who the 
country should rely on to build the recovery: “These unhappy times call 
for the building of plans that rest upon the forgotten, the unorganized 
but the indispensable units of economic power . . . [and] that put their 
faith once more in the forgotten man at the bottom of the economic 
pyramid.”39 This rhetorical recognition of the poor is a sympathetic call 
for societal fairness. It is also a call to rebuild the economy from the 
bottom up, unlike the approach President Hoover was pursuing. This 
foreshadows the general approach of the New Deal.

His Presidency: Hope and Action for Underdogs

In 1932, the economic conditions in the nation were horrendous. 
Unemployment was estimated to be between 24 and 36 percent. The 
quantity of stock market and check transactions was 60 percent lower 
than they had been in 1929.40 The pain that this produced was exten-
sive. There were millions of losers in America now. Many were without 
jobs or hope. As author Nick Taylor describes, “Millions lost their 
homes, wore their clothes into rags, and had to forage like animals for 
food: city dwellers fought for scraps in garbage cans and dumps, while 
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in the country, the hungry scratched for roots and weeds.” But that 
was not the worst of it: “For all of the physical suffering, the greatest 
loss was to the spirit. People felt fear, shame, despair; the suicide rate 
soared, and the nation trembled at the prospect of a dark, uncertain 
future.”41

Once Roosevelt became president, he moved quickly to alleviate the 
suffering of many Americans. He had three goals, as historian Alan 
Brinkley writes, “devise policies to end the Great Depression . . . create 
programs to help the millions in distress weather hard times until pros-
perity returned. And . . . to frame lasting reforms that would prevent a 
similar crisis from occurring again.”42

FDR’s first 100 days in office were a whirlwind of legislative activ-
ity designed to get the country moving again. He inundated Congress 
with a great deal of legislation, among these were farm relief and credit, 
unemployment aid to the states, the creation of the Tennessee Valley 
Authority and the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation, and reform 
of the railroads.43 Roosevelt supported economic underdogs with these 
programs.

Technically, the goal of his proposals was to help the economic condi-
tions of Americans so that there would be fewer underdogs. If one was 
out of a job, they might be stereotyped as losers by society. More im-
portant, people might internalize their economic failure in a way that 
diminishes their self-confidence. Self-confidence is not only critical to 
success, but it is also a prerequisite for survival. As historian William 
E. Leuchtenburg notes, “To be unemployed in an industrial society is 
the equivalent of banishment and excommunication. A job established 
a man’s identity—not only what other men thought of him but how he 
viewed himself; the loss of his job shattered his self-esteem.”44 FDR’s first 
inaugural speech directly addressed this confidence gap: “This is preem-
inently the time to speak the truth, the whole truth, frankly and boldly. 
Nor need we shrink from honestly facing conditions in our country 
today. This great Nation will endure as it has endured, will revive and 
will prosper. So, first of all, let me assert my firm belief that the only 
thing we have to fear is fear itself—nameless, unreasoning, unjustified 
terror which paralyzes needed efforts to convert retreat into advance.”45

As the economic downturn had lasted so long, many Americans felt 
that they were not likely to get a job, in contrast to what had occurred 
in previous cycles. Simply put, many Americans expected to keep on 
losing: income, employment, stability, and ultimately hope. FDR’s fire-
side chats were important in helping stabilize the country because they 
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helped make people feel less alone in their troubles. His speech of May 
7, 1933, was full of references to underdogs:

One was the nation itself: “Two months ago we were facing se-• 
rious economic problems. The country was dying by inches.”46 A 
country that is dying is losing-losing its ability to economically 
survive.
Another underdog was the jobless with families. He talked about how • 
creating the Civilian Conservation Corps would help them: “we are 
giving opportunity of employment to one-quarter of a million of the 
unemployed, especially the young men who have dependents, to go 
into the forestry and flood protection work. . . . we are relieving an ap-
preciable amount of actual distress.”47

Industrial labor was another underdog: “well-considered and con-• 
servative measures will likewise be proposed which will attempt to 
give to the industrial workers . . . a more fair wage return, prevent cut-
throat competition and unduly long hours for labor.”48

In 1935, the Rural Electrification Administration (REA) was cre-
ated.49 It is another example of a New Deal program designed to help 
underdogs. There was a tremendous inequality between rural and urban 
people regarding electrification. During the 1930s, only 10 percent of 
rural people had electricity while 90 percent of city people did. Most 
rural areas were not electrified because the private utility companies re-
fused to build the lines. They claimed it was too expensive and farmers 
could not afford electricity.50

Without electricity, rural people could not share equally in the eco-
nomic and social benefits of modern society. Without refrigeration, for 
example, it was not practical to eat fresh meat except a few months 
of the year.51 William E. Leuchtenburg describes the plight of some 
rural women: “farm wives, who enviously eyed pictures in the Saturday 
Evening Post of city women with washing machines, refrigerators, and 
vacuum cleaners, performed their backbreaking chores like peasant 
women in a preindustrial age.”52

By 1939, 25 percent of rural areas had electricity.53 By the mid-1950s, 
electricity had come to just about every American farm.54 Life was made 
easier for many Americans as a result; one could work inside the house 
at night. Moreover, the sense of rural isolation was diminished because 
of radio.55 The significance of having, and not having, electricity is 
recounted by Arkansas physics teacher JoAnne Sears Rife, who grew 
up in the Depression: “the REA . . . became a much revered institution 
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in our family, almost as sacred as church or the county Extension 
Service. . . . I remember life before REA. It was not dreadful, but it was 
not equal.”56

Roosevelt had limited success in fixing the national economy in the 
first few years of his first term. And he was making enemies: “business-
men and bankers were turning more and more against Roosevelt’s New 
Deal program. They feared his experiments, were appalled because he 
had taken the Nation off the gold standard and allowed deficits in the 
budget, and disliked the concessions to labor.” He still continued to 
push for change: “Roosevelt responded with a new program of reform: 
Social Security, heavier taxes on the wealthy, new controls over banks 
and public utilities, and an enormous work relief program for the 
unemployed.”57

FDR’s second inaugural speech in 1937 straightforwardly addressed 
the economic underdogs of the nation:

In this nation I see tens of millions of its citizens—a substantial part of its 
whole population—who at this very moment are denied the greater part of 
what the very lowest standards of today call the necessities of life. I see mil-
lions of families trying to live on incomes so meager that the pall of family 
disaster hangs over them day by day. I see millions whose daily lives in city 
and on farm continue under conditions labeled indecent by a so-called po-
lite society half a century ago. I see millions denied education, recreation, 
and the opportunity to better their lot and the lot of their children. I see 
millions lacking the means to buy the products of farm and factory and by 
their poverty denying work and productiveness to many other millions. I 
see one-third of a nation ill-housed, ill-clad, ill-nourished.58

Although Roosevelt did not completely succeed in alleviating the 
needs of the economic underdogs, his presidency gave hope to them. 
According to author Dexter Perkins, his connection to underdogs was 
an ideal match for what was needed in his time: “Roosevelt as an in-
dividual bulked large in the events of his epoch. The central reason 
for this fact lies in the gusto, the optimism, and the feeling for the 
underdog which he brought to a period of change.”59 Roosevelt’s leader-
ship abilities were recognized by Winston Churchill. Churchill admired 
his “generous sympathy for the underdog . . . [and] his intense desire for 
a nearer approach to social justice.”60

The liberal legacy of FDR toward helping underdogs is extensive; 
it included his creation of the Social Security system (that eventually 
guaranteed that the elderly would have at least a minimum level of eco-
nomic security) and his support for organized labor (that would give 

9780230102743_06_ch05.indd   739780230102743_06_ch05.indd   73 3/3/2010   10:14:56 AM3/3/2010   10:14:56 AM



74  ●  The Underdog in American Politics

unions the legal backing they needed to grow). There were areas, how-
ever, where Roosevelt did not stand up for underdogs. Two of these 
involve Japanese Americans and African Americans.

Japanese Americans

Many people of Japanese ethnicity in the western United States became 
classic underdogs after the attack on Pearl Harbor. At least 110,000 of 
them were rounded up and put in detention camps. 70 percent of them 
were American citizens. The internments began with Executive Order 
Number 9066, signed in February 1942.61 The way they were treated 
was shameful, as author Conrad Black writes: “the designated targets of 
this measure were given one week to dispose of their property as they 
wished, were rounded up in racetracks and fairgrounds and such places, 
and spent idle days and nights constantly interrupted by searchlights 
behind watchtowers and barbed wire.”62

Although the United States was also at war with Germany and Italy 
during this time, the Japanese were treated worse than the Germans 
or the Italians. Compared to their total population, Japanese were 
arrested in disproportionate numbers.63 Moreover, as author Brian 
Maso Hayashi states, “a Western Defense Command officer ad-
mitted that Japanese-Americans were initially interned on far slim-
mer evidence than German Americans.” In addition, “on October 
19, 1942 . . . some 52,000 California Italians without U.S. citizenship 
[were removed] from the status of ‘enemy alien,’ because as President 
Franklin Roosevelt said, they were not a security threat but ‘a bunch 
of opera singers.’ ”64

The internments were justified because of “military necessity.”65 This 
included not only the traditional military defense of the homeland, but 
also the reality of racial hostility.66 The atmosphere in the United States 
after Pearl Harbor (and the Japanese military victories in early 1942) 
created a space where the persecution of Japanese Americans f lourished, 
as author Robert N. Rosen writes: “Citizens on the West Coast had be-
come hysterical about the Japanese living in their midst. Some claimed 
they saw signals and strange lights sent or set up by Japanese Americans. 
Racial hatred and fear of the Japanese exploded. Law enforcement offi-
cials, politicians, the governor, California attorney general Earl Warren, 
the army general in charge of the West Coast, and Secretary Stimson all 
clamored for action.”67

Executive Order Number 9066 also created a fresh gateway for eco-
nomic discrimination against Japanese Americans. Although economic 
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discrimination was not a new experience to them,68 the sheer audacity 
of some of the racism is striking: a representative of the California 
Grower-Shipper Vegetable Association remarked, “We’re charged with 
wanting to get rid of the Japs for selfish reasons . . . We might as well 
be honest. It’s a question of whether the white man lives on the Pacific 
coast or the brown man.”69

The situation that many Japanese Americans faced after their release 
was bleak. Internee Riichi Satow said, “Our things were all gone by 
the time we got back home . . . Nothing was left . . . everything had been 
stolen.”70 The aggregate economic losses to Japanese Americans were 
tremendous: an estimated $1.2 to 3.1 million (1983) dollars.71

The justification for Roosevelt’s decision was that he had to do any-
thing to win the war.72 Eleanor Roosevelt differed from her husband on 
the issue. According to historian Doris Kearns Goodwin, “To her mind, 
the guarantees of the Bill of Rights must never be surrendered, even in 
the face of national disaster.”73 On December 16, 1941, she wrote in her 
newspaper column that respecting the rights of Japanese Americans was 
a “challenge of fairness to our citizens of every nationality.”74 However, 
she could not dissuade FDR from his decision.75

African Americans

For any Democrat to get elected as president after the Civil War, they 
had to first win the south. This was an easy task for most Democrats, as 
southerners were not inclined to support the party of Lincoln. Or more 
precisely, white southerners. But that was not a problem because they 
disproportionately dominated the southern electorate. Literacy tests, 
poll taxes, and understanding clauses were used throughout the south 
to disenfranchise African Americans after the Civil War.76

Part of the reason why Roosevelt was successful in getting much 
of his legislation passed through Congress was because he didn’t chal-
lenge the racial status quo in the south. As historian Alan Brinkley 
observes, “he was never willing to challenge the central institutions of 
racial oppression in American life, fearful that to do so would damage 
the Democratic party in the South and lose him the critical support of 
powerful southerners in Congress.”77

A good illustration of Roosevelt’s relationship with African American 
issues was how he responded to lynchings. Unfortunately, victims of 
lynchings share many characteristics of underdogs; inequality, injustice, 
and discrimination. For example, in 1900, there were 115 lynchings; 
106 of the victims were black. In 1915, 56 of the 69 lynchings were done 
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to blacks. In 1923, there were 33 lynchings in the United States; 29 of 
them black victims. In 1933, 24 of the 26 lynchings were black vic-
tims.78 Most of the lynchings occurred in border and southern states.79 
Robert A. Gibson writes that “the causes assigned by whites in justifi-
cation or explanation of lynching Black people include everything from 
major crimes to minor offenses. In many cases, Blacks were lynched for 
no reason at all other than race prejudice.”80

Federal anti-lynching bills were proposed by Democratic U.S. Senator 
Robert F. Wagner during the mid-1930s. His 1937 bill was filibustered 
to death in the Senate and never passed. Roosevelt’s leadership skills 
were not used to make passage a priority.81 His 1940 bill also died in 
the Senate.82

By not prioritizing anti-lynching legislation, Roosevelt resisted 
pressure from many sources, including his wife Eleanor, his mother 
Sara, and the NAACP (National Association for the Advancement 
of Colored People) Executive Secretary Walter White.83 The nation 
would have to wait until 1968 before the first federal anti-lynching bill 
became law.84

Nonetheless, beginning in 1936, blacks became an integral part 
of the Roosevelt coalition. They voted Democratic for the first time 
in more than 70 years because of his relief programs, with 71 percent 
supporting FDR.85 FDR’s general coalition of liberals, urban blacks, 
southern Protestants, radicals, northern Jews, Catholics, small farm-
ers, and union members would dominate the party until 1966.86 The 
party would never be the same, as Alan Brinkley observed: “Franklin 
Roosevelt’s creation of a new and vastly more powerful Democratic co-
alition shattered the South’s grip on the party. No longer could the 
region hold Democratic presidential candidates hostage to its conserva-
tive demands . . . . and no longer could southern Democrats impose their 
racial views on the party as a whole.”87

Harry Truman

One of the most significant links between Harry Truman and under-
dogs is civil rights. As a senator and president, Truman took many 
courageous steps in defense of civil rights. As a U.S. senator he was 
relatively liberal on civil rights issues.88 Specifically, in 1938 he voted 
to end a filibuster over an anti-lynching bill. The filibuster succeeded 
and the anti-lynching bill did not pass then.89 He made some speeches 
as a senator that supported political equality for African Americans. For 
example, in Sedalia, Missouri, on June 15, 1940, he said, “I believe in 
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the brotherhood of man; not merely the brotherhood of white men; but 
the brotherhood of all men before the law. I believe in the Constitution 
and the Declaration of Independence. In giving to the Negroes the 
rights that are theirs, we are only acting in accord with ideas of a true 
democracy.”90

As president from 1945 to 1953, he would both inf luence his party 
and the nation on civil rights. In September 1945, Truman called for the 
Fair Employment Practices Committee (FEPC) to be extended. Defense 
industries and government agencies hiring practices were watched for 
discrimination against blacks by this committee.91

In December 1946, the President’s Committee on Civil Rights was 
appointed. In October 1947, the report was released.92 The committee 
tried to answer some fundamental questions about America and civil 
rights: these concerned the goal, progress (or lack of ), government re-
sponsibility, and needed action.93 For instance, the committee enumer-
ated areas where the right to physical security and safety was not being 
met: these included involuntary servitude, police brutality, adminis-
tration of justice, and lynching. The denial of rights was not only for 
African Americans, but affected other minorities as well.94 In addition, 
the committee detailed how African Americans were denied the right 
to vote through the white primary: “until 1944, the white primary, by 
which participation in the Democratic primary is limited to white citi-
zens, was used in Texas, Alabama, Arkansas, Georgia, Louisiana, and 
Mississippi as the most effective modern ‘legal’ device for disfranchis-
ing Negroes. While some southern Negroes succeeded in spite of var-
ious obstacles in voting in general elections, almost none voted in the 
Democratic primaries. Since the Democratic primary is the only elec-
tion of any significance, the device of the white primary resulted in 
exclusion of Negroes from government in these states.”95

The report also examined discrimination in public schools. It found 
“separate but equal” did not exist in reality: “whatever test is used— 
expenditure per pupil, teachers’ salaries, the number of pupils per 
teacher, transportation of students, adequacy of school buildings and 
educational equipment, length of school term, extent of curriculum—
Negro students are invariably at a disadvantage.”96 The report was 
extensive and examined other areas, including housing, the military, 
health, law, foreign policy, and morality.97 It concluded that the issue of 
civil rights was a national one, not regional.98

Truman would follow up on this report with his 1948 State of the 
Union speech. In his speech, he called for the minimum wage to be 
increased, public housing, national health insurance, extending rent 
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control, and more aid to education.99 Although these proposals would 
have helped all economic underdogs, they probably would have (in 
terms of their percentage of the overall population) disproportionately 
helped African Americans. His most controversial statement directly 
concerned equality. He remarked that “some of our citizens are still de-
nied equal opportunity for education, for jobs and economic advance-
ment, and for the expression of their views at the polls. Most serious of 
all, some are denied equal protection under laws. . . . The recent report 
of the President’s Committee on Civil Rights points the way to correc-
tive action by the Federal Government and by State and local govern-
ments. Because of the need for effective Federal action, I shall send a 
special message to the Congress on this important subject.”100

His special message to Congress was sent on February 2, 1948, and 
called for Congress to enact wide-ranging civil rights laws. He wanted 
poll taxes to end, lynching to be made illegal under federal law, and an 
end to discrimination in interstate travel by airplane, bus, and rail. He 
also ordered the military to end discrimination and requested Congress 
to take action on the claims made by Japanese Americans concerning 
their World War II internment.101 Most of Truman’s proposals went 
nowhere, but one did become law fairly quickly: Executive Order 9981. 
It was issued on July 26, 1948, and ordered the desegregation of the 
armed forces.102

It was a controversial move. Only 13 percent of Americans supported 
what he wanted to do. General Omar Bradley believed it would ruin the 
army. Georgia Senator Richard Russell said that rates of crime would 
increase among the military and more men would become disabled 
because of contracting communicable diseases.103 African Americans 
in the military at this time were obvious underdogs who were treated 
unequal and unfairly. In an essay, Republican Colin Powell refers to 
himself in the third person as he thanks Democrat Harry Truman for 
making his underdog career possible:

Many years later when he became chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
he would be asked by inquisitive reporters who had forgotten their his-
tory, “Well, General Powell, when you were growing up in the South 
Bronx, did you ever think or dream that you would grow up to become 
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff of the Armed Forces of the United 
States?” And I would smile patiently and say “No,” because such a dream 
would have been impossible for that eleven-year-old kid. But that kid 
didn’t know that President Truman had just signed an executive order 
that would permit such a dream to come true. And the dream did come 
true, not just because President Truman signed an executive order, but 
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also because after he signed the order, he went about the task of knocking 
the ears off the Pentagon to make it happen.104

Even though his other proposals on equal protection had very little 
chance of becoming law, they still scared much of the south. His call 
for racial equality of opportunity splintered the party. Southern polit-
ical leaders recognized that their region’s way of life could be in danger. 
Alabama governor James Folsom announced that he would run for pres-
ident in 1948. Folsom wanted other states to back him.105 The civil 
rights message was a lynching of the Constitution, according to Tom 
Connolly of Texas. South Carolina Senator Olin Johnston boycotted 
the Jefferson-Jackson Day dinner because he feared sitting next to a 
black.106

Alabama’s American Bar Association president made it crystal clear 
about how he saw the future for his state: “No Negro is good enough 
and no negro will ever be good enough to participate in making the law 
under which the white people in Alabama have to live.”107 Truman aide 
Clark Clifford recounts the southern reaction to Truman’s proposals: 
“Immediately, letters began to pour in from all over the South charging 
that President Truman was breaking up the Democratic party. Most 
of the letters were bitter, and many of them contained ugly or obscene 
racial slurs directed at the President, his family, and some of his staff, 
including me. Arkansas governor Ben Laney branded the civil rights 
message ‘distasteful, unthinkable, and ridiculous.’ ”108

Truman’s proposals were further evidence that a new Democratic 
coalition was emerging, one that would eventually dislodge most south-
ern whites from the party. As historian Gary A. Donaldson writes, 
“South Carolina governor Strom Thurmond and Mississippi senator 
James Eastland, saw the president’s civil rights message as an indicator 
for the future. There did not seem to be enough room . . . for both the 
southern conservatives and the new liberal coalition of northern liber-
als, African Americans, and organized labor.”109

Many conservative southern Democrats walked away from him in 
the 1948 election. One of the most prominent was Strom Thurmond, 
who ran for president as a candidate for the State’s Rights (Dixiecrats) 
party. The Dixiecrats wanted to win enough states to deny any candi-
date an electoral vote majority. If that happened, the presidential elec-
tion would have been decided by the House of Representatives, where 
the south could decide who was an acceptable candidate. The strategy 
did not work, Thurmond carried only four southern states and Truman 
won the election.110 The Dixiecrat rebellion was mainly a Black Belt 
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uprising that indicated more precisely (if that was necessary) that race 
was the primary motivation in the bloc.111

Truman later ref lected on what he tried to do in 1948: “I said what 
I thought had to be said. You can’t divide the country up into sections 
and have one rule for one section and one rule for another, and you 
can’t encourage people’s prejudices. You have to appeal to people’s best 
instincts, not their worst ones.”112 To many, the best instincts in people 
involve trying to help the underdog.

In other ways, Truman can be linked to the underdog concept by 
the following:

Israel: His 1948 recognition of Israel as a state eleven minutes after • 
it came into existence113 was an important step in legitimizing the 
Jewish state. To many, Israel at that time possessed the following un-
derdog characteristics; it was not expected to survive,114 and Jews were 
an object of sympathy from many around the world because of the 
Holocaust.
Health care: In 1945, he proposed to a plan that would have offered • 
health care for all Americans. He was the first president to do so.115 On 
many occasions in his presidency, Truman kept pushing for national 
health insurance. It never happened. It was an underdog battle, as 
Brian Hamel reports: “powerful interest groups were aligned against 
this proposal. The AMA spent millions to defeat it. Enrollment in 
voluntary insurance was growing rapidly . . . [and] congressional com-
mittee politics managed to tie [it] up . . . so that it never came to a vote 
on the floor of either house.”116

The 1948 campaign: Harry Truman was widely expected to lose the • 
general election to Republican Thomas Dewey. Much of the press 
thought the election was over in October. Author Zachary Karabell 
offers an example: “for its last issue before the election, Life featured 
a full-page photograph of Dewey and his wife in San Francisco, with 
the caption ‘The Next President Travels by Ferry over the Broad 
Waters of San Francisco Bay.’ ”117

John F. Kennedy

Was John F. Kennedy an underdog? He certainly was thought of that 
way by many people because of his family; they were seen as underdogs. 
The Kennedy family was viewed as underdogs because they were Irish-
Catholic in Massachusetts. The Irish had been historically  discriminated 
against by the power elite in the state.118

9780230102743_06_ch05.indd   809780230102743_06_ch05.indd   80 3/3/2010   10:14:57 AM3/3/2010   10:14:57 AM



The Glory Days: FDR to Humphrey  ●  81

The 1960 Presidential Election

It was the 1960 presidential race that created John Kennedy’s image as 
an underdog in the minds of many. This was a deliberate strategy used 
by his campaign.119 During the Democratic primaries, he fashioned 
himself the underdog because of his religion. The dynamics of the May 
10 West Virginia primary illustrates why.

There were not many Catholics in West Virginia.120 Before the 
primary, Kennedy held a lead in polling in the state. However, as the 
contest got closer, Kennedy found himself twenty points behind his 
principal rival, Hubert Humphrey. The reason for the change was that 
more West Virginians found out that he was Catholic.121 One person 
said, “We’ve never had a Catholic president and I hope we never do.”122 
He decided to tackle the religious issue straight out.123

He used rhetoric cleverly, for instance, when he publicly asked, “Is 
anyone going to tell me I lost the primary before I was born?”124 He also 
tied religious prejudice to military service. In a speech in Morgantown, 
West Virginia, he declared: “Nobody asked me if I was a Catholic when 
I joined the United States Navy.” In the same speech, he poignantly 
brought up his late brother: “nobody asked my brother if he was a 
Catholic or a Protestant before he climbed into an American bomber 
plane to f ly his last mission.”125

Associated Press West Virginia statehouse reporter Herbert C. Little 
recounted part of the media strategy of the Kennedy campaign:

The Kennedy people seemed determined to make a bigger thing out 
of the religious issue than it really was. They tried to convey the idea 
that JFK was an underdog fighting against great odds. It was the rare 
case among political campaigns where a candidate’s handlers would 
take offense if you wrote something suggesting that he might be the fa-
vorite. . . . JFK would . . . often solicit questions at the end of his speech. 
And after a while, nobody was bringing up the matter of his Catholicism. 
So, about midway through his campaign, he changed his tactic: he began 
bringing up the issue himself. The Kennedys played the underdog role 
to the hilt.126

In the end, the topic of religion was successfully framed by Kennedy 
as tolerance against intolerance and he won the primary. That night, 
Humphrey dropped his presidential bid.127 It was brilliant polit-
ical theater by Kennedy; tolerance was the heroic underdog, as writer 
Theodore H. White observes, “no voter could prove his tolerance by 
voting for Hubert Humphrey, but any voter could prove to his own 
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conscience in this state of ninety percent white Protestants that he voted 
without prejudice by voting for Kennedy.”128

There was another area in the battle for the Democratic nomination 
where Kennedy was clearly not an underdog; his finances. Kennedy was 
from a rich family and Humphrey was not. According to syndicated col-
umnist Sandy Grady, “Kennedy . . . unleashed . . . gobs of money . . . JFK 
would hop to the airport in Charleston, W.Va., in his Convair turbo-
prop (the Caroline) while Humphrey grinded around coal-mine ham-
lets in a rattletrap bus.”129 Journalist Sander Vanocur wrote that “how 
much money Kennedy had spent no one will ever know.”130

The Kennedy campaign also used his underdog persona during the 
general-election campaign as well. The debates with Nixon were critical 
to his eventual victory. According to writer John Hellmann, the first 
debate was the significant one: “Kennedy went into it the underdog, an 
unproven leader facing the heir apparent of a highly popular adminis-
tration; he emerged the favorite.”131 The collective memory of that event 
is also relevant to his perception as an underdog. As Kurt and Gladys 
Engel Long wrote in 1986, “Those old enough will remember how in 
that first meeting Kennedy . . . stood up to the more seasoned politician 
to prove that he was indeed presidential timber.”132

Ideology

Liberals were suspicious of Kennedy in the 1950s. There were many 
reasons for this: the 1952 account in The New Republic that described 
Kennedy as being happy that Richard Nixon beat Helen Gahagan 
Douglas in the 1950 California U.S. Senate race, his refusal to con-
front Senator Joseph McCarthy and his father’s business practices and 
politics.133 As Michael O’Brien states, “The ‘true’ liberals, those inf lu-
enced by Eleanor Roosevelt and Adlai Stevenson, thought Jack was too 
detached, too cool, too devoid of commitment.”134

In preparation for a possible run for the presidency, Kennedy tried to 
cultivate an image as a “new” Democrat, one that was not a knee-jerk 
liberal. He did not join the Americans for Democratic Action (ADA) 
in his first year as a senator. After the 1956 election, he refused to 
become a member of the Democratic National Committee established 
Democratic Advisory Council (DAC). The DAC was to devise lib-
eral policies for future platforms. Legislatively, Kennedy did not want 
to irritate Senate Majority Leader Johnson and House Speaker Sam 
Rayburn, who thought that their leadership was being hindered by the 
Democratic National Committee.135
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Kennedy eventually associated himself with more liberal causes after 
1958, though his stances on civil rights issues were shaded; after all, he 
wanted to maximize his potential to attract southern votes in 1960.136

JFK’s domestic policy strategy after he became president was to first 
concentrate on achievable goals, the small victories that would eventu-
ally help him win on more contentious issues. This caution bothered 
many liberals, as they unfavorably compared him to FDR’s first 100 
days.137

Kennedy did help economic underdogs in his years in office. He 
was victorious in securing wins in several important policy areas: urban 
renewal, improved benefits for social security, and an increase in the 
minimum wage. The Peace Corps also was started.138 Kennedy was 
never able to significantly help what is historically the biggest underdog 
group in American society: African Americans. He was beginning to 
move more clearly on civil rights, but was assassinated before he had the 
opportunity to act bolder.139

The assassination of JFK is the most obvious link to the underdog 
concept; his ideals and his promise became the objects of sympathy 
for millions of people. His tragic death produced sympathetic reactions 
from not only Americans, but from all over the world. These included 
statements from Queen Elizabeth, German Chancellor Erhard, Austrian 
President Scharf, and Swiss President Spuhler.140 It would be the new 
president, Lyndon Johnson, who would harness the sympathy for JFK 
to help him win the most significant advances for African Americans 
in a hundred years.

Lyndon Johnson

Johnson grew up poor in Texas. His home did not have indoor plumb-
ing or electricity.141 Historian Henry F. Graff describes Johnson’s early 
life: “there was never enough money, and Lyndon would often speak 
with disdain of the steady diet of grits, greens, and cornbread, and fat-
back of his early years.”142 The deficiencies in Johnson’s early life were 
not confined to physical needs; as historian Robert Dallek explains, 
“Johnson was an emotional orphan. He was the offspring of ‘absent’ 
parents: his father was a self-absorbed character who was often away 
from the household, and his mother was usually too depressed to fill her 
children’s emotional needs.”143

Early in his career, Johnson worked for the underdog by teach-
ing young children. He taught for a year in Cotulla, a small town 
in south Texas.144 He personally witnessed the effects of poverty and 
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discrimination of Mexican American children while there. He claimed 
that his backing for civil rights legislation was inspired (or justified) by 
his time there.145

When Johnson was a member of Congress, he was like many other 
southern politicians; he was for helping out white underdogs, but would 
not take much meaningful action to help out African Americans. From 
1940 to 1960, he voted for segregation in the military (twice), against 
ending the poll tax (six times), against plans to end discrimination in 
federal programs (six times), and to preserve the District of Columbia’s 
segregation (once).146 When he became president in 1963, however, he 
would use JFK’s legacy to build support to help out African Americans. 
In a speech before a Joint session of Congress five days after Kennedy’s 
assassination, he said,

No memorial oration or eulogy could more eloquently honor President 
Kennedy’s memory than the earliest possible passage of the civil rights 
bill for which he fought so long. We have talked long enough in this 
country about equal rights. We have talked for one hundred years or 
more. It is time now to write the next chapter, and to write it in the 
books of law. I urge you . . . to enact a civil rights law so that we can move 
forward to eliminate from this Nation every trace of discrimination and 
oppression that is based upon race or color.147

Johnson would harness the emotional sympathy that poured out after 
Kennedy’s death as a means to help African Americans move toward 
equality.148 On Thanksgiving Day in 1963, Johnson fused religion with 
American creedal values in a televised speech: “Let us today renew 
our dedication to the ideals that are American. Let us pray for His 
Divine wisdom in banishing from our land any injustice or intolerance 
or oppression to any of our fellow Americans, whatever their opinion, 
whatever the color of their skins.”149

After months of legislative struggle, Congress passed the Civil Rights 
bill, and Johnson signed it in July 1964.150 Johnson’s lobbying for the bill 
stemmed from his ability to identify with people who had little power 
in their lives, as Robert Dallek writes: “Johnson—the prominent poli-
tician, the great Majority Leader, the Vice-President, the  all-powerful 
President—was at the same time Johnson the underdog, the poor boy 
from Texas struggling to escape from the shadows and win universal 
approval.”151

The Civil Rights bill did not make him popular in the south. Johnson 
suspected what would happen to his party once he signed the bill, as he 
told presidential aide Bill Moyers: “I think we just delivered the South 
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to the Republican party for a long time to come.”152 He turned out to 
be right.

Although Johnson sympathized with African Americans, he none-
theless used the FBI to spy on civil rights advocates whom he thought 
could damage him politically. At the 1964 Democratic National 
Convention in Atlantic City, Johnson was afraid that a challenge to the 
credentials of the Mississippi delegation might cost him the election.153 
The members of the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party (MFDP) 
were one target for Johnson. In July 1964, the MFDP had challenged 
the “regular” party over who should be the official Democratic Party 
of the state.154

The MFDP was composed primarily of blacks who were disenfran-
chised.155 It was devoted to empowering underdogs, as author Kay Mills 
explains: “people living amid violence and discrimination needed a 
way to overcome their justifiable fears in order to take action. MFDP 
provided them with a vehicle through which they could learn about 
the political system and see how its decisions affected them, even if 
they lived in the poorest, most remote hamlets.”156 The atmosphere for 
racial equality in Mississippi was brutal in 1964. In June, three civil 
rights workers were killed. Their bodies were found near Philadelphia, 
Mississippi, in August. There was widespread harassment of civil rights 
workers, with arrests, beatings, and church burnings.157

The MFDP went before the party’s credentials committee to plead 
their case. What happened next was dramatic. Fannie Lou Hamer “told 
her story about trying to vote in Mississippi. . . . Johnson quickly pre-
empted Hamer’s televised testimony with an impromptu press confer-
ence. But later that night, Hamer’s story was broadcast on all the major 
networks. Support came pouring in for the MFDP from across the 
nation.”158

After intense maneuvering, the dispute was solved: the “regular” 
Mississippi Democrats were to be seated and the MFDP received two at 
large seats.159 In addition, delegations in the future were banned “from 
states where the Party process deprived citizens of the right to vote by 
reason of their race or color.”160 The MFDP did not accept the solution 
but it was imposed anyway.161 The clash between the MFDP, the “reg-
ular” Mississippi Democrats and the Johnson White House was not put 
on display on the f loor of the convention. Even though Hamer’s testi-
mony was televised, there was no fight on the f loor of the convention or 
debate over which delegation deserved to be seated.162

This was a pivotal event for the Democratic Party and underdogs. 
Kay Mills writes that “the Mississippi challenge . . . was one more link 
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in a chain of events that brought black Americans and then women, 
Latinos, and Asian Americans into fuller political participation.”163 At 
least as far as conventions, the national party in 1964 began to put it-
self on record of insisting on racial equality within the structures and 
rules of all state parties for the future. Equality, justice, and fairness, all 
core ideas of the underdog concept, would begin to grow in importance 
for the party. These ideas would be used in the future to justify argu-
ments over issues (such as Vietnam) and procedures (the nominating 
process itself ).

Lyndon Johnson sympathized and worked for the underdog in his 
war on poverty. Part of the reasons for Johnson’s leadership on this 
agenda involved his childhood, as author Nick Kotz recounts: “his pas-
sion for helping the underdog stemmed from his own deep feeling of 
being an outsider, excluded and looked down upon in the dusty hill 
country town where he grew up—a victim, he felt, of his father’s eco-
nomic failure.”164 Populism made an impact on him from other sources, 
as he used to listen to the speeches of Louisiana Senator Huey Long 
when he was a Senate aide.165

On January 8, 1964, LBJ officially announced his war on poverty 
in his State of the Union address. It was a call for widespread action to 
help underdogs:

We must enact youth employment legislation to put jobless, aimless, 
hopeless youngsters to work on useful projects. We must distribute more 
food to the needy through a broader food stamp program. We must cre-
ate a National Service Corps to help the economically handicapped of 
our own country . . . We must, by including special school aid funds as 
part of our education program, improve the quality of teaching, train-
ing, and counseling in our hardest hit areas . . . We must provide hos-
pital insurance for our older citizens financed by every worker and his 
employer under Social Security, contributing no more than $1 a month 
during the employee’s working career to protect him in his old age in a 
dignified manner without cost to the Treasury, against the devastating 
hardship of prolonged or repeated illness. We must, as a part of a revised 
housing and urban renewal program, give more help to those displaced 
by slum clearance, provide more housing for our poor and our elderly, 
and seek as our ultimate goal in our free enterprise system a decent home 
for every American family.166

Programs that were either created or altered included the School 
Breakfast Program, the Special Milk Program, the Food Stamp Program, 
the College Work-Study Program, and Head Start.167 Thus many groups 
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could be considered underdogs as a result: school children, the poor and 
college students. They were unfairly discriminated against because they 
(or their families) were short of money.

Two of the most significant programs were Medicare and Medicaid. 
While Medicaid helped the poor, Medicare helped seniors escape pov-
erty. Senior citizens were truly underdogs in 1964; more than 33 per-
cent of people over 65 were living in poverty. This was more than twice 
the rate of younger people—an obviously unfair and unjust situation to 
many Americans.168

There were many other laws that were passed during Johnson’s pres-
idency that helped underdogs, including voting rights in 1965, rent 
supplements in 1966, age discrimination in 1967, and the Indian Bill of 
Rights and fair housing in 1968.169 It would be the Vietnam War that 
would compel him to end his fight for underdogs and choose an early 
retirement.

Eugene McCarthy

Opposition to the war in Vietnam helped create many more Democratic 
underdogs. The most prominent underdog was Minnesota Senator 
Eugene McCarthy. In 1967, he published the book, The Limits of Power: 
America’s Role in the World. In November 1967, he decided to challenge 
LBJ for his party’s presidential nomination.170

He was instantly a romantic underdog, with many antiwar col-
lege students attracted to his campaign. They were known as the 
Children’s Crusade and went door-to-door campaigning for him in 
New Hampshire.171 He got a surprising 42 percent of the vote in the 
1968 New Hampshire primary, enough to force Johnson to abandon his 
reelection hopes shortly afterward.172

Some of the speeches he made during the campaign illustrate his 
sympathies for the underdog. On March 23, 1968, McCarthy spoke in 
Milwaukee, Wisconsin, and lambasted President Johnson: “It is after 
all the poor and the sick and the distressed who are being called upon 
to pay the price of the war in Vietnam. Providing most of the man-
power . . . the poor of this nation are bearing the principal cost of it in 
inf lation and higher interest rates and are being asked to submit to an 
across-the-board surtax.”173

The charge that the poor was being asked to pay the surtax was not 
accurate, in that Johnson’s plan to help pay for the war exempted the 
lowest tax brackets.174 It was correct in many broad ways, in that it was 
the poor and non-college educated who made up the majority of the 
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soldiers sent to Vietnam and that inf lation and macro economic worries 
were created by the “guns and butter” policy of Johnson.175

In a 1996 interview, McCarthy recalled his thoughts about his 
chances to win the nomination against LBJ: “Well, we didn’t really 
know . . . we never thought we had a chance. Maybe for four or five 
hours after New Hampshire.”176

He was the classic underdog, a person who was expected to lose. To 
understand more about underdogs, however, it is important to under-
stand why he even attempted his improbable quest. He decided to run 
for the presidency because he, and other opponents, could not even en-
gage in a debate on Vietnam in the Senate.177 He was desperate. Perhaps 
underdogs become well-known when they are desperate enough. 
They do something out of the ordinary to attract attention to their 
powerlessness.

Bobby Kennedy

Bobby Kennedy was also unhappy with Johnson’s Vietnam policy, but 
he did not want to challenge Johnson. Opposing him would divide the 
party and make Nixon president.178 He eventually changed his mind, 
however, and entered the race on March 16, 1968.179

Before he made the decision to run for the presidency, Kennedy had 
felt pressure. When he spoke at Brooklyn College, he saw a sign that 
said, ROBERT KENNEDY—HAWK, DOVE, OR CHICKEN? This 
shocked him. Activist Alfred Lowenstein had been pressuring Kennedy 
to run for the presidency since September 1967. When he would not 
declare his candidacy in early 1968, Lowenstein told him, “You could’ve 
become president . . . but you don’t have the balls.”180

The pressures on Kennedy illustrate the relationship between under-
dogs and bravery. One has to be brave to fight for a side that will most 
likely lose. Is that willingness courage or stupidity?

The desire to help underdogs was not something new to Bobby 
Kennedy in 1968. It was woven into much of his adult life. At Milton, 
Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. writes, he “rushed to the side of the underdog and 
never worried about embarrassing his friends. Life had only enlarged his 
knowledge of underdogs—first the Rackets Committee, then the civil 
rights movement, then the poverty wars. His convictions about partici-
pation, his readiness to bypass established bureaucracies, his impulse 
to experiment with new institutional forms, above all, his instinct for 
sympathy: these were the key to his growing identification with the 
minorities of the republic.”181
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The assassination of his brother was a key factor into how Bobby 
Kennedy embraced the underdog. After JFK’s death, Bobby publicly 
identified with the underdog.182 As C. David Heyman wrote, “The hu-
mane ‘liberalism’ of RFK’s last years came to fruition only after the 
death of his brother. While he would remain an astute politician, RFK 
could now gradually allow the compassionate side of his nature a more 
forceful expression then was possible when Jack was alive.”183

Robert Kennedy’s brief campaign for the presidency was full of refer-
ences to helping the underdogs in American society. His speech at the 
University of Kansas on March 18, 1968, illustrates this:

I have seen children in Mississippi starving, their bodies so crippled 
from hunger and their minds have been so destroyed for their whole 
life that they will have no future. . . . I have seen Indians living on their 
bare and meager reservations, with no jobs, with an unemployment rate 
of 80 percent, and with so little hope for the future, so little hope for 
the future that for young people, for young men and women in their 
teens, the greatest cause of death amongst them is suicide. . . . I have seen 
proud men in the hills of Appalachia, who wish only to work in dig-
nity, but they cannot, for the mines are closed and their jobs are gone 
and no one—neither industry, nor labor, nor government—has cared 
enough to help. . . . I have seen the people of the black ghetto, listening 
to ever greater promises of equality and of justice, as they sit in the same 
decaying schools and huddled in the same filthy rooms—without heat— 
warding off the cold and warding off the rats.184

Retrospectively, his candidacy was unusual for a contemporary 
Democrat running for president. It has come to be viewed as remark-
able because it appealed to social class, rather than simply gender or 
racial identities. This was a major part of his strategy to win the 1968 
California primary. It was a successful strategy, as he defeated Eugene 
McCarthy, 46.3 percent to 41.8 percent. He won because of his support 
from working-class whites, Latinos, and African Americans.185

Earlier in the year, Kennedy made a trip to Delano, California, to visit 
Cesar Chavez. Chavez was a Latino labor organizer who supported the 
rights of poor farm workers in California. His supporters asked Kennedy 
to visit him and ask him to end his hunger strike. Kennedy’s trip was 
successful in that Chavez ended his hunger strike. Kennedy’s presence 
was a visible stand for the underdog farm workers, who were generally 
unorganized and thus relatively powerless to substantially affect their 
working conditions, wage levels, and other elemental  conditions.186 His 
stand was used to gain support for his candidacy. Chavez was quoted in 
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a bilingual campaign pamphlet:

Senator Robert F. Kennedy is a man whose many self less acts on behalf 
of struggling farm workers have been expressions of love through prac-
tical deeds. Senator Kennedy came at a time when our cause was very 
hard pressed and we were surrounded by powerful enemies who did not 
hesitate to viciously attack anyone who was courageous enough to help 
us. He did not stop to ask whether it would be politically wise for him to 
come . . . nor did he stop to worry about the color of our skin . . . or what 
languages we speak. . . . We know from our experience that he cares, he 
understands, and he acts with compassion and courage.187

In his 1968 campaign, Kennedy did not emphasize separating out these 
groups. Instead, he stressed what many had in common with each 
other.

Neither Bobby Kennedy nor McCarthy became the Democratic pres-
idential nominee in 1968, but their antiwar campaigns inf luenced the 
future of the party. It deeply wounded Hubert Humphrey’s attempt 
to win the presidency later that year. It also helped change party rules 
that allowed the antiwar George McGovern to become the party’s 
 standard-bearer in 1972.

Hubert Humphrey

The strongest link between underdogs and Humphrey was civil rights. 
Humphrey, who was the mayor of Minneapolis then, made a dramatic 
speech to the Democratic National Convention in 1948 on the topic. 
He spoke in favor of a minority report that the party establishment was 
against. He wanted his party to act, not just talk:

There will be no hedging, and there will be no watering down—if you 
please—of the instruments and the principals of the civil-rights program. 
My friends, to those who say that we are rushing this issue of civil rights, 
I say to them we are 172 years late. To those who say that this civil-rights 
program is an infringement on states’ rights, I say this: The time has 
arrived in America for the Democratic party to get out of the shadow of 
states’ rights and to walk forthrightly into the bright sunshine of human 
rights.188

In his autobiography, Humphrey described his decision to make the 
speech: “for me personally and for the party, the time had come to suffer 
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whatever the consequences.”189 He waged a classic underdog battle, and 
this time the underdog won.190 Some southern delegates walked out in 
response.191 Illinois Senator Paul Douglass remarked, “No braver David 
ever faced a more powerful Goliath.”192 According to a biography of 
him from the U.S. Senate, “although no strong constituency existed 
for this issue in Minnesota, the position was in line with Humphrey’s 
championing of others among his state’s underdogs, including farmers, 
labor, and small business.”193

Before he became vice president, Humphrey was a U.S. Senator from 
1949 until 1964.194 As a senator, he backed fair employment, social 
welfare, and civil rights.195 In particular, he wanted a health insurance 
program, an expanded Labor Department, and increased school aid.196 
When he ran for president in 1960, it was clear how he wanted to be 
viewed ideologically, as Time wrote: “of all the leading candidates and 
contenders, he is the only one unashamedly setting himself out in the 
fine old-fashioned role of the poor boy who values above mother’s milk 
the purest, hundred-proof liberalism, bottled 25 years ago in the bond 
of the New Deal.”197

Humphrey’s commitment to civil rights was genuine and deep. He 
played a major role in helping pass the 1964 Civil Rights Act, over the 
objections of many southerners.198 When the Senate finally voted to 
end its filibuster, he was very content: “it was the culmination of the 
full year’s fight for the Civil Rights Act, of fifteen years’ battle for civil 
rights in the United States Senate, and of a lifetime in politics in which 
equal opportunity had been the objective above all others.”199

Equal opportunity was very important to Hubert Humphrey. 
Why? One of the reasons was because of when and where he grew up. 
Humphrey was born in 1911 and grew up in Doland, South Dakota.200 
Humphrey was in scouts and evenhandedness was an important ideal 
to uphold. As his friend Julian Hartt said, “Fair play was an ideal of 
transcendent importance. It ordained sympathy and help to any deserv-
ing underdog.”201

Unfortunately for him, all of his work toward helping underdogs 
was of secondary importance in 1968. To many, he was only Lyndon 
Johnson’s loyal lieutenant on Vietnam. That was enough to make him 
the enemy of many of the insurgent Democrats who had supported 
Eugene McCarthy and Bobby Kennedy. He narrowly lost the general 
election to Richard Nixon.202

Even though he lost that election, he would be elected again to the 
U.S. Senate in 1970. He served until he died on January 13, 1978.203 
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Less than three months before he died, he said, “The moral test of gov-
ernment is how that government treats those who are in the dawn of life, 
the children; those who are in the twilight of life, the elderly; and those 
in the shadows of life—the sick, the needy, and the handicapped.”204 In 
other words, the underdogs.
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CHAPTER 6

The 1970s and 1980s: McGovern, 
Carter, Hart, and Jackson

George McGovern

The 1972 Democratic presidential nominee, George McGovern, 
 sympathized with the underdog from a very early age. An important 
inf luence was his father, who was a Methodist preacher. When McGovern 
was young, he read about the Social Gospel.1 While attending Dakota 
Wesleyan University, he won the South Dakota oratorical contest. His 
winning entry was about personal responsibility to  humankind: “My 
Brother’s Keeper.”2

McGovern’s interest in underdogs also extended to his graduate work 
in academia. In 1953, he earned a PhD in history from Northwestern 
University. The subject of his dissertation was the Colorado coal strike of 
1913–1914.3 The strike was violent and produced many casualties. Even 
though the United Mine Workers did not prevail, the strike was viewed as 
a victory for the union, as it indirectly led to labor relations reform.4

His rhetoric supported moral causes. His political life’s underlying 
concerns included making peace and feeding the hungry.5 Early in his 
career, he was given a chance to act on these values when President John 
F. Kennedy appointed him director of the Food for Peace Program in 
1961. Millions of tons of food were donated to developing nations under 
his direction.6 As a U.S. Senator in the late 1960s and early 1970s, 
McGovern was a strong advocate for food stamps. He wanted to increase 
participation and add funds to the program.7 He had a high profile on 
the issue, through his chairmanship of the Senate Select Committee on 
Nutrition and Human Needs. As The Bulletin (Bend, Oregon) of May 7, 
1969, reported, “The presence of hunger in the country has been drama-
tized through the hearings of the Committee, whose Chairman, George 
McGovern . . . maintains that 10 million to 15 million Americans are 
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malnourished or underfed. Witnesses before his Committee have talked 
of children with bone deficiencies and retarded growth due to improper 
diets. Welfare mothers have pleaded for programs that would enable 
them to buy more food for their children.”8

These produced images of society’s underdogs; children who needed 
food and mothers who could not afford to buy it for them. Over many 
years, he teamed up with Republican U.S. Senator Bob Dole of Kansas to 
increase the availability of food to poor Americans by funding the WIC 
(Women, Infants and Children) program, greatly increasing spending 
for the Food Stamp program, and financing reduced-price or free school 
lunches for children.9 In later years, he continued his dedication to the 
cause of battling hunger. Many of the McGovern Center at Dakota 
Wesleyan University’s annual conferences have addressed the issue: 
“Ending Hunger in Our Time” (2002), “The Hungry Child” (2003), 
and “Battling the Death Spiral: Hunger and HIV/AIDS” (2005).10

Reforming the Rules

One of the most significant ways that McGovern helped underdogs is 
through his work in reforming Democratic Party rules for selecting del-
egates to the national convention. After the bedlam of the 1968 conven-
tion, McGovern joined with others to try and come up with procedural 
changes that would make the nominating process fairer and less dis-
criminatory. In January, 1970, McGovern wrote an essay in Harper’s 
Magazine that spelled out the need for reform and some of the steps 
needed to improve the system. The need for reform was illustrated 
by the 1968 nomination of then Vice President Hubert Humphrey: 
“Though the Vice President chose to enter no primaries, partisans of his 
cause and of the war did seek to mobilize write-in support at the various 
primary way stations. In no election did the Vice President receive more 
than a tiny fraction of the votes. Yet he arrived at the Convention the 
clear favorite for the nomination, with perhaps 1,700 delegates out of a 
total of 2,500 pledged to him.”11

Even though how Humphrey received the nomination was not his-
torically extraordinary,12 the result was seen as unfair by many. Why? 
Because it revealed disrespect for the majority will of the party, at least 
in how it was expressed through voting. As McGovern stated, “In the 
primaries, Democrats had spoken out unmistakably against the war, yet 
now the party machinery was treating them with contempt.”13

McGovern listed many examples of procedures that were unfair, 
unequal, and discriminatory. For example, if one wanted to participate 
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in selecting delegates (in some states), there were no codified party 
rules. In other states, the rules might not have existed. If there were any 
rules in some states, they were almost unattainable. In addition, women 
and young people were severely underrepresented. Also, in some states, 
there were high costs to try and become a delegate. That discriminated 
against poor Democrats.14

Eventually the McGovern-Fraser Committee was created. It democ-
ratized the process and gave average Democrats more control over who 
would be the presidential nominee. As political scientist Andrea Louise 
Campbell writes, “Delegates could no longer be selected by party com-
mittees, which were dominated by party leaders, but only by participa-
tory convention or caucus or by primary election . . . . thus control over 
party nominations was handed from party elites to primary electorates, 
and the way to win the nomination altered from courting party leaders 
to campaigning directly to the public.”15

On one level, the procedural reforms were transformative. The dele-
gate selection changes gave the media a much bigger role in the process, 
indirectly reformed the way the Republican Party chose its candidates, 
and gave insurgents (in both parties) a structure they could use to gain 
power. George McGovern would use this system to win the 1972 nomi-
nation as would Jimmy Carter in 1976.16 The politics of picking a presi-
dential nominee were now open to more genuine public participation 
and increased media interpretative spin.

The genuine public participation, as ref lected by increased primary 
and caucus voting and citizen volunteering, was a huge victory for 
underdogs. For example, more people of different economic, ethnic, 
and social backgrounds could now help shape the outcome of party 
nomination battles. Women could force men to listen to issues that were 
never much of a priority for many of them in the past. The causes of 
fairness and equality were advanced.

At another level, the root of the procedural reforms was Vietnam. 
If the Democratic Party elites and Vietnam dissenters would have 
somehow produced (at least the image of ) a compromise, or middle 
ground, on the issue, perhaps a broad-based restructuring would not 
have occurred. But it did not happen. The Vietnam War was still going 
on when the 1972 campaign began.

His Stance on the Vietnam War

The specific themes of his 1972 campaign ref lect this commitment. By 
far, his most significant issue was the American involvement in the war 
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in Southeast Asia.17 He was the antiwar candidate. McGovern toured 
college campuses in the late 1960s and spoke of his opposition to the 
Vietnam War.18

He officially announced his bid for the presidency in January 1971.19 
He called for America to be great again by directly confronting the 
issue of the Vietnam War: “First, we must have the courage to admit 
that however sincere our motives, we made a dreadful mistake in trying 
to settle the affairs of the Vietnamese people with American troops and 
bombers. I have opposed that intervention from the beginning, while 
our President and other presidential prospects were supporting it. There 
is now no way to end it or to free our prisoners except to announce a 
definite, early date for the withdrawal of every . . . American soldier. I 
make that pledge without reservation.”20

By not shading his views, McGovern opened up himself to clear, 
negative reactions by the public. Many citizens did not want to be told 
that the nation had wasted countless billions of dollars with the U.S. 
military involvement in Southeast Asia. More significantly, many citi-
zens did not want a future president to admit that the human casualties 
were caused by a mistake and thus could be considered in vain.

McGovern’s view was not an underdog position, in that he was actu-
ally verbalizing the will of the majority. In 1971, a Gallup Poll found 
that 60 percent of Americans believed that it was a mistake to send 
troops to Vietnam.21 I suspect, however, it was the way he conceptualized 
and spoke about this “mistake” that made him unpopular with many 
Americans; his criticism was just too direct and not nuanced enough. 
Throughout his career, his rhetoric was often harsh on Vietnam. In 
1970, he spoke before the U.S. Senate in support of an amendment that 
would have set a timetable for withdrawal and a cut-off of funds: “Every 
senator here is partly responsible for that human wreckage at Walter 
Reed and Bethesda Naval [hospitals] and all across our land-young men 
without legs, or arms, or genitals, or faces, or hopes . . . . we are respon-
sible for those young men and their lives and their hopes.”22

Perception as a Radical

This type of rhetoric contributed to his underdog status by making it 
easier for his political opponents, and thus also the media, to character-
ize his Vietnam position as out-of-the-mainstream.

Examples of this image are numerous: there was an article in Newsweek 
in 1972 whose title was “How Radical Is George McGovern?”23 Even 
though the title of a 1972 Time article was more objective (“How Voters 
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Assess George McGovern v. Richard Nixon”), part of the article dealt 
with the perception of McGovern as radical. Time surveyed 205 citizens 
and found that “panelists from both parties feel that he [McGovern] 
represents a broadly based constituency and not just a small radical 
minority. . . . Despite charges that he is ‘the Goldwater of the left,’ only 
one panelist in ten considers McGovern a radical.”24 Despite the results 
of the survey, he was constantly on the defensive over his suspected 
radicalism.

The image of McGovern as a radical was not an accident. Arguably, 
it was most significantly formed by Hubert Humphrey, in three 
debates held before the 1972 California primary. Humphrey, trailing 
McGovern in the polls, needed to raise doubts about McGovern to cap-
ture the nomination. A May 15 syndicated column by Rowland Evans 
and Robert Novak illustrates Humphrey’s strategy: “A backstage deci-
sion by Senator Humphrey’s campaign to finally take off the gloves 
against Sen. McGovern will become clear within the next week . . . ‘We 
are going to show that McGovern is a radical, just like Goldwater was in 
1964,’ one highly placed Humphrey operative told us.”25

McGovern’s plans to reduce the size of the military were fod-
der for Humphrey’s hawkish attack in the first debate: “I submit 
that the McGovern defense proposals cut into the very muscle of our 
defense . . . without any regard as to what kind of negotiations you 
can make with the Soviet Union.”26 McGovern’s welfare plan “would 
be an unbelievable burden on the taxpayer.”27 Humphrey dominated 
McGovern, as the South Dakota Senator was put on the defensive.28

McGovern had been painted as a radical by Humphrey; Nixon now 
had ideological grenades for use in the general election campaign, cour-
tesy of the leader of the establishment Democrats.29

Thus the word radical can be used pejoratively, to create fear of sud-
den political change. Because very few people (certainly not a majority) 
want sudden political change, radicals are expected to lose. Underdogs 
are expected to lose. In this way, McGovern shared a similar experience 
with William Jennings Bryan. Bryan was characterized as a radical by 
some of his opponents in the 1896 election.30

Moreover, “Radical?” is the title of Chapter six of The Liberals’ Moment.31 
More interestingly, there is a particular section of that chapter labeled 
“Hard Truths.”32 Here we have it: Radicals, Hard Truths, Underdogs, and 
Losers. How do all of these concepts connect with each other?

Author Hunter S. Thompson connects the dots in his classic book, 
Fear and Loathing: On the Campaign Trial ’72: “McGovern . . . lines out 
the painful truth, and his reward has been just about the same as that 
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of any other politician who insists on telling the truth: He is mocked, 
vilified, ignored, and abandoned as a hopeless loser.”33

Sympathy for Vietnamese Civilians

Some of McGovern’s words also sympathize with underdogs that are not 
American, like the civilians of Vietnam:

We have steel f leshettes that penetrate the skin and cannot be removed. 
We have napalm-jellied gasoline that sticks to the skin as it burns. We 
have white phosphorous that cannot be extinguished until it burns itself 
out. . . . Now, these are some of the weapons that produced that picture 
we saw in the press not too long ago of the little girl, Kim, running away 
from a school that had been hit by American napalm. She was naked, her 
clothing had been inf lamed, and she was running directly into the lens 
of a cameraman nearby. . . . And I want to say to my fellow Americans 
that that picture ought to break the heart of the people of America.34

This is in stark contrast to Richard Nixon. According to 1972 tape record-
ings, he thought that Henry Kissinger was too concerned about civilian 
casualties in Vietnam. He also talked about dropping a nuclear bomb.35

It can be argued that it was the estimated four million Vietnamese 
civilians36 who were the preeminent underdogs in the conf lict. They 
were subject to massive amounts of injustices—either from the American 
military, their own political and military leaders, or both. Thus it seems 
that nationalism trumps support of foreign underdogs during a war. 
The following analysis supports this contention. Understanding the 
schema (defined as the conceptual or organizational framework in the 
mind) of individuals can illuminate psychological knowledge. In his 
article, “When the Underdog Scheme Dominates the We-Ness Schema: 
The Case of Radical Leftist Jewish-Israelis,” clinical psychologist Aner 
Govrin links the concept of the underdog to a schema. He describes 
the underdog schema in the following way: “the universal tendency to 
feel empathy toward the underdog and condemn its oppressor. Its basic 
component is salient asymmetry between the underdog and the oppres-
sor in terms of power, resources, and control. Another component is the 
oppressor’s intention to harm the underdog or ignore its needs.”37

What is the we-ness schema? It is “the universal tendency for human 
beings to differentiate themselves by group membership.” Its  elementary 
“component is that in-group members will behave more negatively 
towards out-group members of their own group.”38
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It is very human to feel empathy for the underdog. There are restric-
tions to this sympathy, however: the in-group cannot be threatened by 
the underdog. In addition, when the underdog becomes the enemy, the 
underdog schema usually is not very powerful.39

McGovern’s sympathy for Vietnamese civilians did not move enough 
Americans to his side in 1972. The enemy was still North Vietnam and 
the Vietcong, and the United States was still at war. This is illustrated 
in figure 6.1.

The Eagleton Choice and Other Sympathies

The dynamics of McGovern’s ill-fated choice of Thomas Eagleton as 
his first vice-presidential running mate can also be explained, at least 
in part, by his relationship with mental illness. One of McGovern’s 
children, Terry, had mental illness and McGovern was familiar with its 
difficulties. He recounted an important moment in a conversation with 
Eagleton during the crisis. He first excused Eagleton’s refusal to tell 
him of his illness earlier: “he had omitted the truth at the convention, 
but Eleanor and I understood how anxious he had been to close a pain-
ful series of events in his life that he believed belonged to the past.” He 
then revealed that “for several years we had lived with a deep emotional 
disturbance involving one of our children. We saw the same tormented 
look on Tom’s face as he told his story and, as Eleanor described it, ‘We 
literally reached out our arms to him.’ ”40

Primacy of 
Nationalism

Perceived
Need to Win
the War

Sympathy for 
Vietnamese
Civilians

Figure 6.1 Sympathy, war, and nationalism
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Even though he eventually wanted Eagleton off the ticket because 
of his past mental illness, McGovern probably felt an initial impulse 
not to discriminate against him because of Terry’s illness. According to 
McGovern’s campaign manager, Frank Mankiewicz, if he had dropped 
Eagleton earlier, “he would in effect be saying to her, ‘You’re not fit.’ ”41 
McGovern wrote in 1994: “I could not in effect punish him for being a 
victim of depression.”42

The mentally ill fall into the category of society’s underdogs. Until 
somewhat recently, this class of people was not widely encouraged to tri-
umph in life. To many in society, if they survived, or functioned, that was 
enough. The Eagleton episode raises critical issues: should McGovern 
have tried more to initially separate out his parental feelings of sympa-
thy from his (potentially future) public responsibilities as president? Or 
would that have been impossible for him? Was taking Eagleton off the 
ticket punishing him for depression or potentially protecting the coun-
try’s national security? Are victims entitled to equal treatment in all ways?

George McGovern also expressed sympathy for criminal suspects. 
His support for the criminally accused extended to controversial activist 
Angela Davis. Davis was an activist/professor who was fired for being 
a Communist Party member in 1969. She has fought for underdog 
causes throughout her life.43 At the time of McGovern’s campaign, she 
was accused of being involved in a judge’s murder and kidnapping. He 
signed a petition calling for bail for her.44

George McGovern was also forthrightly for school busing to achieve 
desegregation.45 If African Americans are considered the most promi-
nent underdog in American society, then his advocacy of the issue rep-
resents his commitment to help the underdog. He was also for raising 
the corporate income tax, abolishing welfare, and creating a minimum 
income grant and guaranteed health care.46

McGovern lost the 1972 presidential election to Richard Nixon in a 
landslide. The 1976 Democratic presidential nominee was an unlikely 
choice for the party; a rural Georgia peanut farmer. Although not as 
traditionally liberal as McGovern, Jimmy Carter also championed the 
underdog cause.

Jimmy Carter

African Americans and Georgia Politics

Jimmy Carter’s belief in human rights and equality helped shape many 
of his policies in his political career. His empathy for the disadvantaged 
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came from his mother, who Carter admitted he was more like than his 
father.47 While Carter was not a leader in the civil rights movement in 
the south, he was ill at ease with segregation. According to Rosalynn 
Carter, “Jimmy was never really critical [about segregation] . . . He just 
quietly let people know about what he thought. He never had any hot 
arguments or debates on it.”48

While Carter served on the Sumter County (Georgia) school board in 
the 1960s, he was pressured to join the local White Citizens Council. The 
council wanted to fight integration. According to author Martin Schram, 
“several inf luential Plains men told him that he was the only white man 
in the area who had not joined.” He was warned that his business would 
be negatively affected unless he joined. He did not become a member.49

While a Georgia state senator, he spoke out for political equality 
for blacks. As he recalls in his 1977 book, A Government as Good as Its 
People:

The first speech I ever made in the Georgia Senate, representing the most 
conservative district in Georgia, was concerning the abolition of thirty 
questions that we had so proudly evolved as a subterfuge to keep black 
citizens from voting . . . questions . . . which were applied to every black 
citizen that came to the Sumter County Courthouse and said, “I want 
to vote.” I spoke in that chamber, fearful of the news media reporting it 
back home, but overwhelmed with a commitment to the abolition of that 
artificial barrier to the rights of an American citizen.50

As governor of Georgia, Carter also realized the reality of blacks as eco-
nomic underdogs. A good illustration of this is his remarks at Bethune-
Cookman College in Daytona Beach, Florida, on October 29, 1975. 
He was asked what the most urgent problem was in black America. 
He responded by emphasizing social class: “I have been in every single 
prison in Georgia to visit while I was governor and there’s one charac-
teristic of the inmates there; they’re poor. And quite often they are not 
well educated.” He went on to list other inequities:

Where are the streets paved last in your [sic] country? You know where 
they were paved last. Where are the poorest educational facilities in your 
county? You know. What farms are the last ones visited by the county 
agents in your county? Who are the people who have the last access to 
a doctor or registered nurse? You know. Where is the last place served 
effectively by the rapid transit system or the bus system in a community? 
You know. Among black people. . . . You can name almost any sort of thing 
that affects poor people and it affects poor black people worse.51
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Some of his speeches as Georgia’s governor further illustrate his 
emphasis on viewing inequalities in American life through the prism 
of economic and social status. In May 1971, Carter spoke to a Lions 
Club Convention about “a mandatory relationship between the power-
ful and the inf luential and the socially prominent and the wealthy on 
the one hand, and the weak, the insecure, and the poor on the other 
hand . . . In a free society we do see very clearly that one cannot accept 
great blessings bestowed on him by God without feeling an inner urge 
and drive to share those blessings with others of our neighbors who are 
not quite so fortunate as we.”52 Economic and social status cannot be 
very neatly, and completely, conceptually divorced from social justice. 
And striving for social justice is what motivates many people who fight 
for underdogs.

Although Carter understood blacks as societal underdogs, he was not 
above using racism as a way to win an election. For example, he appealed 
to segregationists to win the 1970 Democratic gubernatorial primary. 
His main opponent was Carl Sanders, a former governor. As Historian 
Burton I. Kaufman writes, “He spoke out against busing, visiting a 
segregated private academy, and said he would welcome a meeting with 
Alabama’s openly racist governor, George Wallace.”53 Moreover, accord-
ing to author Martin Schram, “Pro-Carter forces distributed in redneck 
areas an Atlanta newspaper photo showing Sanders getting doused with 
champagne by two black Atlanta Hawks basketball players in a victory 
celebration.”54

African Americans and His Presidency

As president, Carter had a mixed record on issues affecting African 
Americans. He was very successful in appointing blacks to federal 
judgeships. He appointed twenty-eight to district courts and appointed 
nine to appeals courts. This record is significant, in that he tried to 
give an underdog group power that would last past one election. He 
also had faith in this group, as judge A. Leon Higginbotham wrote in 
1992: “to the extent that the appointment of judges is a barometer of a 
President’s feelings about placing historically excluded groups in posi-
tions of power, Jimmy Carter showed that he had complete confidence 
in African-Americans.”55

However, on economic issues that disproportionately affected African 
Americans, Carter was less successful. The Congressional Black Caucus 
was critical of Carter in many areas, including his urban policy, inef-
fectiveness in creating enough new jobs, and housing and economic 
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development policies.56 These problems with blacks were over economic 
ideology and social class; concerns that most party liberals shared.

Relationship with Liberals

Liberals in the Democratic Party did not believe that Carter stood up 
for underdogs enough. He was not their first choice in the 1976 prima-
ries and they never really trusted him. Liberal hostility started early in 
his term. Most of the unfavorable press coverage toward Carter during 
his first year came from Democrats, more often than not from party 
liberals.57

Liberals continued to display their distrust of his motives throughout 
his presidency. A good example that demonstrates this is Paul O’Dwyer. 
O’Dwyer was a former New York City Council president. In early 1979, 
he began a dump-Carter movement and met in secret with New York 
Democrats in the hopes of rebuffing Carter’s renomination. He did not 
like Carter’s move to the right during the last years of his presidency. 
A statement attributed to him in the New York Times illustrates his 
reasoning: “A true Democrat looks for the underdog, not for military 
budget increases at the expense of social programs.”58

Other inf luential liberals came out against Carter because they 
thought that he was governing too conservatively. Speaking before the 
Americans for Democratic Action’s (ADA) annual meeting in June 
1979, Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. urged Democratic liberals to abandon 
Carter and seek a more traditional Democratic candidate. Ted Kennedy 
would be welcomed, if he chose to run.59

Some prominent Democratic politicians were also worried about 
the direction of the party. The most well-known was Massachusetts 
Senator Ted Kennedy. This culminated in the decision of Kennedy to 
seek the Democratic presidential nomination in 1979. More than a year 
before his official announcement, Kennedy made a dramatic speech to 
the 1978 Democratic Party’s midterm conference in Memphis. In that 
speech, he criticized Carter’s military spending and the neglect of social 
programs.60 Carter’s press secretary Jody Powell recalls both the sub-
stance and the theatrics of the divisions between Kennedy and Carter 
that were on display in Memphis:

[Kennedy’s] . . . principal theme at the convention was national health 
insurance. He insisted that the President endorse a comprehensive plan 
to be funded entirely from the federal treasury . . . the principal vote of 
the conference . . . was on two competing budget resolutions, one of which 

9780230102743_07_ch06.indd   1039780230102743_07_ch06.indd   103 3/3/2010   10:16:02 AM3/3/2010   10:16:02 AM



104  ●  The Underdog in American Politics

had been drafted for the express purpose of embarrassing the President. 
His partisans worked hard for the anti-administration resolution and 
to prevent any compromise that would avoid a confrontation. We won 
the vote, anyway, and also a CBS survey of presidential preference, by 
large margins. Nevertheless, the political analysis on the networks and 
in print was that Carter might have “controlled” the organization, but 
Kennedy had won the “cheers” and “hearts” of the delegates.61

It was clear that Kennedy had the hearts of liberals who wanted to see 
equality and justice for underdogs. To many of them, Carter was an 
imposter; his tenure as defender of the liberal faith somehow false.

Carter’s commitment to helping economic underdogs was con-
strained by economic conditions; he was governing in a decade (the 
1970s) that was extremely difficult for the American economy. As 
author Daniel Horowitz states, “Rising house prices and decreasing 
rates of home ownership, declines in productivity and shortages of key 
goods made the lives of millions of Americans more economically diffi-
cult. Stagf lation— the simultaneous combination of rising prices, high 
unemployment, and slow economic growth—seemed resistant to policy 
remedies.”62

Arguably, the biggest problem was inf lation. In 1978, it was at more 
than 10 percent for an annual rate. Carter wanted voluntary wage and 
price controls as a method to control it. That approach, however, was 
not very popular.63

Carter was in a dilemma. He needed to achieve an intricate political-
economic balance. As political scientist Erwin C. Hargrove writes, “His 
fiscal conservatism and dislike of interest groups disposed him to resist 
inf lationary demands. But his leadership of the Democratic coalition 
required him to balance his apprehensions about the new economic 
conditions against the claims of Democratic groups.”64

Both labor unions and liberal interest groups could plausibly claim 
that they represented the interests of the underdog. So Carter compro-
mised between solid economic management and the demands of key 
parts of his electoral coalition. However, that was not how it was per-
ceived. According to economist W. Carl Biven, “the attempt to find 
a compromise between his own sense of a need for restraint, and the 
demands of some members of the party for a continuation of the spirit 
of the 1960s, gave the appearance of indecisiveness.”65

The culmination to the challenge of Carter came at the Democratic 
National Convention in August 1980. Kennedy had challenged Carter 
in the primaries but had come up short. The fight would now be over the 
platform and the convention schedule.66 There were disputes between 
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his forces and Carter’s over the economic plank. Jobs policy was a key 
issue. A proposal by Kennedy labeled it “our single highest domestic 
priority.”67 The battle between the two candidates was nothing less 
than a war over the party’s core. As journalist Elizabeth Drew observed, 
“Kennedy, with his jobs proposal, is trying to show Carter, as he did in 
Memphis, who really owns the Democratic Party.”68

Kennedy’s speech to the convention mesmerized the crowd, as he 
captured much of the essence of the party’s commitment to helping 
underdogs:

My fellow Democrats and my fellow Americans, I have come here 
tonight not to argue as a candidate but to affirm a cause. . . . I am ask-
ing you to renew the commitment of the Democratic Party to economic 
justice. . . . Let us pledge that we will never misuse unemployment, high 
interest rates, and human misery as false weapons against inf lation. . . . Let 
us pledge that employment will be the first priority of our economic pol-
icy. . . . Let us pledge that there will be security for all those who are now 
at work, and let us pledge that there will be jobs for all who are out of 
work; and we will not compromise on the issues of jobs. . . . These are not 
simplistic pledges. Simply put, they are the heart of our tradition, and 
they have been the soul of our Party across the generations. It is the glory 
and the greatness of our tradition to speak for those who have no voice, to 
remember those who are forgotten, to respond to the frustrations and fulfill 
the aspirations of all Americans seeking a better life in a better land. . . . We 
dare not forsake that tradition.69

Although Kennedy has lost the nomination, he had won the affection of 
many traditional Democratic liberals. The disconnect between Carter 
and Democratic liberals was a major weakness that undermined him 
throughout his presidency. The challenge by Kennedy was the vital fac-
tor in his general election defeat, according to Carter aide Hamilton 
Jordan: “If we’d had the whole year to pull the party together and to 
try and work on the economy, I think Carter would, or at least could, 
have won.”70

Human Rights and His Religious Beliefs

Carter’s greatest commitment to the underdog was expressed through 
his human rights policies. His policies were very controversial, with 
them being viewed hypocritical by some,71 and naïve72 by others.

One of his first major speeches as president explained the signifi-
cance of publicly supporting human rights. In May 1977, he spoke at 
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Notre Dame University: “In the life of the human spirit, words are 
action, much more so than many of us may realize who live in coun-
tries where freedom of expression is taken for granted. The leaders of 
totalitarian nations understand this very well. The proof is that words 
are precisely the action for which dissidents in those countries are being 
persecuted.”

Within the same speech, he placed his policies squarely within the 
American political tradition: “In ancestry, religion, color, place of ori-
gin, and cultural background, we Americans are as diverse a nation as 
the world has even [sic] seen. No common mystique of blood or soil 
unites us. What draws us together, perhaps more than anything else, is 
a belief in human freedom.”

He linked this tradition to the historical moment, and believed that 
America should elucidate this ideal: “Throughout the world today, in 
free nations and in totalitarian countries as well, there is a preoccupa-
tion with the subject of human freedom, human rights. And I believe it 
is incumbent on us in this country to keep that discussion, that debate, 
that contention alive. No other country is as well-qualified as we to set 
an example.”73

In his memoir Keeping Faith, Carter recounts the expansiveness of 
his policies, how they applied to domestic as well as foreign policies: 
“Human rights was not merely a matter of reducing the incidence of sum-
mary executions or torture of political prisoners. It also included . . . the 
right to emigrate and reunite families, and protection against discrimi-
nation based on race, sex, religion, or ethnic origin . . . . but the right of 
people to a job, food, shelter, medical care, and education could not be 
ignored. At home I concentrated most of my energies on them.”74

Supporting human rights was not just rhetoric for Carter. According 
to writer Tamar Jacoby, “the president . . . signed three international 
human rights accords—the hemispheric American Convention on 
Human Rights and two United Nations covenants, one on civil and 
political rights, the other on economic and cultural rights—that had 
been languishing for years without U.S. approval.”75 In addition, politi-
cal backing and aid to countries were inf luenced by how well foreign 
governments treated their people. In particular, any government receiv-
ing foreign aid was subject to a State Department evaluation that would 
be made public.76

Emphasizing human rights did complicate his policies on many for-
eign policy issues: What if a major regional ally (Iran, Nicaragua) treats 
their citizens horribly: does the United States mute its criticism so the 
country remains a strong ally? Would the emphasis on human rights 
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damage arms control talks with the Soviet Union? These were not just 
theoretical questions. They were dilemmas for his administration. The 
following newspaper stories on arms control negotiations and Soviet 
relations illustrate this:

A headline in the • Eugene (Oregon) Register-Guard (March 27, 1977) 
read “Tough negotiation expected.” The story led with “As [Secretary 
of State Cyrus] Vance was warmly greeted by Foreign Minister Andrei 
A. Gromyko, Moscow television was broadcasting a strident commen-
tary on Washington’s rights criticisms, denouncing ‘interference in 
the Soviet Union’s internal affairs.’ ”77

A headline in the • Kingman (Arizona) Daily Miner (March 31, 1977) 
read “Carter reaffirms ‘rights crusade.’ ” The Associated Press story 
led with “President Carter says he’ll ‘hang tough’ when arms limita-
tions negotiations with the Russians begin again in May and that he 
has no intention of dropping his human rights crusade.”78

Carter believed that his emphasis on human rights was a triumph 
for many individual underdogs. As he recounts, “I was never criticized 
by the people who were imprisoned or tortured or otherwise deprived 
of basic rights. When they were able to make a public statement or 
to smuggle out a private message, they sent compliments and encour-
agement, pointing out repeatedly that the worst thing for them was 
to be ignored or forgotten.”79 Early in his administration, he showed 
his support for individual underdogs Andrei Sakharov and Vladimir 
Bukovsky in very public ways. Both were Soviet dissidents. He sent a 
letter to Sakharov and invited Bukovsky to the White House.80 On a 
trip to Brazil, Rosalynn Carter met with two U.S. missionaries who had 
been arrested and detained for three days without being allowed contact 
with American diplomats. Her recollection of the incident illustrates 
the importance of individuals in Carter’s human rights policy:

I called Jimmy to see if he thought I should meet with them. These were 
our people being mistreated . . . and I thought I should see them even 
though such a meeting might be unpopular with the Brazilian govern-
ment. He agreed. . . . The meeting with the missionaries caught everyone 
by surprise, including the governor of the state, with whom I met later in 
the day to make clear our dissatisfaction with the way the Americans had 
been treated. The incident created a small f lurry of excitement among the 
government officials in Brasila. However, it was not significant enough 
to be mentioned in the State Department cables back to Washington 
except to say that the governor expressed regrets and said he wanted 
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everyone who visited his state to have proper treatment. Our point about 
human rights had been made.81

His concerns for individual underdogs were also exemplified with his 
efforts to free the American hostages that Iran held for 444 days. The 
Americans who were taken hostage by Iranian militants in November 
1979, had many characteristics of underdogs; their captivity was unfair 
and unjust and they had gained the sympathy of most Americans. Bruce 
Laingen, the American charge d’affaire in Iran at the time, describes 
solitary confinement, a method of captivity that some of the hostages 
went through: “Living alone in a cell with no light except a dirty win-
dow at the top of the cell. One light, one bulb hanging from the ceil-
ing. Denied the right to do anything except when I needed to go to the 
bathroom to bang on the door and be blindfolded and be taken down 
the hall to the bathroom.”82

The psychological pressure that some of the American hostages 
were under was intense. This is revealed in the diary that one hos-
tage kept (retired diplomat Robert C. Ode) during his captivity. For a 
while, Ode was kept with Jerry J. Meile, a communications officer at 
the embassy. In an August 25, 1980, entry, he describes Meile’s mental 
condition:

Talked quite a while with Jerry who is, in my opinion, letting his imagi-
nation run away with him, as he keeps thinking that the students are 
persecuting him-playing music from the “Godfather” (he is of Italian 
origin) and singing words long with it that sounds like the posts where 
he has served previously. I’m sure it’s all part of his imagination and that 
he is worrying unnecessarily. He seems to think that they have singled 
him out, since he was a TCU (communicator) and that they are trying to 
drive him mad and that he will be tried and sentenced to prison and will 
never leave this place!83

Getting all the hostages back alive was very personal for Carter, as he 
recounts in Keeping Faith: “The safety and well-being of the American 
hostages became a constant concern for me . . . I would walk in the White 
House gardens early in the morning and lie awake at night, trying to 
think of additional steps I could take to gain their freedom without sac-
rificing the honor and security of our nation.”84 The description of the 
hostage crisis on the Jimmy Carter Library and Museum’s official Web 
site illustrates how he wants the incident to be remembered in history: 
“President Carter committed himself to the safe return of the hostages 
while protecting America’s interests and prestige. He pursued a policy 
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of restraint that put a higher value on the lives of the hostages than on 
American retaliatory power or protecting his own political future.”85

Carter made a major mistake in how he dealt with the crisis, accord-
ing to historian Douglas Brinkley: “Carter had made a fatal error to state 
at the outset that his primary concern was bringing the hostages home 
alive. The Iranians used this to blackmail the Carter Administration.”86 
It is plausible that the revolutionary interests in Iran that wanted to hurt 
the U.S. government (by dragging the hostage situation out as long as 
possible) used Carter’s empathy toward the hostages to solidify their 
power. If Carter would have publicly hinted that protecting American 
honor and security might result in the hostages becoming casualties, 
perhaps they would not have been held as long.

Undoubtedly, some of the Iranian militants conceptualized them-
selves as underdogs; expected to lose in any political struggle with the 
biggest superpower on the planet. Well, they had finally triumphed. As 
one of the Iranian guards watching the American hostages said after 
Carter had lost his reelection bid: “we have changed your president.”87 
The hostage crisis in Iran mythology remains a significant cultural 
event as author Mark Bowden observes:

For many Iranians . . . the hostage crisis was an unalloyed triumph. From 
the earliest moments of the takeover, artists, poets, journalists, politi-
cians, mullahs, and historians began wrapping it in the cloak of legend, 
shading the actual incident with historical and mystical significance. It 
remains for the true believers a keystone of the national mythology, the 
epic tale of a small group of devout young gerogan-girha who, armed 
only with prayer and purity of heart, stormed the fortress gates of the 
most evil, potent empire on the planet, faced down the infidels’ rif les 
and tear gas, and secured it without shedding a drop of blood, reclaiming 
the heart of Iran from the clutches of the devil himself.88

This would not be the last time the Iranians would exploit an American 
president’s empathy for hostages. Just a few years later, Lebanese groups 
affiliated with Iran took American hostages. The Reagan Administration 
eventually responded by allowing arms to be sold to Iran in an effort 
to get the hostages released. This was part of the Iran-Contra scan-
dal of the 1980s. According to Professors Athan G. Theoharris and 
Richard H. Immerman, Reagan felt sympathy for American hostages 
in Lebanon.89 It would be difficult to suggest that sympathy was not 
involved in Reagan’s decision to allow arms to be sold to Iran.

Jimmy Carter’s commitment to life’s underdogs seems almost too 
expansive. This impression changes when you factor in his religious 
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beliefs. Carter is a born-again Christian. He is generally considered as 
the first president who was open about his spiritual new-birth.90 His 
human rights policies can be understood by comprehending how he 
tried to apply his religious beliefs to policy.

Carter’s understanding of theologian Reinhold Niebuhr’s view of 
justice and morality greatly inf luenced him.91 Niebuhr was an inf lu-
ential professor and author who linked modern politics to Christianity 
in the twentieth century.92 During his 1976 presidential campaign, 
Carter read Courage to Change: An Introduction to the Life and Thought 
of Reinhold Niebuhr.93 He wrote to Niebuhr’s widow on August 1, 1976, 
and told her that his acceptance speech included an idea of the pro-
fessor’s.94 His convention speech included the following lines: “I have 
spoken a lot of times this year about love. But love must be aggressively 
translated into simple justice.”95

In June 1978, Carter was still thinking of Niebhur. According to 
journalist Carl Cannon, he mentioned one of his books, Moral Man 
in Immoral Society, and “pointed out the difference between a society 
and people. The expectations and demands on a person are a much 
higher standard. A person should have as our [sic] goal . . . complete 
agape love. . . . The most we can expect from a society is to institute 
simple justice.”96 Thus, according to Carter, fighting for human rights 
is trying to establish justice. Justice is a central part of the underdog 
concept.

This reading of Niebuhr was f lawed, according to historian Eyal J. 
Naveh, “Carter missed Niebuhr’s essential argument, his insistence that 
love has a dialectical relationship with justice and that religious con-
cepts can never be translated directly into politics. Therefore, the quest 
for justice in politics . . . would always fall short of the realization of the 
love ethic [agape].”97

Perhaps Carter intellectually accepted the truth that there would 
always be some injustice in the world, no matter how much public pol-
icy was based on love. However, admitting this truth did not necessarily 
translate into trying to do less. He could act upon his religious com-
mitment to help underdogs while still privately acknowledging that he 
would always, in some way, fail.

Carter’s farewell speech as president on January 14, 1981, illustrated 
the importance of human rights with three short sentences: “America 
did not invent human rights. In a very real sense, it is the other way 
round. Human rights invented America.”98 Carter would later go on 
to help underdogs all over the world through his work with the Carter 
Center.
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Gary Hart

Gary Hart fit the classic definition of a Democratic underdog when he 
announced his presidential candidacy on February 17, 1983. He was not 
expected to win the nomination. He had only been a U.S. Senator since 
1975 and thus did not have the Washington relationships that many 
people believed were necessary for winning the presidency.

Relationship with Liberalism and Walter Mondale

His policy views were not identical with the traditional approaches that 
liberals took to help economic underdogs. Although it was standard for 
many national Democrats to equate the interests of economic underdogs 
with the policy positions of labor unions, Hart took a more indepen-
dent approach. He wanted to create the image that he did not necessar-
ily agree with them all the time. For example, he publicly challenged 
Mondale in an Iowa debate to name “one major domestic issue in the 
last three or four years” in which he did not agree with the AFL-CIO.99 
More generally, he characterized the front-runner, Walter Mondale, as an 
“ ‘old-fashioned’ New Deal Democrat who symbolized ‘failed  policies’ of 
the past.”100

His economic ideas were not orthodox for most Democrats. For exam-
ple, in his June 1982, policy paper titled “Restoring Economic Growth,” 
he claimed that “our economic reforms must recognize that people are 
motivated by more than money,” and that “our economic reforms must 
be tested in practice, and abandoned if they do not work.”101

The paper states that “the policy ideas . . . are designed to stimu-
late a Democratic Party debate about our economic agenda for the 
1980s . . . [and] they are only the first step in what should be a lively 
process of discussion, analysis and testing to identify the policies and 
initiatives which will allow us to meet our greatest economic challenge: 
the restoration of growth in an era of economic change.”102

These ideas, however, indirectly criticize many of the assumptions 
that underlay some of the key government programs that Democrats 
champion. For example, if a policy assumes that there is more than 
money in motivating people, then it is not too difficult to rationalize 
policies that cut spending on them. If money is not the determining 
factor in getting people gainful employment, marketable job skills, or 
healthy habits, then it is rational to cut spending for these programs, 
such as welfare. These ideas could also diminish the power of labor 
unions in negotiations with owners. Owners can claim that raises for 
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workers are not as important, as say, having them appreciate their place 
in international markets.

To abandon economic reforms that have failed would be to chal-
lenge the power of powerful and vested interest groups that support and 
sustain the programs that are the result of the “reform.” That envisions 
a possible reduction of the size of some governmental bureaucracies. 
These were not traditional economic ideas for orthodox Democrats in 
the early 1980s.

His willingness to explore this ideational territory was noticed by the 
media. In May 1982, Norman C. Miller wrote in the Wall Street Journal 
that “Sen. Hart’s approach . . . is grounded in a belief that the public 
won’t buy the Democrats’ traditional big-government programs and will 
also become disenchanted with the Reagan ideology of cutting taxes 
and domestic spending while vastly increasing defense outlays.”103

The disenchancement with Reagan’s economic polices was a given for 
most Democrats. However, it was Hart’s willingness to break with ref lex-
ive support for government solutions to social and economic problems 
that helped create his perception as an early neoliberal. Neoliberalism 
was a nonideological approach to politics that emphasizes technology 
and effectiveness.104

The front-runner for the Democratic presidential nomination, Walter 
Mondale, did not think neoliberalism and Democratic Party ideology 
matched. In March 1984, he told Dan Balz of the Washington Post, “I 
think there’s always been this neo-liberal approach that disdains what I 
view to be a fundamental and sacred objective of the Democratic Party, 
which is to pursue fairness and stand up against interests that are pow-
erful and that only a President can resist effectively.”105 These remarks 
imply that Hart was not sufficiently for the interests of economic under-
dogs and thus was not a “real” Democrat.106

Hart’s voting record in the U.S. Senate, however, was liberal in many 
regards—for example, on civil rights and women’s issues.107 He earned 
a rating of eighty on the Americans for Democratic Action (ADA) list. 
Mondale had a ninety-two rating.108

Gary Hart was considered the presidential candidate of the Yuppies 
(Young, Urban Professionals or “young, upwardly mobile professional”) 
in 1984.109 Yuppies were socially liberal, yet fiscally conservative and 
Hart appealed to them.110 The economically conservative and upwardly 
mobile part of the Yuppie equation created a gap between Hart and 
the traditional economic underdogs of the Democratic coalition. Many 
upwardly mobile people were not as supportive of the traditional gov-
ernment programs that old-fashioned liberals supported.
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The Mondale-Hart divide is central to understanding the gap 
between Hart and economic underdogs. Upwardly mobile young pro-
fessionals could be perceived as more selfish and individualistic than 
their parents. These characteristics suggest that Yuppies trust more in 
market economics, and thus might support Republican economic ideol-
ogy. Evidence of this is suggested by remarks of Reagan political strate-
gist Richard Wirthlin on yuppies in the 1984 presidential campaign: 
“We did look at the Yuppies very carefully. We found that from our 
perspective, which was that of the general electorate, the Hart people 
were picking up the Democratic yuppies, but the yuppies, as a group, we 
felt we had a very good chance of getting.”111

The ideological gap between Hart and Mondale, however, should 
not be exaggerated. Some view the primary differences between the two 
owing more to generational differences and dissimilarities over questions 
of leadership style.112 If these are the critical differences, then the follow-
ing questions become salient: Should Democrats wear their ideological 
sympathies “on their sleeve,” or should they appear more managerial and 
technical? Do you lead by emphasizing solidarity or effectiveness?

Campaign Strategy as an Insurgent

Where Hart has the strongest conceptual link to underdogs is in his 
nomination challenge to Mondale. Hart had very little money and insti-
tutional support compared to Mondale. He was not expected to become 
the Democratic presidential nominee. Nevertheless, he almost won.

Gary Hart probably thought of himself as an underdog when he first 
ran for president. Susan Berry Casey was codirector of his 1984 New 
Hampshire campaign. Hart’s own words on the first page of her 1985 
book, Hart and Soul, support this conception of himself as an under-
dog: “ I thought about it a lot. It’s a long-shot, dark-horse, uphill battle; 
the odds are long. But all signals seemed to be go. Not that if you run, 
you’re going to win, but it’s worth a try.”113

Hart captured the mantle of the alternative to Mondale when he 
finished second in the Iowa caucuses. Although he won only 16.5 per-
cent of the vote to Mondale’s 49 percent, he unexpectedly beat more 
experienced politicians, like Ohio Senator John Glenn.114 Hart was in 
the position of the party insurgent, the underdog poised to take the 
Democratic Party into the future and away from its failed past (at 
least as represented by the rout of 1980). If he won next week in New 
Hampshire, then he would have the momentum to win the nomination. 
As Jules Witcover writes, “Hart, the old McGovern campaign manager 
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who was in New Hampshire that night, knew how to make the most of 
it. He talked by phone to the press room in Des Moines, where his Iowa 
campaign manager relayed questions from reporters and he answered 
them. Hart . . . had worked the Iowa rural vote and got just enough of it 
to make himself suddenly Mondale’s chief challenger.”115

The headlines in many New Hampshire newspapers after the Iowa 
results were perfect for Hart’s positioning. The Concord Monitor read: 
“HART SAYS IOWA MEANS IT’S A TWO MAN RACE.” The Keene 
Sentinel read “IOWA GETS MONDALE OFF TO A FAST START, 
MAKES HART THE ALTERNATIVE.”116

Hart won the New Hampshire primary, beating Mondale 39 to 27 
percent.117 Although not the front-runner, if he could keep the momen-
tum he earned with these early results, Mondale may not have been able 
to come back. There were caricatures of Hart and Mondale on the cover 
of Time on March 12, 1984. The caption was “Now It’s a Race.”118

It was at this point, however, that the underdog persona stopped 
working for him. Instead of the press silently routing for the unexpected 
(which makes a more interesting story than the expected outcome), now 
Hart was in a position to actually win the nomination. The underdog 
is expected to lose. This was not quite as certain as it was before Iowa 
and New Hampshire.

HART AS
UNDERDOG:

IMAGE BEFORE
NEW HAMPSHIRE

HART AS 
OVERDOG: NEW 
IMAGE CREATED 
AS A RESULT OF 
NEW HAMPSHIRE

EFFECT:
OVERDOG IS NOW

EXPECTED TO WIN NEXT
BATTLE; A NEW

UNDERDOG (MONDALE)
HAS BEEN CREATED

Figure 6.2 The transformation of an underdog to an overdog and the creation of a new 

underdog
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The next big battles were the contests on “Super Tuesday” two weeks 
later on March 13. Although Hart won seven of the nine states, he lost 
the media “spin.” Because Mondale won Georgia, the dominant media 
narrative became Hart’s lost opportunity. If only Hart could have put 
Mondale away then.

The reality, as Jack Germond and Jules Witcover write, was quite 
different from the image: “two weeks earlier, Gary Hart had been naked 
in the South; now he had won the largest prize in Florida and come 
very close to taking Georgia from Mondale. But the television networks 
viewed the results very differently.”119 Peter Hart of the Mondale team 
stated that “TV basically declared us a winner after winning two of five 
primaries, and it changed the whole psychology of the campaign.”120

The label of “Fighting Fritz” was now in vogue, as the media now 
began to focus on Mondale’s comeback.121 Bob Beckel, Mondale’s cam-
paign manager, made a well-timed appearance on NBC’s Today Show 
the morning after “Super Tuesday.” The dominant media interpretation 
of the previous night was solidified, as the following exchange reveals: 
“ ‘Congratulations,’ the host, Bryant Gumbel, told him. ‘Yup.’ Beckel 
said. ‘It’s the comeback of the year.’ ”122

Of course, you have to be behind to come back, so Mondale was now 
the underdog. Key ingredients to the underdog image are perception 
and timing. Mondale had turned the perception around, at least tempo-
rarily. The timing of the perceptual shift was central to his success.

Figure 6.3 The media and the underdog image

HART COULD NOT
KNOCK MONDALE
OUT OF THE RACE

ON “SUPER TUESDAY”

MONDALE
UNEXPECTEDLY

SURVIVED
“SUPER TUESDAY”

MONDALE’S
IMAGE AS THE

UNDERDOG
IS SOLIDIFIED 
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In the end, the favorite of the Democratic establishment, Walter 
Mondale, won the 1984 nomination. He was trounced by Republican 
Ronald Reagan in the fall; Mondale won only 40.56 percent of the pop-
ular vote and 13 electoral votes.123

When Mondale lost the general election to Reagan, Hart was in posi-
tion to become the favorite to win the 1988 Democratic presidential 
nomination. He ran a close second in 1984 and had name recognition. 
Hart could no longer be considered the underdog. He officially entered 
the race on April 13, 1988. However, in early May, he was accused of an 
extramarital affair with a young model. There was expansive and inten-
sive media coverage of the controversy. He quit the race on May 8.124

The Romantic Hero

Hart reentered the 1988 presidential race in December 1987.125 He had 
again become the underdog, a position he perhaps felt most comfortable 
with. His words announcing his reentry is evidence of the challenges any 
underdog faces: “I don’t have a national headquarters or staff. I don’t 
have any money. I don’t have pollsters or consultants or media advisers 
or political endorsements. But I have something even better. I have the 
power of ideas.”126 The image of the romantic underdog warrior was the 
aura that Hart was trying to tap into. As writer Walter Shapiro argues, 
the Democratic Party is open to such an impression: “There is a strong 
romantic streak in Democratic politics . . . For the party that nominated 
William Jennings Bryan three times, choosing a candidate is not a cold 
calculation of self-interest but a leap of faith, an idealistic commitment. 
Hart creatively and perhaps cynically used this imagery in recasting himself 
as the ultimate guerrilla insurgent, scorned by his party and tormented by 
the press.”127

Hart received only 4 percent of the vote in the New Hampshire pri-
mary and pulled out again from the race.128

There was another Democrat who ran for the presidency in 1984 
and 1988 who appealed to the more traditional constituents of the 
Democratic coalition. His rhetoric would often raise the hopes of 
underdogs while at the same time scare much of the Democratic Party 
establishment. His name is Jesse Jackson.

Jesse Jackson

The 1984 and 1988 presidential campaigns of Jesse Jackson were self-
consciously structured on coalitions of, and appeals to, underdogs. In 
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these campaigns, he attempted to lift the spirits of the seemingly for-
gotten traditional constituencies of the Democratic Party during the 
Reagan era. He seemed to be the only national political leader during 
the 1980s who was at least attempting to speak to the progressive issues 
that the 1960s brought up. As Jackson’s former press secretary and jour-
nalist Elizabeth O. Colton writes, “For those of us who had come of age 
in the sixties, all we had worked for appeared to have been forgotten 
in this new Reagan era. The only politician in the mid-eighties who 
seemed courageous enough to address the important issues was Jesse 
Jackson.”129

Similar to Ted Kennedy, Jackson can be characterized as a liberal 
lion, as journalist Marshall Frady did in 1996: “he has become one 
of the few remaining voices of any force in the land still unabashedly 
campaigning, like the Last Believer, for the old, liberal conscience in 
American politics.”130

1984 Presidential Campaign

Jackson’s first presidential campaign officially began on November 3, 
1983.131 It was a guerilla campaign; with few resources and money. To 
rationalize their lack of organization and money, one staffer labeled it a 
movement, not a campaign.132

One of Jackson’s speeches during the winter of 1983–1984 explic-
itly compared his cause with the biblical story of David and Goliath. 
Journalists Jack Germond and Jules Witcover recount his speech: 
Jackson was “David and Ronald Reagan was Goliath. The stones for 
David to use as weapons were unregistered black voters. ‘I think about 
David picking up his rocks, using what he’s got,’ he told the rapt con-
gregation. ‘Illinois—Reagan won by 376,000; 700,000 unregistered 
blacks, 500,000 unregistered Hispanics. Rocks—just layin’ around. 
New York—Reagan won by 165,000; 900,000 unregistered blacks, 
600,000 unregistered Hispanics. Rocks—just layin’ around. . . . Little 
David! Throw your chest out! Don’t feel inadequate anymore! . . . Use 
what you got! Use your slingshot!’ ”133

The first major event that put Jackson in the limelight during his 
first campaign was his mission to Syria. Jackson wanted to free Navy 
pilot Robert Goodman, who was shot down over Lebanon in December, 
1983. Goodman, who was black, was in a military prison in Damascus. 
Jackson wanted to f ly to Syria and get Goodman released.

It was truly an underdog mission; Jackson had many huge obsta-
cles in his way that would make success improbable. The Reagan 
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Administration did not want him to go and complicate matters, and 
it was illegal for a private American to officially negotiate for the U.S. 
Government.134 According to Jackson, “In effect, Reagan’s policy was 
just to leave Goodman there to rot. He wouldn’t even return my calls 
before I left.”135 Jackson succeeded in securing Goodman’s release in 
early January 1984. The Navy pilot was welcomed home with a cer-
emony at the White House.136

Relationship with Jews

Jackson’s relationship with Jews was controversial. Within a month after 
his return from Syria, he was talking about the Jewish constituency and 
New York City. The New York primary was scheduled for April. He 
used the words Hymie and Hymietown in a conversation with report-
ers. An uproar over these remarks ensued, created in part because of his 
1979 embrace of Yassar Arafat.137

He also had a relationship with Louis Farrakhan. Farrakhan some-
times introduced Jackson at rallies and provided body guards for him. 
Farrakhan was controversial for many Jewish (and non-Jewish) voters. 
Farrakhan labeled Judaism a “gutter religion” and admired the leader-
ship traits of Hitler.138 In addition, the formation of Israel was called 
an “outlaw act.”139

The relationship between African Americans and Jews is central to 
understanding the role of the underdog in the Democratic Party. In 
both of his campaigns and afterward, Jackson was at the center of this 
nexus. As Marshall Frady writes, “It was almost as if to Jackson there 
was some running competition between blacks and Jews for primacy 
among the historically abused . . . he regularly elected to employ the long 
ordeal of blacks from slavery through segregation as ‘our one trump 
card.’ ”140

Several essential questions are: what group is the greatest underdog? 
Which group has been discriminated against more? Which people have 
been hurt the most and lost the most important struggles? To put it 
crassly, which group is the biggest loser?

These are not insignificant questions. They go to the heart of many 
assumptions on which public policies are based on, such as affirma-
tive action, economic assistance to urban areas, and foreign policy. On 
many occasions, the competition for public dollars and political pri-
orities makes the conf lict between these two groups a zero-sum game. 
Should the United States support the creation of a Palestinian state? If 
so, what are its borders? Should United States’ aid to Israel be reduced 
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and have the balance given to expanding economic opportunity for resi-
dents of the inner cities (many which are African American)?

People without a home are underdogs. Homeless people have got-
ten that way usually as a result of some sort of injustice. They are also 
more likely to lose any struggle with an enemy, or opponent, who has 
a geographical home. Jackson realized that Jews needed a home: “been 
homeless two thousand years, suffered, been persecuted—they ought 
to have a home. ’Cause that’s right.” However, the homelessness argu-
ment applied to the Palestinians as well: “it’s just as true now for the 
Palestinians, they got to have a homeland, too.”141

African American Pride

Even though a great deal of the black political establishment favored 
Mondale,142 many African American voters took great pride in seeing 
Jackson being accepted as a respected candidate for the Democratic 
nomination. He helped boost black participation in many 1984 prima-
ries.143 He won 75 percent of the black vote in Pennsylvania, 74 percent 
in Illinois, and 89 percent in New York.144 Although many blacks were 
motivated to vote against the economic policies of Reagan, Jackson also 
exemplified the positive; how far blacks had come in American politics. 
Not surprisingly, Jackson pointed this out to his audiences. Right before 
the Illinois primary, he affirmed that: “We’re moving on up. At the 
’72 convention . . . Rueben Askew was the keynoter . . . I was just fight-
ing for a seat in the hall . . . and I beat ’em in New Hampshire. . . . Fritz 
Hollings . . . When he was governor of South Carolina, I couldn’t use the 
bathroom in the state capitol. I beat Fritz Hollings! . . . John Glenn was 
up there orbiting the earth when I was scuff ling for dimes down here. 
Now he’s gone and I’m still in the race. We’re moving on up!”145

The 1984 campaign ended with Jackson coming in a respectable third 
behind Mondale and Hart. He had done very well in various states, 
winning 3.5 million votes, 41 congressional districts, and 7 major cit-
ies. Even though he won 21 percent of the votes, he ended up with only 
approximately 11 percent of the convention delegates. The reason for 
this disparity was the common requirement of a 20 percent minimum 
vote (with thinly spread graduations upward) in order for a candidate to 
receive any delegates. He complained that this was unfair.146

It was unfair, as former Carter Administration official Bert Lance 
admitted: “the rules had been fixed so that the nominee in ’84 had to be 
either Ted Kennedy or Fritz Mondale. They sat down and figured out 
how to make the results consistent with what they wanted.”147
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Changing the Rules to Help Underdogs and the 
1988 Presidential Campaign

In a meeting with southern party chairmen in which these rules were 
discussed, Jackson compared the Democratic committee to the Pharisees 
of the Bible.148 Jackson also did not like run-off votes and the power of 
superdelegates. According to Lucius J. Barker, a Jackson delegate to the 
1984 convention, “the entire character of Jackson’s campaign demanded 
that he raise such issues, attack rules and structures that, on close exam-
ination, would disadvantage blacks and minorities from full and effec-
tive participation in the political game.”149 Blacks and minorities are 
the traditional underdogs in American society. Jackson was seeking to 
politically empower them.

Jackson’s 1988 presidential run was even more successful than his 
1984 campaign. He started out with strong showings when he came in 
second in Minnesota and Maine and won outright in Vermont.150 The 
biggest day of the campaign was Super Tuesday, March 8. More than 
50 percent of the delegates needed to win the nomination were up for 
grabs. Before these contests, Jackson went down south to campaign. 
This was logical since, of the twenty-one contests, fourteen were in 
southern and border states.151 He did very well that day, as Marshall 
Frady wrote: “Jackson ran first or second in sixteen of them. In the 
South, he finished first in five states and second in nine others, winning 
27 percent of the popular vote, more than anyone else, and claiming 
almost a third of the region’s delegates.”152

Jackson benefited from a number of factors on Super Tuesday. The 
threshold for receiving convention delegates was now 15 percent, not 
the 20 percent it had been in 1984.153 In addition, he did well in south-
ern states that had a substantial amount of blacks; he won Virginia, 
Mississippi, Louisiana, Alabama, and Georgia.154

Coalition of Underdogs

Jackson’s appeal to southern voters was based on portraying the south 
as underdogs; the region always seemed to get the short stick of every-
thing. His campaign crafted a “New South Agenda” that included the 
following positions: “We must stop drugs from f lowing into our coun-
try and protect families. 85% of the drugs f lowing into this country 
comes through the South and only 10% was stopped. . . . We must pro-
vide decent housing. The South has more substandard housing than any 
other region, yet we cut housing spending from $32 billion to less than 
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$10 billion under Reagan. . . . We must protect our environment—three 
Southern states account for more than half the hazardous—waste dump 
capacity in the country.”155

It would be difficult to argue that homosexuals, as a group, are not 
underdogs. Their historical persecution is well-established. In his 1988 
campaign, he openly accepted them as part of his rainbow coalition. As 
Elizabeth Colton writes, “He was the only presidential candidate who 
dared joined in the National Gay Rights March on Washington in October 
1987. His Rainbow Coalition had a special section for them, called the 
Lavender Stripe.”156 Jackson also supported banning discrimination based 
on sexual orientation in the military and the federal government.157

In the 1980s, people with AIDS were expected to die. Moreover, 
fear was prevalent because the disease was associated with homosexu-
als and no one was sure how the disease was spread. In Minnesota, 
Jackson made a speech that directly addressed some of the issues and 
concerns associated with AIDS. Speaking before the Lavender Stripe 
Conference, he urged the nation to “develop a compassionate response 
to AIDS.” There were three parts to this response: “Effective, preventa-
tive education which targets high-risk behaviors rather than stigma-
tizing certain societal groups. . . . Massive federal funding to research 
AIDS prevention, treatment and cure. . . . [and] a national health care 
system which would include programs of voluntary and confidential 
testing and counseling.”158

Jackson tried to create a coalition of underdogs in his 1988 cam-
paign: workers, gays, racial minorities, and the poor. His campaign had 
its biggest victory on March 26th in Michigan, when he won 55 percent 
of the caucus vote. He won 20 percent of the white vote in the state.159 
He appealed to autoworkers who were fearful of losing their job and 
talked of a workers bill of “rights.”160

The next big contest was Wisconsin. Although Dukakis eventually 
defeated him in the primary, Jackson was riding high, with his coalition 
of underdogs at its zenith. Writer E.J. Dionne, Jr. describes a scene in 
LaCrosse: “Jackson landed at the local airport sometime after ten in the 
evening, and about four hundred people had jammed an airport hangar. 
Virtually all of them were white. Many had voted for Ronald Reagan 
in 1984. Yet they cheered Jackson’s defense of the common people, his 
proclamations that what unified blacks and average whites was far more 
important than what divided them, his calls for a coalition of ‘work-
ing people’ against the ‘merger maniacs’ at the investment  banking 
houses.”161
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Dionne then goes on to describe how Jackson views race within his 
coalition: “whites of modest means were no less the victims of racism 
than blacks. Racism . . . was not a sin of the white masses, but a tech-
nique used by white elites to divide the natural coalition of the down-
trodden. In effect, Jackson was separating himself from white liberals 
who looked down upon average whites. The white liberals might blame 
white working people for racism, but . . . its real cause lay elsewhere.”162

According to Jackson, race was used to divide underdogs from each 
other, so basic power relations would remain unchanged. This is not new, 
as writer Ron Daniels states, “historically, racism has been used . . . as a 
mechanism and a strategy to divide and exploit people of color and poor 
and working people, particularly to divide between white working class 
people and poor people and whites in general and people of color.”163

Jackson made a dramatic speech at the Democratic National 
Convention in Atlanta. He mentioned many underdog groups that 
Democrats traditionally defended, including the poor. He stood up for 
their dignity and asked for equality and justice:

Most poor people are not lazy. They are not black. They are not brown. 
They are mostly White and female and young. But whether White, Black 
or Brown, a hungry baby’s belly turned inside out is the same color—
color it pain; color it hurt; color it agony. Most poor people are not on 
welfare. Some of them are illiterate and can’t read the want-ad sections. 
And when they can, they can’t find a job that matches the address. They 
work hard everyday. I know. I live amongst them. I’m one of them. I 
know they work. I’m a witness. They catch the early bus. They work 
every day. They raise other people’s children. They work everyday. They 
clean the streets. They work everyday. They drive dangerous cabs. They 
work everyday. They change the beds you slept in in these hotels last 
night and can’t get a union contract. They work everyday. No, no, they 
are not lazy! Someone must defend them because it’s right, and they can-
not speak for themselves. They work in hospitals. I know they do. They 
wipe the bodies of those who are sick with fever and pain. They empty 
their bedpans. They clean out their commodes. No job is beneath them, 
and yet when they get sick they cannot lie in the bed they made up every 
day. America, that is not right. We are a better Nation than that.164

However, he also talked about underdogs in other nations. He sup-
ported the African National Congress’ quest for majority rule in South 
Africa.165 He also went to Cuba in 1988 and secured the release of 48 
Cuban American prisoners in jail.166 That act linked him with two 
underdogs: Fidel Castro and the prisoners held in his jails.
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Perhaps Jackson’s most famous line from his presidential campaigns 
was “Keep hope alive.” If you are expected to lose, and have been dis-
criminated against and oppressed, hope is critical to survival. It helps 
underdogs survive. Four years later, a man from Hope, Arkansas, would 
also champion the cause of underdogs: Bill Clinton.
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CHAPTER 7

The 1990s to 2004: Bill Clinton, 
Al Gore, and Howard Dean

Bill Clinton

Bill Clinton grew up in very difficult circumstances in Arkansas. His 
father died before he was born. In 1950, his mother Virginia married a 
man who was an alcoholic and eventually assaulted her. They divorced, 
but she allowed him to live in the same house afterward because she 
felt sad for him (they remarried a few months later). Bill Clinton played 
a key role in defending his mother from his stepfather, contacting her 
attorney on several occasions when there was physical violence (or the 
threat of it), and reassuring her during these difficulties.1

Part of Clinton’s personality can be explained as a child living with 
an alcoholic parent. There are many ways for a child to cope with the 
uncertainty that such a household creates. One is to be a “family hero.” 
This role has two main roles: redeemer to the external world or as fam-
ily protector. Author David Maraniss believes Clinton played both roles 
during his high school years.2

Maraniss explains this redeemer role: “the Family Hero is often 
excused from the family’s inner burdens and dispatched into the world 
to excel and to return with praise and rewards that will make the entire 
unit feel worthy. . . . the Family Hero becomes a vessel of ambition and 
the repository of hope.”3 It is this role that is most relevant to the under-
dog. Clinton’s family is in an underdog position, with his mother a 
victim of domestic abuse but unable to make a clear break with the man 
responsible for it. Why did his mother stay in the relationship? Either 
she was not financially well-off enough, did not think it was best for the 
children or she thought the conf licts were partially her fault.4

If Clinton could shine and make a name for himself, then every-
thing in the family would be okay. This is the point where the hero and 
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the underdog meet; the dysfunctional family will be saved by the sheer 
 persistence and diligence of the child. Bill Clinton, the hero-underdog.

On policy positions, Clinton supported underdogs. Clinton was a 
supporter of civil rights for African Americans early in his life.5 He liked 
both Lyndon Johnson and Hubert Humphrey in the 1960 Democratic 
primaries, partially because of their action and advocacy of civil rights. 
One reason he wanted John Kennedy to win in 1960 was his public 
support of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. when he was put in jail before 
the election.6

When he was sixteen years old, Clinton participated in Boys Nation, 
a civic engagement group. He went to Washington, DC, and debated 
political issues with other boys from across the nation.7 Clinton was a 
proponent of government action on civil rights during the rhetorical 
clash between the boys. His side believed that discrimination must be 
eradicated, although action was not enough. His group said, “Legislation 
alone cannot change the hearts and minds of men. Education is the pri-
mary tool which we must employ . . . it must begin in the home, in the 
church and in the schools.”8

Even though he supported action on civil rights, Clinton was not an 
activist himself. As Maraniss states, “He had not publicly protested the 
patterns of racism he grew up with in Hot Springs, where the schools, 
swimming pools, clubs, and motels had been segregated, where ‘Dixie’ 
was the high school fight song until his junior year, and where the local 
Lions Club recruited members of the high school choir to appear in 
blackface for the annual minstrel show.”9

Arkansas Political Career

1976–1980
Clinton’s first success at public office was in 1976, when he was elected 
attorney general of Arkansas. He fought for consumers in that post, by 
trying to stop utility rate hikes. Paying utility bills was more difficult 
for poor people than rich and thus Clinton’s stand can be considered 
helping economic underdogs.

Prisoners are at the bottom of society. Successful, long-term 
 rehabilitation of prisoners is more the exception than the rule. Because 
of that, prisoners can be viewed as underdogs, a class of people who will 
most likely fail in their attempt at reintroduction into society. Clinton 
wanted prisoners to be better equipped for life on the outside, so he 
expanded the work-release program that also relieved overcrowding.10
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In 1978, Clinton was elected governor of Arkansas. He pledged to 
address several issues that affected underdogs in his first inaugural 
speech, including tax relief for the elderly, helping emotionally disturbed 
children, and altering the system for rural health care. He wanted to 
help the perennial underdogs of society: the needy, weak, and old.11

Clinton had many setbacks in his first term as governor. His  proposal 
to raise vehicle license fees (for road improvements) caused him trouble. 
The proposal was altered so that the final legislation negatively affected 
owners of older, and heavier, cars. These owners were inclined to be 
poor and ended up paying more than owners of lighter, smaller, and 
newer cars.12 This issue penalized economic underdogs—people who 
could not afford new cars.

1980 was a bad year to be a Democrat in Arkansas. State revenues 
were down because of the poor economy. The Ku Klux Klan was active 
and truck drivers were on strike.13 It was the situation with the Cuban 
refugees of the Mariel boatlift, however, which may have sealed Clinton’s 
electoral fate that year.

Fidel Castro let 125,000 of his people leave Cuba in 1980 in what is 
known as the Mariel boatlift. Many of these people were mentally ill or 
criminals. 20 percent of them ended up in Fort Chafee, Arkansas. For 
the most part, they were not welcomed by the local community. In the 
spring of 1980, there was a riot and approximately 300 of them escaped. 
There were injuries to the military guards and the refugees before they 
were recaptured.14

This incident reveals the tension when underdogs are pitted against 
another. It can be argued that the state of Arkansas was an underdog 
in 1980. Bill Clinton did not want the refugees there, but the Carter 
Administration did. Underdogs are expected to lose a fight. Clinton 
lost that fight. In August, he found out that all the Cuban refugees 
in resettlement camps in Florida, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin would 
be transferred to Fort Chafee. Clinton shouted at a White House offi-
cial after learning of this decision: “How could you do this to me? I 
busted my ass for Carter. You guys are going to get me beat. I’ve done 
 everything I could for you guys. This is ridiculous!”15

The underdogs that were pitted against the state of Arkansas were 
the Cuban refugees within Fort Chafee. Some refugees were subject 
to violence within the fort. There were local people marching through 
streets with rif les. They could not leave the fort until they found spon-
sors.16 The refugees were human pawns played by Castro in his long-
standing grudge match with the U.S. government. They were forced to 
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leave their country—they became underdogs to the power of the Castro 
government.

Before the refugees came to Fort Chafee, Clinton suggested an 
 alternative course of action to the Carter Administration; separate out 
the criminals and mentally ill from the others before they were relo-
cated to the U.S. mainland and send them back to Cuba.17

Clinton’s proposal, if accepted, could have helped the Cuban 
 refugees who were eventually let into the country. Those healthy and 
noncriminal underdogs would gain political freedom. But what would 
have happened to the mentally ill and criminals who were dumped back 
into Cuba? It is difficult to believe that their conditions would have 
improved had they been forced back to Cuba.

Undoubtedly, some of the ones classified as mentally ill were 
 homosexual.18 Would the conditions of the Cuban gays who were deported 
have improved if they were forced back into a country whose government 
had rounded them up and kicked them out of the country? One of the 
reasons people were allowed to leave was because they were perceived as 
harmful to Cuban society. The primacy of nationalism trumped the need 
to help the underdogs who needed the most help—the ones who had 
some of the longest odds for acceptance, success, or security.

Years after the Mariel boatlift, nationalism still seems to be the trump 
card when it comes to the diplomatic relationship between Cuba and 
the United States. As journalist Mirta Ojito wrote in 2005, “twenty-five 
years after the events that altered so many lives, Mariel lives on as a much-
abused point of reference in political rhetoric on both sides of the Florida 
straits, U.S. lawmakers talk about never allowing another Mariel—
which . . . [is] a code word for uncontrollable immigration—while their 
Cuban counterparts play the Mariel card: the implied threat that Cuba 
has millions of people who are desperate to leave and a  government ready 
to let them loose whenever it is politically convenient.”19

The lessons seem all too clear: in the United States, if the perceived 
national interest is threatened, the humanitarian needs of foreign under-
dogs are not a priority. In Cuba, the interests of the government take 
precedence over the needs of domestic underdogs (dissidents, gays, the 
mentally ill, criminals). As president, Clinton would learn from Mariel. 
In 1994, he ordered Cubans on boats to be sent to the U.S. military 
base in Guantanamo. If Cubans reached land, they would generally be 
allowed to stay in the United States. Cuban underdogs were welcome in 
the United States, but in a limited and controlled fashion.20

Even though he lost his reelection bid in 1980, Clinton had 
 accomplished a lot. The Arkansas Gazette noted that the then 34 year 
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old had “provided the single largest increase in teacher’s salaries ever, 
extended health insurance to school employees, provided the first 
incentives for school programs for gifted children, established the 
first accountability program through standardized testing of students 
and new teachers, expanded special education and kindergartens and 
achieved some equity in the distribution of school funds.”21

1982–1992
Clinton ran again for governor in 1982. He was involved in a  three-way 
primary against Joe Purcell and Jim Guy Tucker. Both Tucker and 
Clinton clashed with each other, both trying to outdo each other as to 
who was more conservative and strong.22 As journalist David Maraniss 
writes, “Tucker attacked Clinton for commuting or cutting the sen-
tences of thirty-eight convicted murderers during the final weeks of his 
first term. Clinton . . . portrayed Tucker as a tool of labor and the special 
interests and as a bleeding heart on welfare issues.”23 Neither candidate 
was supporting traditional societal underdogs.

Clinton won the June 8, 1982, primary with 54 percent. With the 
help of his campaign team, he deliberately chose a populist message to 
bring to the voters. He wanted to turn the Public Service Commission 
into an elected body. The commission was responsible for utility rates. 
He also spoke extensively in black churches and sent out operatives to 
secure the black vote.24 Clinton had pivoted, back to supporting the 
underdog interests of consumers and appealing for the support of one of 
the oldest underdog groups: African Americans.

Clinton’s gubernatorial comeback was complete when he won the 
November general election, defeating Republican Frank White. He 
enlisted the help of Dick Morris, a political consultant, as he crafted 
an image of helping the underdogs, while White protected the power-
ful. The consumers were the underdogs, and the utility companies were 
the powerful.25 Clinton recalls how Morris helped created an image 
of White being against underdog interests, particularly the elderly 
poor: “Dick Morris did a devastating ad taking White to task for let-
ting utilities have big rate increases while cutting back from four to 
three the number of monthly prescriptions the elderly could get from 
Medicaid. The tagline was: ‘Frank White—soft on utilities. Tough on 
the elderly.’ ”26 He was now the “Comeback Kid.” One can only come 
back if you are an underdog.

Education reform was a key issue for Clinton once he got back into 
office. To pay for it, Clinton proposed raising taxes. His 1983 proposal 
included many ways to get money, including increasing the severance 
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tax on natural gas, taxing membership in country clubs, and raising the 
state sales tax to 4 percent from 3 percent. The sales tax increase was 
opposed by an alliance of community, labor, and consumer organiza-
tions because there were no exemptions for utility and food bills. After 
the state legislature considered his proposals, the sales tax increase was 
the only thing left. Arkansas law made it easy to increase it, because 
only a one-third vote was needed. Other taxes required three-fourths, or 
two-thirds vote.27 Authors Charles F. Allen and Jonathan Portis describe 
the atmosphere: “So, the lowly sales tax became the whipping boy—the 
easiest way to raise revenue. Food and groceries were not exempt from 
the sales tax in Arkansas. Critics called it a ‘regressive tax,’ because it 
had its greatest effect on lower-income people, the people who could 
least afford it.”28

Clinton believed education reform was the fundamental issue. His 
proposed standards were sweeping; they included increasing the school 
year, making twenty the maximum class size for a part of elementary 
school, uniform testing of selected grades and required kindergarten.29

Even though a regressive tax hurts economic underdogs more than 
the middle-class or the wealthy, improved education provided hope and 
potential economic mobility. As authors Allen and Portis observe, he 
knew what forces he did not want to anger in pursuit of his goals: “for 
all his talk of risking his career for the program, Bill Clinton was not 
ready to risk it in a major fight with the business community. . . . Bill 
Clinton’s ‘idealism’ had vanished, to be replaced with an expedient 
program.”30 Corporate interests would not pay for education reform.31

Ultimately, the hope was that education would decrease the number 
of underdogs in Arkansas. How? Improving education would attract 
more companies. More companies means more jobs, jobs lead to oppor-
tunity, opportunity leads to more economic security, and economic 
security decreases the chances that one would be always behind and 
prone to becoming a victim.

Clinton did improve education in Arkansas. For example, in 
 1983–1984, 68 percent of the state’s high schools offered chemistry 
courses and 46 percent offered physics courses. In 1990–1991, all high 
schools offered these courses. In 1983–1984, 38 percent of high school 
graduates went to college. In 1990–1991, 48 percent did.32

The truth is that the improvement in education was minimal. It was 
the attention he devoted to it, however, that was more significant. As 
authors Allen and Portis report, “he initiated an incremental change 
that, if perpetuated, promises to pay off in years to come. He instilled 
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in Arkansans an awareness of the importance of education. That may 
prove to be his most valuable accomplishment.”33

Clinton tried to improve health care for the poor in Arkansas. While 
he was governor, the state started new programs for health care for 
poor children and prenatal care.34 Some of his initiatives, however, had 
only limited success. For example, the state’s infant mortality rate only 
improved from 33rd to 34th from 1982 to 1992.35

Most people realized that Clinton’s ambitions were higher than 
Little Rock. Ever since 1980, he had been searching for ways for 
Democrats to regain a majority for change.36 This pursuit had actu-
ally started much earlier, as author David Maraniss relates: “Clinton 
had long since turned away from what he viewed as the politics 
of nostalgia. Going back . . . to . . . 1970, he had been searching for 
new formulas for Democratic success. By the time his party gath-
ered in August in San Francisco for the 1984 Democratic National 
Convention, he believed that the great divide that needed to be nar-
rowed was not so much between liberals and conservatives as roman-
tics and realists.”37

Bill Clinton would run for, and eventually win, the White House in 
1992 by distancing himself from nostalgia and romanticism. He would 
be a “New Democrat,” fully aware of the need to look ahead for the 
party’s best days. But would that also mean he would turn away from 
the party’s historic link to helping society’s underdogs?

Rhetorically, he had almost the perfect line that would appeal to 
underdogs: “I feel your pain.” Underdogs are full of pain, with unreal-
ized ambitions, physical suffering, societal discrimination, lack of under-
standing, psychological and emotional suffering, or simple economic 
poverty. Even though the “I feel your pain” line eventually became an 
unf lattering caricature of him, Clinton did have more genuine empathy 
than most other politicians. As author John F. Harris states, “Clinton’s 
gift was not simply a put-on: he did have an authentic superior sense of 
human dynamics.”38

1992 Presidential Campaign

On October 3, 1991, Bill Clinton officially announced his bid for the 
White House. One of the biggest underdogs that Clinton hoped to stand 
up for was the middle class. He believed that it has been neglected dur-
ing the Reagan and GHW Bush Administrations: “Middle class peo-
ple are spending more hours on the job, spending less time with their 
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 children, bringing home a smaller paycheck to pay more for health care 
and housing and education.”39

A few weeks later, he made a major speech at Georgetown University 
titled “The New Covenant: Responsibility and Rebuilding the 
American Community.” Within the speech, he continued his defense 
of the middle class: “For 12 years, the forgotten middle class watched 
their economic interests ignored and their values run into the ground. 
In the 1980s, nothing illustrates this more clearly than the fact that 
charitable giving by middle-class families went up as their income went 
down, while charitable giving by the wealthiest Americans went down 
as their incomes went up. Responsibility went unrewarded and so did 
hard work.”40

Later, he rhetorically affirmed the suspicions of government that 
many middle-class people have: “Out there, you can hear the quiet, 
troubled voice of the forgotten middle class, lamenting that govern-
ment no longer looks out for their interests or honors their values—like 
individual responsibility, hard work, family, community. They think 
their government takes more from them than it gives back, and looks 
the other way when special interests only take from this country and 
give nothing back. And they’re right.”41

The middle class were underdogs in the 1980s. Economic inequality 
greatly increased during this decade. Scholarly research confirmed this 
while many general-interest books popularized this trend.42

Bill Clinton’s strategy for the middle class was contained in his cam-
paign pamphlet, “Putting People First”: “during the 1980s . . . while the 
rich got richer, the forgotten middle class—the people who work hard 
and play by the rules—took it on the chin. They paid higher taxes to a 
government that gave them little in return.”43

Two basic components to his plan included increasing the amount 
of taxes that the wealthy pay and increasing government spending that 
helps the middle class. Middle-class taxes would go down. The revenue 
lost because of the decrease in taxes paid by the middle class would be 
replaced by the increased taxes on the wealthy and reforming tax policy 
for corporations.

Government spending would encompass many areas and programs. 
For example, health care costs would be controlled and accessibility 
increased, new transportation projects funded, information technology 
expanded to more citizens, family and medical leave legislation would 
become law, and worker retraining would be mandatory.44

Clinton campaigned on these ideas, as well as many others, dur-
ing his 1992 presidential race. He successfully portrayed himself as a 
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posttraditional liberal Democrat, one who would not always be seeking 
more government programs as the exclusive method to redress inequi-
ties in American society. He mixed in other, more conservative, themes 
so that he could not be easily labeled as just another tax and spend 
Democrat. He was for welfare reform, placing 100,000 new police 
officers on America’s streets, international trade liberalization, cutting 
prof ligate government spending, and reducing the budget deficit.45

Clinton was almost knocked out of the race before the February New 
Hampshire primary when two scandals hit. One involved Gennifer 
Flowers. She claimed that she had had a twelve-year affair with Clinton 
and played tapes to prove her accusation. The other involved Clinton’s 
lack of military service in Vietnam. There was an assertion that Clinton 
had signed up for the ROTC to deliberately evade the draft. A letter 
from Clinton was released that laid bare Clinton’s thinking at the time 
and crassly displayed his future political calculations. His poll num-
bers declined dramatically in New Hampshire. Former Massachusetts 
Senator Paul Tsongas was now tied with him.46

He was able to come back, however, and do well in the primary by 
his campaign’s management of media expectations. According to Jules 
Witcover, “the Clinton campaign now cast its candidate as the belea-
guered underdog against Tsongas. . . . All Clinton campaign operatives 
of importance were moved from Little Rock to New Hampshire, led by 
campaign chairman Mickey Kantor, working with a sense that unless 
Clinton made a respectable showing there, his candidacy could be fin-
ished before it really began. . . . On election day . . . Clinton was sec-
ond with 25 percent . . . Accentuating the positive, Clinton proclaimed 
 himself ‘The Comeback Kid’ in a primary that he had been expected 
to win.”47

Clinton campaign aide James Carville wrote about how the cam-
paign helped create this media narrative: “we set about writing a speech 
for the governor. Bill Clinton had been given up for dead, in the space 
of a month he’d taken every hit a politician could take. Now he’d made 
up ground . . . and finished strong. Paul [Begala] came up with the line 
about the ‘Comeback Kid.’ It was perfect.”48 This is the same tactic that 
was successfully used by the Mondale campaign against Gary Hart in 
the 1984 nomination battle.

Clinton’s campaign began to take off after New Hampshire. He did 
very well in the Super Tuesday primaries and had become the front-
runner by early spring.49

On the key issue of race, Clinton made a bold move that won him 
praise from moderates. He publicly criticized an African American 
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cultural figure when she made outrageous racial comments about whites 
in the aftermath of the 1992 L.A. riots. Sister Souljah remarked to the 
Washington Post that “if black people kill black people every day, why 
not have a week and kill white people? . . . So if you’re a gang mem-
ber and you would normally be killing somebody, why not kill a white 
person?”50 Clinton said, in part, “If you took the words ‘white’ and 
‘black’ and reversed them, you might think David Duke was giving that 
speech. . . . We have an obligation, all of us, to call attention to prejudice 
whenever we see it.” What made Clinton’s statements even more power-
ful was that he spoke them before Jesse Jackson’s Rainbow Coalition.51

Clinton was seen as courageous because he stood up to an impor-
tant base of his party. His “Sister Soulijah” moment signaled that a 
likely Democratic presidential nominee could forcefully, clearly (and 
safely) criticize a prominent African American over remarks that were 
 considered reverse racism.

Political courage, or at least the perception of it, is also newswor-
thy. When Clinton made his remarks, Clinton was behind in the polls. 
The perception of the news media was that his Sister Soulijah remarks 
were an attempt to get media coverage.52 Putting an underdog in 
their place was not something that many expected from a prominent 
Democrat.

He had more standing than many other Democrats to criticize an 
African American because he had talked previously of racial divisions.53 
He was the presumptive Democratic presidential nominee partially 
because of African American support. As the late political scientist 
Wilson Carey McWilliams explained, “Clinton’s nomination . . . turned 
on Jesse Jackson’s decision to stay out of the race and on the fact that 
Governor Douglas Wilder did not prove to be a viable candidate. 
Everywhere, Clinton had a decisive advantage among black voters, and 
that edge was critical to his victories.”54

Clinton condemned the underdog. He was unafraid of the poten-
tial backlash that could be just beneath the surface: the sociological 
explanation (or rationalization) that, because of their oppressed history, 
extreme rhetoric by prominent blacks should be tolerated.

Or perhaps it was a calculated move, designed to stand up to the 
“demands” of blacks. Historian Roger Wilkins thought so. In an inter-
view with columnist Anthony Lewis, he does not defend her comments, 
but says,

Clinton didn’t know what had gone on at that Rainbow meeting. And 
he didn’t ask Jesse Jackson, didn’t give him any warning of what he was 
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going to do. At the panel the night before, Jackson stood up to Sister 
Soulijah, insisting that you can and must work within the system. And 
she finally agreed with him. . . . In that context Clinton’s speech was 
 arrogant, and it was cheap.55

Whatever his intentions, Clinton was seen as distancing himself from 
some blacks. Was he taking them for granted and using them to try and 
win the general election?

Presidency

Haiti
Clinton started his first term with high expectations from underdogs. 
He had promised many things in his campaign, including treating the 
Haitian refugees who were trying to f lee their country differently than 
the GHW Bush Administration did. The refugee crisis was triggered by 
a 1991 military coup and the economic sanctions placed on the coun-
try in response to it.56 The Bush Administration had issued an execu-
tive order in May 1992 that ordered the refugees stopped at sea and 
 accompanied back to their country.57

Clinton differentiated himself from Bush by saying, “I wouldn’t be 
shipping those poor people back.” He charged Bush of playing “racial 
politics.”58 Many Haitians were full of hope if Clinton was elected presi-
dent. Perhaps things would begin to change for the poorest country in 
the Western Hemisphere. As writer Howard W. French put it in the 
New York Times in November 1992: “in conversations with dozens of 
people along the Caribbean coastline, Haitians spoke with giddy con-
viction that Mr. Clinton’s Administration would either quickly restore 
democracy and set things right in their poor and broken country, or 
welcome them with open arms when they set out in small boats to reach 
American shores.”59

As the CIA found out with satellite photos, there were tens of thou-
sands of people in Haiti making boats from trees and even wood from 
their own homes. They were planning to come to America. They were 
to be disappointed. Even before he was inaugurated, Clinton shifted 
his policy. He would not give all the f leeing refugees temporary asy-
lum.60 Clinton had abandoned these underdogs. Perhaps he deliberately 
wanted to separate himself from two controversial stands that George 
McGovern and Jimmy Carter had made in the past. McGovern’s rhe-
torical support of Vietnamese civilians and Carter’s acceptance of the 
Cuban refugees in the Mariel boatlift were not big vote getters for 
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them. Moreover, the 1980 Mariel boatlift was a contributing factor to 
Clinton’s gubernatorial defeat.

Clinton defended his policy because of the fear that many of the 
Haitians would drown in their boats trying to make it to the United 
States. He also claimed that the deposed president, Jean-Bertrand 
Aristide, supported his position.61 The new policy would save lives at 
sea. The military government, at least for now, would stand.

So the lives of some underdogs would be saved, but their politi-
cal freedom would not be restored. At least not yet. Thus Clinton’s 
decision left much of the Haitian people still political and economic 
underdogs.

The United Nations and the Clinton Administration tried to get 
the military government to step down for the next year and a half, 
but they would not. In September 1994, things were becoming horrible 
for the Haitian people; specifics atrocities included killing priests and 
 executing orphans.62

The United States threatened to invade and restore Aristide to power 
unless the military government stepped aside. Eventually, a mixture of 
diplomacy and military threats compelled the military leaders to agree 
to step down and allow Aristide back into power. Aristide returned in 
October 1994.63

Thus Clinton did eventually help the underdogs in Haiti. It is  notable 
because Clinton threatened military intervention even though most of 
Congress and public opinion was against using force.64 Even though 
some of the realities of the way Clinton handled the crisis were less 
than f lattering to him, author John F. Harris has praise for him: “This 
was an act of statesmanship. There were no U.S. military casualties, 
and Aristide was returned to power. As an exercise in nation building, 
the Haiti intervention was a modest and incomplete project; the island 
nation’s future, like its past, continued to be marked by violence and 
poverty. But Clinton had at least given the Haitians a chance to govern 
themselves.”65

Gay Rights
One of Bill Clinton’s 1992 campaign promises was to lift the ban on 
gays in the military. He considered issuing an executive order to do that 
early in his presidency, but his plan was met with hostility and suspi-
cion from much of Congress and senior military officials. In response 
to this pressure, the “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy was created.66 It was 
a compromise that did not fully satisfy either side of the controversy. 
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Although this issue was not the most important concern for the gay 
community,67 it could have helped lessen discrimination, and increase 
acceptance, of gays in American society.

His political opposition was skillful in helping create a perception 
that he was more interested in helping gays, than in fixing the economy. 
As Clinton recollects, “[Republican] Senator Dole won big. By raising 
the issue early, and repeatedly, he guaranteed it so much publicity that 
it appeared I was working on little else, which caused a lot of Americans 
who had elected me to fix the economy to wonder what on earth I was 
doing and whether they’d made a mistake.”68

Although Clinton was committed to the ideal of equal opportunity 
and non discrimination, he also had priorities. His economic plan was 
more important than the lifting of the ban on gays in the military. If 
enacted, it would have affected many more underdogs.

Did Bill Clinton sell out gays with this compromise? Some gay rights 
groups were critical of the outcome, but Clinton thought he did as much 
as he could, considering congressional opposition and a closely divided 
public opinion.69

In 1996, Clinton retreated further from supporting gay rights. He 
signed the Defense of Marriage Act. It allowed states not to recognize 
gay marriages from other states and declared that same-sex marriages 
would not be recognized by the federal government.70 Even though he 
had criticized it earlier, he still signed the bill.71 Congress was controlled 
by Republicans then and it was a presidential election year.

Fiscal Policy
Clinton’s economic and budget proposals during his first year in office 
reveal the difficulties that he had in both standing up for underdogs, 
and the challenges in communicating exactly how his policies did that. 
The big battles involved cutting the deficit, expanding government to 
help underdogs and tax policy. Clinton is perceived by many as siding 
early with the deficit hawks and not helping traditional underdogs very 
much in his first year.

The White House aide who was most disturbed by this was probably 
Paul Begala. Along with James Carville, Begala played a critical role in 
the 1992 Clinton campaign. Begala did not like the emphasis on deficit 
reduction. He thought Clinton’s economic advisors had swayed Clinton 
too much: “They came to the President and said, ‘We’re talking to the 
business community, and they say you’re being punitive and judgmental 
and participating in class warfare. Every American wants to be rich, 
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and you’re suggesting there’s something wrong and dirty about that, 
and you’re going to hurt yourself with the business community.’ So our 
rhetoric became focused on deficit reduction.”72

Begala talked directly to Clinton on this, as author Bob Woodward 
mentions in his book, The Agenda: “ ‘Mr. President.’ Begala said, 
‘why are listening to these people? They did not support you. It’s not 
what you’re about.’ ‘We need them,’ Clinton said, his temper rising. 
‘We can’t do anything for people unless we reduce the deficit.’ The 
Republicans certainly created the legacy, but they didn’t make up the 
numbers. They were real and Clinton had to deal with the problem he 
had inherited.”73

To support his viewpoint, Begala even drafted a memo. The theme 
was “It’s not the deficit, stupid.”74 Clinton had won in 1992 partially 
because of his laser-like ability to concentrate on one issue: the econ-
omy. However, the deficit was not the essence of his economic plan, 
according to some of his political advisers. Yet lowering the deficit was 
supposed to help the middle class—a key underdog group that Clinton 
wanted to help.75

Clinton’s speech to Congress on February 17, 1993, laid out many of 
the details of his economic plan. He called for incentives so that more 
people would attend college, increased money for public education, 
and a plan for national service. He also wanted to raise taxes on the 
wealthy and increase the corporate income tax. In addition, he called 
for empowerment zones and community development banks. These 
would theoretically bring money to poor areas.

These were classic liberal approaches—tax and spend to help the 
disadvantaged, or underdogs. This approach also used financial institu-
tions and structures to create economic opportunities for people and 
areas that needed them. The image of his speech, however, was tilted 
toward emphasizing his fiscal responsibility and sensible economic 
policy, not his spending initiatives: Hillary Clinton sat with Federal 
Reserve Chairman Alan Greenspan in the gallery of the House.76 
Eventually, the middle-class tax cut was discarded and a new energy tax 
was proposed.77

Did Clinton abandon the middle-class underdogs by rejecting their 
tax cut? In one sense, he did not: the premise of lowering the deficit was 
that the middle class would benefit from that result.78 From a policy 
perspective, the middle class would have to realize that the totality of 
Clinton’s plan would eventually help them. The partisan spin put on 
his plan, however, was made up of images and code words that were 
designed to hurt him politically. Even though the Clinton economic 

9780230102743_08_ch07.indd   1389780230102743_08_ch07.indd   138 3/3/2010   10:20:42 AM3/3/2010   10:20:42 AM



Bill Clinton, Al Gore, and Howard Dean  ●  139

team thought that public investment and spending were conceptually 
dissimilar, they could easily be perceived as a unified notion: simply 
“more government spending” as the proposals worked their way through 
the system and became interpreted by the public.79 Instead of helping 
middle-class underdogs, he was simply raising taxes and spending more 
money—just like all liberal Democrats do.

Lani Guinier
In 1993, Clinton nominated Lani Guinier to be the assistant attorney 
general for civil rights. She was a law school professor who had published 
some innovative ideas on minority rights and majority rule. She sought 
minority empowerment through changing voting procedures and laws. 
They would be altered in a way that supported a results-oriented test.80 
She was attacked as a “quota queen” and portrayed as a radical, leftist 
academic by some conservatives in the press.81

Guinier’s writings were misrepresented in the press. Much of the 
coverage of her was based on fear that her writings might, at least in 
part, “represent an agenda for reorganizing democratic institutions.”82 
However, she did not believe in quotas or “race-conscious districting.”83 
She was actually for expanding the number of people who might partic-
ipate in democracy. This would have to include the underdogs of soci-
ety—the ones who have been discriminated against or seem to always 
lose in struggles. As law professor Randall Kennedy writes, “Far from 
abandoning democracy, Guinier maintains that, in all too many cir-
cumstances, too few people have too little say about the rules and rulers 
that govern them. An adherent to a consensus (as opposed to a simple 
majoritarian) model of democracy, a self-described ‘democratic idealist’ 
who unashamedly invokes the 1960s rhetoric of ‘participatory democ-
racy,’ a synthesizer of John Stuart Mill, Arend Lijphart, and Fannie Lou 
Hamer, Guinier favors rules of self-governance that she believes will 
encourage more participation by a wider array of people.”84

Guinier proved to be an unnecessary liability to Clinton and he 
withdrew her nomination.85 Why? According to some, he needed to be 
perceived to be moving to the center, and jettisoning her nomination 
would be evidence of just such a shift.86 The tragedy of the Guinier 
episode is the lost opportunity to educate the American public on 
the links between political structures and democracy. According to 
Kennedy, “Senate hearings on Guinier’s nomination might have facili-
tated a widely watched, widely debated, public seminar about contend-
ing conceptions of democracy, the strengths and weaknesses of various 
electoral and legislative schemes in the United States and around the 
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world, the means and ends of the Voting Rights Act, and other impor-
tant issues.”87

An open debate on the means and ends of the Voting Rights Act could 
have been particularly useful in bringing to light critical issues that 
relate to underdogs. Related issues such as affirmative action and fed-
eralism could have been debated. Americans could have been  educated 
(not lectured) about the progress (and lack of it) that the nation has 
made in realizing political equality.

But did Americans really want to be reminded of these under-
dog struggles? It depends on which Americans are affected by these 
 struggles and also the degree to which they see themselves as affected 
by them.

The first six months of Clinton’s first term were hardly a victory for 
underdogs, as writer Barbara Ehrenreich summed up:

Clinton came to office with support from underdogs of all 
 descriptions—gays, women, minorities, union members and those of the 
poor who  manage to vote. They were hoping he might arrest the upward 
f low of wealth and generally take a stand with the oppressed and the 
harassed against the bigots and the bullies. But this never, even in a 
rhetorical sense, became a consistent Clinton theme. He dropped the 
gays like a f laming potato . . . he abandoned the Haitians on their leaky 
rafts . . . [and] he snubbed the unions by sticking to NAFTA.88

Health Care
In February 1993, Clinton helped parents, caregivers, and the seriously 
ill when he signed the Family and Medical Leave Act.89 With some 
exceptions, this law allowed new parents to take unpaid time off to take 
care of their child, care givers to take unpaid time off to care for their 
spouse, child, or parent who is seriously ill. It also allowed seriously sick 
employees to take unpaid time if they cannot do their job. While they 
are away, they cannot be dropped from the employer’s health plan.90 
Clinton, however, had bigger plans for health care. He wanted universal 
coverage.

His health care proposal was a bold, sweeping attempt to help 
 underdogs. According to writer Elizabeth Drew, “it pledged universal 
coverage by January 1, 1998, and security from the inability to obtain 
coverage because of ‘preexisting conditions,’ or being charged more for 
having an illness, or having a policy revoked because one became ill or 
changes jobs.”91
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There were many underdogs when it came to health care. The  biggest 
ones were the 37 million people without insurance at all.92 The people 
with “pre-existing conditions” who could not get insurance were also 
underdogs, victims of economic discrimination by the health care sys-
tem. Paying higher premiums because of illness naturally elicits sym-
pathy, a characteristic of underdogs. In addition, losing your policy 
because one got sick or chose different employment creates sympathy. It 
also puts one at an economic disadvantage compared with people who 
are healthy or stay in their jobs.

The contested conceptual points that link health care to underdogs 
revolve around responsibility and control. Who, or what institution, 
has responsibility for making sure that Americans receive the health 
care they need? How much control does one individual really have in 
maintaining one’s health?

More specific questions are also important: Are individuals respon-
sible for their preexisting conditions? What if these conditions were 
genetic? Even if the individual is responsible for their preexisting con-
ditions, denying adequate health care to treat their conditions would 
hardly help the person get better. If the person does not get better, they 
might have a more difficult time contributing to society (e.g., through 
steady employment). They could eventually become a drain on society, 
soaking up the tax dollars or insurance premiums of the healthy.

How does responsibility and control correlate with Americans who 
work but cannot afford the health insurance that is offered to them by 
their employer? From one perspective, they control their ability to have 
health care coverage: they chose that job. But what if that job had other 
benefits that were critically important to the worker? For example, they 
have built up seniority, the job is close to home, it is near their children’s 
school or child care, or has good wages. That situation puts the person 
in a quandary: they can go without health care coverage or leave that 
job and lose those other advantages associated with it. But they cannot 
leave both.

In addition, because of the cost of health care, many people were one 
major illness away from becoming bankrupt. Bankruptcy also creates 
economic underdogs.

Many of the people who were concerned over the cost and availabil-
ity of health care were middle class. The health care issue could be the 
magic bullet that brought the middle class back to the Democrats, as 
author E.J. Dionne, Jr. states, “having the federal government ensure 
that all Americans would have health care coverage seemed a perfect 

9780230102743_08_ch07.indd   1419780230102743_08_ch07.indd   141 3/3/2010   10:20:42 AM3/3/2010   10:20:42 AM



142  ●  The Underdog in American Politics

step toward reconnecting middle-class voters with Washington. After 
all, many in the middle-class . . . feared that they were in danger of  losing 
some or all of their health benefits.”93

William Kristol, an inf luential Republican strategist, realized this. 
According to him, Clinton’s plan must never be tried because if it did, 
it just might be successful: “it will relegitimize middle-class dependence 
for ‘security’ on government spending and regulation.” This would 
help Democrats by reviving “the reputation of the party that spends 
and regulates . . . as the generous protector of middle-class interests.” 
Most frighteningly “it will at the same time strike a punishing blow 
against Republican claims to defend the middle-class by restraining 
government.”94

The Clinton health care plan never got enacted. The middle class was 
never reconnected through the issue of health care as much as Clinton 
and other Democrats hoped. One reason was that it was subjected to 
the same framing as his first economic plan was. It was criticized by 
opponents as a massive increase in government spending and control. 
The media campaign framed middle-class people and families as poten-
tial victims of an unresponsive federal bureaucracy. The operation is 
depicted in a Wall Street Journal article of April 29, 1994:

The baby’s scream is anguished, the mother’s voice desperate. “Please,” 
she pleads into the phone as she seeks help for her sick child. “We’re 
sorry; the government health center is closed now,” says the recording 
on the other end of the line. “However, if this is an emergency, you 
may call 1-800-GOVERNMENT.” She tries it, only to be greeted by 
another recording: “We’re sorry, all health-care representatives are busy 
now. Please stay on the line and our first available . . . “ “Why did they 
let the government take over?” she asks plaintively. “I need my family 
doctor back.”95

The mother in the above scenario is a victim of government; she has 
been turned into a sympathetic underdog by the successful framing of 
the issue by the opponents of Clinton’s health care plan.

Another reason why Clinton’s health care plan failed related to his 
romanticism. In his nationally televised speech in September 1993, he 
stated that he would veto any bill that did not have universal coverage. 
He was boldly standing up for underdogs. He would finally defeat the 
American Medical Association and the other groups who had fought 
against government guaranteed health care over the last forty-five 
years.
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No more would any American have to worry about whether they 
could afford to get sick. It would be a right. However desirable this goal 
was, its insistence affected his judgment as to how to move progressive 
legislation forward. Hillary Clinton also agreed with this insistence, 
since she was in charge of the plan. Author John F. Harris analyzed how 
this romantic fight for the underdog helped defeat the plan: “The prob-
lem . . . was that his judgment was invariable clouded . . . more focused 
on expansive ends than on realistic means for attaining them. When 
the person he relied on most to provide realism and prudent judgment 
[Hillary Clinton] was herself in a vainglorious mood, it was a volatile 
combination.”96

Even though Clinton might have envisioned himself as Franklin 
Roosevelt when he began his quest for universal health care coverage, 
he ended up like Don Quixote.

Rwanda and Kosovo
On two other foreign policy issues, Clinton took differing approaches 
to helping underdogs. His administration essentially did nothing to 
prevent the massacre that started in Rwanda in April 1994. The tribal 
conf lict took more than 800,000 lives, most of them Tutsi.97 John F. 
Harris captures the inaction of the Clinton Administration during 
this episode: “Historians have searched in vain for a fateful moment 
of decision . . . There was none . . . the State Department labored to 
avoid declaring the mass killings a ‘genocide.’ Invoking that term, law-
yers warned, imposed an obligation to intervene. . . . Meanwhile, the 
Pentagon rejected even modest measures, such as bombing the radio 
facilities that were spewing hateful propaganda and instructing Hutus 
to kill their Tutsi neighbors.”98

The Clinton Administration did not act forcefully because the 
Somalia debacle was not that old, Bosnia was absorbing their time, and 
there was congressional opposition.99 The reluctance to act in Rwanda 
was similar to Clinton’s decision to help, or not to help, other foreign 
underdogs caught up in violent conf licts, such as the Somalis and 
Bosnian Muslims. As author E.J. Dionne, Jr. explains, these struggles 
“placed a distant second in importance, behind dealing with economic 
dislocation and criminal disorder at home. If the United States could 
not keep its own streets safe, many asked, how could it dare attempt to 
impose order on nations thousands miles away?”100

Clinton did, however, act decisively in Kosovo in 1999. Kosovo was a 
province of Serbia, with a population that was predominantly Albanian. 
In 1989, their autonomy was taken away by Yugoslav leader Slobodan 
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Milosevic. Over the next ten years, Kosovo voted to break away from 
Serbia and Yugoslavia. A separatist movement was created. Parallel struc-
tures in taxation, medical care, and education were developed. There was 
tension between the KLA (Kosovo Liberation Army) and Serbs. Ethnic 
Albanians suffered during the period when Slobodan Milosevic was in 
control of Yugoslavia. Carla del Ponte, a prosecutor for the International 
Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia, stated in 1999 that her 
prosecutors have reported to her more than 11,000 deaths.101

In March 1999, the Yugoslavs refused a settlement that would have 
given Kosovo temporary autonomy. Later that month, there were 
NATO airstrikes on Serbia. In June 1999, a negotiated settlement was 
reached: NATO stopped their bombing and Serb troops withdrew 
from Kosovo.102 Clinton explains some of his rationale for the bomb-
ing campaign in a speech on March 24, 1999: “Milosevic has stripped 
the Kosovars of their autonomy, denying them their constitutionally 
guaranteed rights to speak their own language, run their own schools, 
and govern themselves. I described the Serb atrocities: killing civilians, 
burning villages, and driving people from their homes. . . . I put the 
current events in the context of the wars Milosevic had already waged 
against Bosnia and Croatia.”103

Clearly, Clinton had portrayed the Kosovars as underdogs—people 
who were being discriminated against and thus deserved our sympathy. 
Moreover, like all underdogs, they were expected to lose. Clinton used 
NATO to defend them and change the power relationship between the 
Kosovar Albanians and the Serbs. He wanted these underdogs to win.

NAFTA
The movement toward trade liberalization also created a discourse in 
which underdogs were prominently featured. In 1993, Clinton fought 
for Congress to approve NAFTA, the North American Free Trade 
Agreement. NAFTA was an agreement that liberalized trade between 
Canada, the United States, and Mexico. It was controversial because 
many thought the agreement would create a “race to the bottom,” in 
terms of wages and environmental protection. Labor unions, in par-
ticular, were against it. As writer Elizabeth Drew put it, “labor feared 
not only a loss of jobs but that NAFTA would accelerate the existing 
trend of forcing down entry wages or holding down wage increases, or 
benefits.”104

One of the fiercest Democratic critics of NAFTA was Michigan 
Representative David Bonior. He spoke in Congress on July 28, 1993, 
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on how it would negatively affect Americans: “NAFTA has the potential 
to impact us all in intangible ways in our daily lives, and unfortunately 
for most of us, that impact I believe is negative. The people who work in 
the factories, of course, and those whose paychecks depend upon those 
factories, stand to lose the most. But when the factories shut down, we 
all suffer. It hits the neighborhood gas station, the local restaurant, the 
clothing store, the hardware store, the school system.”104

Clinton directly confronted a fundamental tenet of the Democratic 
ideology when he supported NAFTA. That tenet was that the party 
would protect the interests of workers, or the working class. However, 
by 1993, the working class was not much of a self-conscious social class 
anymore in the United States, if it ever was one to begin with. There 
was not much class solidarity, and unions had dramatically declined in 
their numbers and inf luence over the last forty years.

Clinton believed in free trade.105 He described the ideological 
 coalition that was opposing NAFTA in his autobiography: “NAFTA 
faced intense opposition from an unusual coalition of liberal Democrats 
and conservative Republicans, who shared a fear that a more open rela-
tionship with Mexico would cost America good jobs without helping 
ordinary Mexicans, who they believed would continue to be underpaid 
and overworked no matter how much money their employers made out 
of trading with the United States.”106

He shared some of the concerns of the critics: “I knew they might be 
right about the second part, but I believed NAFTA was essential, not just 
to our relationships with Mexico and Latin America but also to our 
commitment to building a more integrated, cooperative world.”107

One of the assumptions that some of the opposition had was that 
NAFTA would be acceptable if it was guaranteed that ordinary Mexicans 
would be treated better (higher wages, better working conditions) under 
NAFTA. Many ordinary Mexicans are poor and could be considered 
economic underdogs. If NAFTA would really help them, then these 
foreign underdogs would be favored over the American factory workers 
who might lose their jobs due to this agreement. The affected Americans 
would then become economic underdogs.

From a macro perspective, however, American underdogs are not as 
economically disadvantaged as their Mexican counterparts. Moreover, 
there was help from the federal government for retraining when 
American jobs are lost to production shifts and foreign competition.108

The NAFTA vote revealed the split between, and among, the 
Democratic and Republican parties over markets and globalization. 
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The divide was more penetrating for Democrats, as author E.J. Dionne, 
Jr. notes:

Republicans were torn to some degree by trade issues, but they were 
broadly committed to the same system, the largely unregulated free mar-
ket, which logically entailed free trade. Democrats were committed to 
a goal, an expanding living standard for low-and middle-income work-
ers. But there were wide differences within the party over how that goal 
could be reached, where and how much the government should inter-
vene, and whether the whole globalization process was primarily benign 
or  menacing. Trade issues brought all these arguments to the surface.109

This split laid clear the deep differences regarding the effect of  economic 
markets on individuals: Do markets help underdogs? Should Democrats 
trust markets? The same, broad differences were played out later in his 
presidency over the issue of whether China should become a member of 
the World Trade Organization (WTO).

Enemies
With the Republicans in control of Congress from 1995 onward, Clinton 
was reacting more to Congressional initiatives than leading the policy 
discourse in Washington. Many progressives were asking: Where was 
Clinton’s leadership? Some liberals felt Clinton needed to make more 
enemies. FDR had rhetorically demonized many interests in his success-
ful quest to help underdogs in the 1930s. Why didn’t Clinton use his 
rhetorical skill to do the same?

On April 12, 1995, Clinton went to Warm Springs, Georgia, to try 
and reenergize his presidency. It was the fiftieth anniversary of FDR’s 
death. Prominent liberals Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. and John Kenneth 
Galbraith were in the audience that day.110 The Washington Post reported 
the event and quoted their criticism of Clinton:

Galbraith: FDR enjoyed his enemies. I’d like to see Bill Clinton enjoy them 
more.

Schlesinger: I think Clinton very much sees himself in the FDR tradition, 
all things equal. Yet FDR loved a good fight; Clinton seems by tem-
perament an accommodator. Accommodation has its uses but it can too 
 easily become appeasement.111

In order to defend underdogs, do you need clearly recognizable 
 enemies? If so, then which enemies?
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There have been numerous books and articles that have detailed the 
efforts of some of Clinton’s enemies to bring down his presidency. They 
include The Hunting of the President: The Ten-Year Campaign to Destroy 
Bill and Hillary Clinton and Blinded by the Right: The Conscience of 
an Ex-Conservative.112 These efforts were sophisticated and organized 
attempts to politically weaken the Clintons. Both Bill and Hillary 
Clinton could be interpreted as underdogs to these right-wing efforts to 
politically destroy them. They gained the sympathy of many Americans 
as they were perceived as victims of a political witch-hunt.

The best example is the Monica Lewinsky scandal. Although 
Clinton was personally at fault and attempted a White House cover up, 
there were many who thought Special Prosecutor Ken Starr went too 
far. Former Arkansas Senator Dale Bumpers gave the closing argument 
for the defense in Clinton’s Senate Impeachment trial. He described 
the context of the moment, thus helping to solidify Clinton’s image as 
an underdog: “How did we come to be here? We’re here because of a 
five-year, relentless, unending investigation of the President. Fifty bil-
lion dollars, hundreds of FBI agents fanning across the nation examin-
ing in detail the microscopic lives of people. Maybe the most intense 
investigation not only of a President but of anybody—ever.” Bumpers 
then implied that Clinton was persecuted because of sexual immorality: 
“after all of those years and 50 million dollars of Whitewater, Travelgate, 
Filegate, you name it, nothing, nothing, the President was found guilty 
of nothing, official or personal. We’re here today because the President 
suffered a terrible moral lapse, a marital infidelity; not a breach of the 
public trust, not a crime against society . . . It was a breach of his family 
trust. It is a sex scandal.”113

Clinton was a victim of the Puritans, just like Hester Prynne was in 
Nathanial Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter. He became an underdog to 
the power of Puritan morality over American politics.114 Even though 
Clinton was impeached over the Lewinsky scandal, he managed to stay 
in office.

One can make the case, however, that he had the wrong kind of enemies 
while he was president; instead of Ken Starr and the Christian right, he 
needed to be seen (and most important, felt) as an enemy to more busi-
ness interests. His relationship with the Democratic Leadership Council 
(DLC) helps explain why this did not happen. Formed in 1985, the pur-
pose of the DLC was to offer a new, more business-friendly image of the 
Democratic Party to the public.115 As expressed in the 1990 conference, 
their beliefs included that “the Democratic Party’s fundamental mission 
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is to expand opportunity, not government . . . [and] the free market, reg-
ulated in the public interest, is the best engine of general prosperity.”116 
In 1991, the organization opposed organized labor’s position on free 
trade. They also issued a statement that read, in part, “in the minds of 
too many Americans, the Democratic Party has stood for government 
programs that don’t work . . . [and] special interests before the interests 
of ordinary people.”117 Clinton was its chairman from 1990 to 1991.118

The DLC and the Clinton Administration shared many similar 
approaches to governing. The DLC was effective; public policy was 
inf luenced and new laws were helped created by their ideas.119 One of 
the biggest DLC-supported new laws was welfare reform.120 In June 
2009, Clinton attributed the organization with the achievements of 
his presidency.121 To many others, however, the DLC is no friend of 
the underdog. As former U.S. Representative Major R. Owens acidly 
observed in January 2008, “contempt for inspiration and idealism. This 
is the mindset of the DLC. . . . What matters most is money. . . . For 
them causes are merely cute puzzles . . . Arrogance and insensitivity are 
trademarks of the DLC.”122

Clinton tried to handover the office to his loyal vice president in 
2000. How the underdog concept is linked to Al Gore is where this 
analysis goes next.

Al Gore

It is difficult to conceive of Al Gore as an underdog. He was born into 
prestige and power, the son of a U.S. Senator from Tennessee. He was 
vice president under Bill Clinton for two terms. A 2000 biography of 
him is called The Prince of Tennessee.123

2000 Presidential Campaign Themes

Al Gore took on characteristics of an underdog during the 2000 presi-
dential election. His campaign had many different themes, includ-
ing one that, at least rhetorically, emphasized a message of economic 
populism. He started this phase of his campaign in late June, 2000 as 
he linked the Republican Congress to many powerful interests: health 
maintenance organizations (HMOs) and large drug, insurance, and oil 
companies. The absence of cheaper drugs and an inadequate minimum 
wage124 could be interpreted as examples of policies that kept too many 
elderly and poor as underdogs.
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He delivered this message clearly at the Democratic National 
Convention in July. He emphasized his desire to fight against interests 
that were powerful and stand up for the “little guy”:

Big tobacco, big oil, the big polluters, the pharmaceutical companies, 
the HMOs, sometimes you have to be willing to stand up and say no, so 
families can have a better life. . . . I know one thing about the job of the 
president: It is the only job in the Constitution that is charged with the 
responsibility of fighting for all the people, not just the people of one 
state or one district, not just the wealthy or the powerful, all the people; 
especially those who need a voice, those who need a champion, those 
who need to be lifted up, so they are never left behind.125

Gore took the advice of Stanley Greenberg; a Democratic consultant 
who believed in a more direct approach to traditional Democratic 
constituents.126 This strategy was controversial, as some of the more 
economically conservative Democrats thought his appeal was too class-
oriented. The DLC thought this approach cost him the election.127

Some of his top advisors rejected that notion, however, explaining 
why they thought his defense of underdog interests, in conjunction with 
an appeal to more wealthy voters, was the right strategy. As Gore strat-
egist Carter Eskew recalls, “Gore/Lieberman outpolled Clinton/Gore 
in the general election among African-Americans and among members 
of organized labor, but also did better than Clinton among Americans 
who make over $100,000 a year, the so-called ‘new economy voters.’ We 
matched Clinton’s performance among suburban voters. The bottom 
line is that Gore received more votes than any other Democratic can-
didate in history, and he did it even while a third party candidate was 
running on the left, not the right.”128

Gore lost a significant amount of the white working-class voters in 
the 2000 election. It was this group that was a critical factor in his 
loss in several states. However, it was not his defense of underdog eco-
nomic interests, but rather a combination of various policy stands and 
his ties to Clinton that sealed his fate. As authors John B. Judis and 
Ruy Teixeira state (about Greenburg’s findings): “In some states, such 
as West Virginia and Kentucky, Gore lost votes because of his specific 
stands on the environment, tobacco and coal. Many rural and small-
town voters objected to Gore’s support for gun control. And in most of 
the states, the single most important reason for voting against Gore was 
distrust of him stemming in large part from the Clinton Administration 
scandals.”129
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Nader’s Challenge
Gore was forced to more explicitly champion underdog interests because 
of the challenge of third party presidential candidate Ralph Nader. As 
political scientists James W. Ceaser and Andrew E. Busch write, “Gore 
sought to limit defections and keep potential Nader voters in the fold. 
Nader’s appeal figured importantly in Gore’s thinking . . . and it had 
something to do with his adopting a populist stance.”130

Nader, displaying his characteristic sarcasm, wanted to refresh the 
American political system with his candidacy by injecting “fresh politi-
cal movements that will displace the control of the Democratic and 
Republican Parties, two apparently distinct political entities that feed at 
the same corporate trough.”131 With the Democratic Party’s ties to cor-
porate financing, Al Gore was not the best person to believably defend 
the interests of the underdogs in American society.

According to Nader, Democrats a long time ago had moved away from 
fighting for the interests of underdogs because of where they received 
their campaign money. “During the eighties, it became ever more clear 
that the Democrats were losing their will to fight. Business money pour-
ing into party coffers melded into the retreat from progressive roots and 
then into an electoral tactic that argued for defeating Republicans by 
taking away their issues and becoming more like them.”132

Former Texas Agricultural Commissioner Jim Hightower expressed 
his disenchantment with his party in explaining his support for Nader: 
“As a Democrat, I’ve been terribly disappointed. We’ve had these prom-
ises from Al Gore and Bill Clinton before, and they didn’t deliver. They 
took progressives for granted and went along with Wall Street. I’m tired 
of being taken for granted.”133

There were former associates of Nader, however, who did not believe 
that the two major parties were essentially indistinguishable on eco-
nomic issues. During an August 2000 fundraiser, former associate Gary 
Sellers stood up to Nader on this claim: “You cannot claim there’s no 
difference between the parties . . . Why is it that 95 percent of the time, 
we used to work with Democrats? We used to celebrate if a Republican 
signed on to one of your crusades.”134

In a way, Nader could have perceived himself as the biggest underdog 
in the 2000 election. He was the underdog to the power of the Democratic 
Party. Democrats presumed that any Nader vote would take away a 
potential Gore vote. The tension between Nader and Democrats was 
widespread, but the pressure did not bother him. According to author 
Justin Martin, “Cursed in the halls of Congress, pilloried in numer-
ous op-eds, urged by countless petitions to drop out, Nader responded 
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instead—among other things—by actively campaigning in Florida, 
that most closely contested of states. The pressure should have been 
unbearable, but Nader seemed unfazed, which drove the Democrats to 
turn up the heat even more. Still he did not f linch.”135

It can be argued that Nader acted to defend more of the underdog 
position of his candidacy, and less the underdog interests of the many 
causes and groups that he was championing. No credible analyst gave 
Nader a chance to win the election. The only positive effect for society’s 
underdogs would be to help out the future interests of the Green Party 
and/or inf luence Gore to taking more liberal stands on issues.

Nader continued to campaign in some close states, ignoring the 
pleas of sympathetic ideogical allies. In an open letter to Gore, Gary 
Sellers and others tired to reason with Nader: “It is now clear that you 
might well give the White House to Bush. As a result, you would set 
back significantly the social progress to which you have devoted your 
entire, astonishing career.”136 Nader’s response illustrates the central 
role emotion played in his actions: “All these good people who have 
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Figure 7.1 The 2000 presidential vote and underdogs
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succumbed to the lesser-of-two-evils syndrome are setting themselves 
up for another cycle of political betrayal.”137 Many underdogs became 
that way because they were betrayed. Nader did not want to be betrayed 
by Democrats, once again.

The key questions for supporters of underdogs in the fall of 2000 were 
these: What was the best way to fight for their interests: Compromise 
and reason or purity and emotion? What was the responsible vote?

To some, standing up for the people who are discriminated against, 
or are most likely to lose, can best be accomplished by holding one’s 
nose and voting for Gore. He should be supported even though, to 
many on the economic left, Gore was not on the side of underdogs 
when he fought hard for trade liberalization (NAFTA and the WTO). 
Even though the Clinton/Gore Administration failed to achieve com-
prehensive health care reform, their attempt to provide universal cover-
age should not be forgotten. Wrong on trade, impotent on health care, 
but still their administration’s heart was in the right place.

To others, Democrats have taken underdogs for granted for too long. 
If eight years of a Democratic administration cannot achieve universal 
health care, why were they in power to begin with? If they sold out 
the interests of labor by pushing hard for economic globalization (with 
no effective safeguards for workers), why should the party be rewarded 
with votes from the people who struggle?

The debate between reason and compromise and emotion and purity 
was mainly focused on underdog economic interests. Nader’s support of 
underdog social and cultural interests was questioned by some as elec-
tion day approached. In particular, his support of women and gay rights 
was seen as not very solid.138

After Gore finally conceded the election in December, many 
Democrats were livid at Nader. They thought his candidacy cost Gore 
Florida, and thus the White House. According to Delaware Senator (and 
future vice president) Joseph Biden, Nader was to be shunned: “Ralph 
Nader is not going to be welcome anywhere near the corridors . . . He 
cost us the election . . . God spare me the purists.”139

Election Night and the Recount

Gore and Bush ran close to each other during the fall. On election night, 
one state ended up deciding the contest: Florida. The state was first 
called for Gore at 7:49 p.m. (ET) by the Associated Press and the televi-
sion networks. However the state was taken from the Gore column and 
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moved to undecided at 10:13 p.m. At 2:13 on the morning after the elec-
tion, FOX News finally declared Florida for Bush. The other networks 
quickly echoed FOX’s decision.140 Gore called Bush to concede.141

For approximately two hours, the networks characterized Bush as 
president-elect.142 However, the raw vote difference between Gore and 
Bush began to shrink. Gore later retracted his concession to Bush. The 
networks were forced to withdraw their call for Bush. Regardless of 
the retraction, James W. Ceaser and Andrew E. Busch state that “it 
did create a clear disadvantage for Vice President Gore. No one could 
erase the ‘fact’ that George W. Bush had been declared president-elect, 
complete with new graphics, music, and two hours of pundits lauding 
his  campaign strategy. It was thereafter Vice President Gore who was in a 
position of reversing the presumption”143

From that point on, Gore was on the defensive. Like all underdogs, 
he was expected to ultimately lose. How could he change the ultimate 
outcome when his opponent had more votes? People watching television 
that night (and early morning) went to bed with the image of Bush 
being ahead. He was the likely victor. This perception was an important 
component in helping Bush ultimately win the election. As historian 
Tracy Campbell points out,

A central rule about recounts is that a candidate needs to immediately 
claim frontrunner status. Frontrunners can stake a claim to the office, 
while those who trail and contest the results can quickly be burdened 
with the mantle of “sore loser” and therefore the obligation of having 
to prove why the perceived frontrunner should be denied the office. In 
terms of public relations, frontrunners have all the political and legal 
advantages. Throughout the 2000 recount in Florida, the Bush camp 
quickly seized the role of frontrunner, while Gore accepted the role of 
the one behind in the count.144

His only strategy was to challenge the procedure. Unfortunately for 
Gore, procedure is complicated while numbers are simple. From that 
point on, Gore would never again have more official votes than Bush 
in Florida. Moreover, much of the procedural challenges could not be 
overcome by Gore. The main hurdle was time. Gore was an underdog 
to time. Ultimately, as long as the vote total did not officially change 
enough to put Gore ahead, all the Bush campaign had to do was run 
out the clock. And they did, with the help of a combination of public 
opinion, much of Florida’s state government, local governments, and 
the federal courts.
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The statewide machine recount (every county but one completed 
it) dropped Bush’s lead to 327 votes. It was done by November 10. 
However, there were now deadlines, maybe not ironclad, but deadlines 
nonetheless. The November 15th deadline for the Florida Secretary of 
State to certify the election was one. The Electoral College vote in mid-
December in Tallahassee was another. The certification of the Electoral 
College votes from all fifty states would have to be done by Congress in 
early January 2001.145

The meaning and importance of some of these deadlines were con-
tested. Essentially, it boiled down to one core argument: accuracy ver-
sus speed. Does Florida need to “get it right,” even if takes longer than 
a few weeks? Or is the alternative preferable: do the best to ensure 
the people’s will (as expressed through their votes), but still adhere 
to the deadlines? But these questions assume that all that needs to be 
done is accurately tabulate the people’s will and the genuine result will 
be revealed. That assumption was problematic, as the recount process 
unfolded.

The complete list of “mistakes” and partisan maneuvering associated 
with the Florida vote is beyond the scope of this study. But some can 
be identified: there were honest, yet tragic mistakes, like the butterf ly 
ballot in Palm Beach County. There was deliberate stalling by the Bush 
campaign. There were attempts to “cherry pick” geographic areas to 
recount by the Gore campaign to find enough votes to move him past 
Bush. There were different ways to interpret voter intent. Voter rolls of 
suspected felons were purged that disproportionately disenfranchised 
African Americans. There was the disenfranchisement of thousands of 
voters in the central time zone of Florida due to the networks early 
initial call of the state. Overseas absentee ballots were counted (or not 
counted) by different standards.146 There were blatantly partisan state 
and federal court decisions that affected how the recount proceeded 
and, ultimately, the end result of the election.

There was one particular group that a lot of people had sympathy for 
and felt were being discriminated against. This group is typically not 
thought of as underdogs: the U.S. military. There were many overseas 
ballots that had been ruled illegal, and thus they were not counted. 
These included votes from military personnel. The Republicans sought 
to get the votes of the discarded ballots from military personnel without 
postmarks counted while attempting to have the ballots of Democratic 
overseas ballots without postmarks discarded for the same reason. The 
key, as Tracy Campbell notes, was that “the difference was that since 
any questions concerning the overseas absentee ballots would be met 
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with charges of disenfranchising military personnel, Republicans had 
political cover.”147

Gore’s running mate, Connecticut Senator Joe Lieberman took the 
Republican position and urged the election officials in Florida to recon-
sider these discarded military votes and give them “the benefit of the 
doubt.”148 War had been declared on American military personnel over-
seas, according to Montana Governor Marc Racicot. Who had declared 
the war? The Democrats and Al Gore.149

Benefit of the doubt? War being declared? How can these statements 
be reconciled with a group, or individual, that is as strong as the U.S. 
military? They seem to describe more accurately the characteristics of 
underdogs; groups or individuals who elicit sympathy and need help. 
So, in this way, the U.S. military were portrayed as victims, and under-
dogs. But what were they victims of? Underdogs to whom?

Was Gore an underdog during this recount? Absolutely. However, 
unlike many other underdogs, there was no lone, clearly identifiable 
and believable, villain to explain how the underdog’s status was created. 
There was no evil scoundrel completely responsible for what happened 
to him. The one figure that came closest to this depiction was Florida 
Secretary of State Katherine Harris. There were other people respon-
sible for Gore’s fate as well, including various Florida Democrats and 
civil servants.150

It was clear to many people that if the U.S. Supreme Court got 
involved, Gore’s status as the underdog would be solidified. If the con-
test needed an untouchable referee, Gore was bound to lose: the ideo-
logical and partisan composition of the court would guarantee that. The 
Supreme Court stopped what was to become the final official recount. 
The critical decision that effectively stopped Gore was written by five 
justices appointed by Republicans. Gore lost. Underdogs usually do.

In the 2004 presidential race, most Washington political analysts 
believed that the Democratic nominee would be either John Kerry or 
Richard Gephardt. Even though Kerry eventually won the nomination, 
he had to beat a challenger who most thought was not even in the first 
tier of candidates. He was Howard Dean.

Howard Dean

When Howard Dean decided to run for president in the 2004 cam-
paign, most people believed he would not win. He was a governor from 
Vermont who was not well known in national politics. Initially, his 
central issues were the war, health care, fiscal responsibility, and early 
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childhood education. He had a lot of obstacles in the way of winning 
the White House, as he described the beginning of his campaign: “I had 
no name recognition, to put it mildly, and no support from my party, 
to put it nicely. I had no campaign infrastructure, no press team, no 
handlers, no consultants, no ‘oppo research.’ ”151

Dean declared his intention to win the White House on May 31, 
2002.152 His campaign did not attract a lot of attention and support 
initially, as Charles Lewis writes:

As late as January 2003, the medical doctor, self-proclaimed outsider, 
and underdog remained virtually unknown to voters outside of his home 
state. A Newsweek poll of registered Democrats and independents taken 
that month, after most candidates were already in the race, showed 
4  percent of respondents backed Dean, behind other long-shot candi-
dates, Al Sharpton, Carol Mosley Braun, and Dennis Kucinich. Even 
the people who knew him best seemed doubtful . . . A March 2002 poll 
of Vermont registered voters found that only 23 percent would back him 
for the White House.153

Dean began to get more national notice with his March 15, 2003, 
speech to the California Democratic State Convention. It was a blister-
ing speech that condemned what he saw as his party’s capitulation to 
President George W. Bush. One issue he was upset over was health care: 
“What I want to know is why the Congress is fighting over the Patient’s 
Bill of Rights? The Patient’s Bill of Rights is a good bill, but not one 
more person gets health insurance and it’s not 5 cents cheaper. . . . What 
I want to know is why the Democrats in Congress aren’t standing up 
for us, joining every other industrialized country on the face of the 
Earth in providing health insurance for every man, woman and child 
in America.”154

Dean was standing up for the millions of Americans who either did 
not have health insurance or had a difficult time affording it. Dean 
had fought hard to help more Vermonters get health insurance when he 
was governor. He was successful, as he pointed out in his 2003 book, 
Winning Back America: “While the number of uninsured Americans has 
been climbing, over the last ten years the rate of people who have no 
health insurance in Vermont has actually dropped from 17 percent to 
just under 8.5 percent.”155

It was not his references to health care, though, which got him 
notice. It was his direct challenge to his party’s support of the Iraq 
War so close to the actual invasion: “What I want to know is what 

9780230102743_08_ch07.indd   1569780230102743_08_ch07.indd   156 3/3/2010   10:20:43 AM3/3/2010   10:20:43 AM



Bill Clinton, Al Gore, and Howard Dean  ●  157

in the world so many Democrats are doing supporting the President’s 
unilateral intervention in Iraq?”156

Dean had spoken earlier about conditionally supporting the Iraq 
War. For example, in February 2003 he spoke in front of the Democratic 
National Committee (DNC). In that speech, he said he would only sup-
port an action if the United Nations authorized it and the organization 
would send its own troops.157 The United States invaded Iraq without 
these conditions.

Dean was not alone in his opposition. On February 15, 2003, there 
were antiwar rallies all across the globe. These included big turnouts in 
the United States, including 300,000 in New York City, 30,000 in Los 
Angeles, and 20,000 in Seattle. On February 16, between 65,000 and 
200,000 people protested in San Francisco.158

Was Dean’s position on Iraq an underdog position? Was it a stance 
that would contribute to his defeat? Was it a minority view? It depended 
on who is surveyed. A New York Times/CBS News poll conducted 
between March 7–9, 2003, asked respondents whether they would 
approve or disapprove of removing Saddam Hussein militarily without 
U.N. approval. Of all respondents, 55 percent approved while 41 per-
cent disapproved. Dean’s position was out-of-step with the majority of 
Americans.159 This is not surprising given the Bush Administration’s 
inf lammatory rhetoric leading up to the invasion.

The very same poll found that, among Democrats, the numbers were 
almost completely reversed: 55 percent disapproved while 42 percent 
approved. Similar polls found comparable results. For example, an ABC 
News/Washington Post poll conducted between February 26–March 2, 
2003, found 59 percent approved of removing Saddam Hussein even 
without U.N. support. Among Democrats, only 37 percent approved.160

Dean was representing the underdog position in the country; a view 
that was suspicious of the stated urgency of the war and unwilling to act 
unilaterally at the time. Although many Americans may have doubted 
the urgency of the invasion, most were willing to “rally around the f lag” 
and support the president.

Despite the rhetoric coming from many top Democratic leaders, pres-
idential hopefuls and their aides, their views did not match the views of 
the majority of their party. Dean was criticized for his pro-U.N. view. 
For example, in February 2003, John Kerry’s campaign manager stated 
that “Governor Dean, in effect, seems to be giving the U.N. veto power 
over national security decisions of the United States. That’s an extraor-
dinary proposition, one never endorsed by any U.S. president or serious 
candidate for the presidency.”161
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An insurgent campaign against key parts of the establishment of the 
Democratic Party was developing. Dean’s criticism of fellow Democrats 
angered the DLC. The DLC is an ideologically moderate to conserva-
tive organization formed after 1984. Its purpose back then was to help 
Democrats nominate candidates who were not perceived as liberal to 
win back political power.

The DLC did not like Dean’s position on Iraq, his rhetoric, tone, 
and his national security feebleness. They tried to weaken his appeal 
by creating a negative image of him.162 As writers Jerome Armstrong 
and Markos Moulitsas Zuniga report, “the DLC attack plan focused 
on hitting Dean and defining him early enough in the primary as an 
unelectable northeasterner who was trotting out the tired, old, failed 
liberalism of McGovern and Mondale.”163

Dean also stood up for another underdog group: the working-class, 
southern white male. In his speech to the California Democratic State 
Convention, he uttered an unusual line for a Northern Democrat: “I 
don’t want to win without the South. I’m going to go to the South, and 
I’m going to say to white guys who drive pick-up trucks with Confederate 
f lag decals on the back of their car, ‘We want your vote too, ’cause your 
kids don’t have health insurance either.’ ”164 Campaigning in Iowa in 
the fall of 2003, Dean again mentioned the Confederate f lag and talked 
about wanting to appeal to southern working-class whites.165

Democratic presidential opponents pounced on Dean. North 
Carolina Senator John Edwards said, “The last thing we need in the 
South is someone like you coming down and telling us what to do.” 
Reverend Al Sharpton told him, “Most poor Southern whites don’t 
wear a Confederate f lag, and you ought not to try to stereotype that.” 
Gephardt essentially accused Dean of pandering to racists by trying to 
get the support of voters “who disagree with us on bedrock Democratic 
values like civil rights.”166

After Dean apologized for how his remarks had caused hurt, 
Massachusetts Senator John Kerry still went after him: “Howard Dean 
has finally admitted that his words have caused pain, but I am puzzled 
as to why he does not seem to regret the words that caused the pain.”167 
Dean did not take the criticism lightly: “I think there are a lot of poor 
people who f ly that f lag because the Republicans have been dividing us 
by race since 1968 with their Southern race strategy.”168

Obviously, Dean hit a nerve. The truth is that working-class whites 
are in many respects classic underdogs; economically discriminated 
against and, at least historically, always being bested by Northerners and 
Southern elites. In a column titled Pickup Drivers for Dean, writer Sam 
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Smith clearly states the veracity of Dean’s intent: “what he was doing 
was simply reaching out to a constituency that Democratic liberals have 
too long dissed, the less successful white male. . . . By any traditional 
Democratic standards, this constituency should be a natural . . . . what 
more dramatically illustrates the failures of two decades of corporatist 
economics than how far these white males have been left behind?”169

The key to the Republican success in helping to elect presidents from 
1968 to 2004 has been the working-class southern whites. In many 
respects, it is not so much that the Republicans appeal to this group 
than it is that the national Democratic Party has been successfully 
framed as their cultural enemy. Even though a lot of southern working-
class whites are actually economic underdogs, many identify more as 
cultural underdogs: to the educated elite, the northern urbanites, and 
the mainstream media (to name just a few).

Dean’s campaign picked up support throughout 2003. He went on a 
“Sleepless Summer Tour” in which, over a period of four days, he cam-
paigned in eight states. He drew large crowds at many stops. Underdogs 
were attracted to Dean and his message of hope and revival of the 
Democratic Party. As he recounts in his book, You Have the Power, 
certain pictures stuck with him: “A woman in a wheelchair in Iowa 
who handed me a bag of fifty dollars in quarters that she’d saved from 
her monthly disability check.”170 People found empowerment: “Howard 
Vicini . . . whose life had ground to a halt after decades of chronic pain 
and the total failure of our health-care system to care for him, wrote 
of finding himself ‘reacquainted . . . with hope and with the world-at-
large . . . reawakened to a sense of community.’ ”171

Technology helped fuel Dean’s rise throughout 2003. His campaign 
creatively used the Internet in a way that made it easier for average indi-
viduals to participate in the political process. Underdogs need to find a 
way to get their message out without spending huge amounts of money 
for advertising.172 The campaign, under the direction of Joe Trippi, used 
meetup.com to grow, and also decentralize, the campaign. Meetup.com 
facilitates in-person meetings between people interested in a common 
topic, hobby, or subject. How does it work? According to Wikipedia, 
“users enter their ZIP Code (or their city outside the United States) 
and the topic they want to meet about, and the website helps them 
arrange a place and time to meet.”173 It was extremely successful. Trippi 
describes how it helped the campaign: “After we put Meetup on the web 
site, I checked back and suddenly there were 2,700 people who wanted 
to meet up for Dean. The number had taken one of those exponential 
leaps-what would turn out to be the first of many. The second-highest 
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candidate, Kerry, had only gone up to 330 names. This was more than 
just a statistical quirk. Something was going on out there.”174

Meetups provided a way for people who are not rich, middle class, or 
well-connected to help create the infrastructure of a national campaign. 
These people can be considered underdogs, in that they would be at a 
disadvantage in traditional campaigns. In traditional campaigns, they 
would have to plug into a structure already created by the campaign 
instead of helping to create one.

The nexus between underdogs and the Dean campaign can also be 
found in how they received their money. They attracted a tremendous 
amount of small donors. For example, in the third quarter of 2003, more 
than 200,000 contributions came into his campaign. The average con-
tribution was $77.175 In the past, major candidates for the Democratic 
presidential nomination had increasingly relied on big contributors for 
much of their money. With all of these small donors, the Dean cam-
paign provided an outlet for people with modest financial means to 
build a national campaign.

As Dean became more popular and visible, the opposition to him 
from some establishment Democrats intensified. In November 2003, the 
group Americans for Jobs and HealthCare took direct aim at the former 
Vermont governor. This group was run by Democrats associated with 
House Minority Leader Richard Gephardt and Massachusetts Senator 
John Kerry (both contenders for the 2004 presidential nomination). 
Labor unions were also involved. The organization received $50,000 
from the unused campaign funds of former New Jersey Democratic 
Senator Robert Toricelli.176

Americans for Jobs and HealthCare paid for television advertise-
ments in Iowa that questioned Dean’s progressivism. His commander in 
chief credentials were also questioned. A particularly strong advertise-
ment used a picture of Osama bin Laden in a way that weakened him 
on national security. The advertisement, in part, said, “Americans want 
a president who can face the dangers ahead. But Howard Dean has no 
foreign policy or military experience. And Howard Dean just cannot 
compete with George Bush on foreign policy. It’s time for Democrats to 
think about that . . . and think about it now.”177

Dean could not be considered an underdog in the sense that he was 
gaining the support of the majority of Democrats, at least as surveyed in 
various polls.178 He was becoming the favorite to win the nomination. 
Underdogs are not favorites. He could be considered an underdog in 
that he was trying to wrestle power away from a part of the Democratic 
establishment that did not want to lose it. Gephardt and Kerry were the 
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safe alternatives to Bush; both voted for the Iraq War and thus could 
not be as easily painted as doves as Dean could.

Even though there were powerful Democratic Party forces work-
ing to try and cripple Dean, it could be argued that his campaign was 
doomed from the very beginning. That it could never win the nomina-
tion. Deep down, Howard Dean expected to lose. Like all underdogs. If 
this was the case, how was it doomed?

A big part of his campaign’s predestination concerned Dean him-
self. Did he really want to win? According to his campaign manager, 
Joe Trippi, he did not. The campaign got really tough for Dean in 
December 2003. At that time, according to journalist Evan Thomas, 
“Trippi told his aides, Dean had come to him and tearfully confessed 
that he had run only to shake up the Democratic Party and push for 
health care reform, that he never cared about being president and never 
thought he could win.” Dean denied saying that.179

Dean’s pollster Paul Maslin lends credence to the spirit (if not the 
precise words) of the “confession.” In December 2003, the media was 
pressing Dean to make public his gubernatorial records. Dean was 
reluctant to release them. Maslin described a meeting in which the issue 
came up:

On Wednesday, December 3, in the campaign’s ratty Burlington confer-
ence room, Dean met with about fifteen of his senior campaign staffers 
and top consultants. I felt that failing to release the records would be 
more damaging than anything the records might contain. It would f ly 
in the face of the campaign’s whole message of openness and change, 
and would reveal Dean as just another politician. But others, who had 
known him longer, were more circumspect. They were particularly con-
cerned about the weekly memos Dean was given as governor, on which 
he would write comments. Nobody could remember a precise example, 
but all, including Dean himself, thought that he had probably insulted 
many major political players in Vermont in those comments, includ-
ing Democrats and Democratically-leaning interest groups. Dean was 
increasingly uncomfortable with the discussion . . . in the end, he lowered 
his head and said to us all, but mostly to himself, “I’ d rather end the cam-
paign than have the world see everything.” Seldom have I heard a candidate 
so open about his feelings . . . more seldom still have I seen someone on 
the brink of political success be so conf licted about it.180

Howard Dean did not become his party’s presidential nominee in 2004. 
He finished third in the Iowa caucuses and dropped out of the race in 
February.181
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Dean had a powerful effect on the Democratic Party. He was 
elected the chairman of the DNC in early 2005. As DNC Chair, 
Dean adopted a 50-state strategy; the party would put resources into 
states that were traditionally Republican to build a more national 
party.182

By doing this, he was empowering Democratic underdogs in tradi-
tionally Republican states. For example, before Dean’s tenure, if you 
were a Democrat in Kansas, Alaska, or Idaho, you could not expect 
much (if any) help from the national Democratic Party. Dean gave 
resources, hope, and money to Democrats everywhere in the nation, 
not just in traditionally Democratic and “swing” states.

Democrats won back both houses of Congress in 2006. Dean’s 
50-state strategy was an integral component of the victory. As Joe 
Conasan wrote in Salon.com, “What Dean and his organizers cre-
ated . . . was an environment that allowed insurgents and outliers as well 
as the party’s chosen challengers to ride the national wave of revulsion 
against conservative rule. That enterprise, in turn, surprised and over-
whelmed the Republican capacity to respond. Faced with many more 
viable challenges than anticipated, the Republicans made mistakes in 
allocating resources—and were forced to defend candidates in districts 
that are usually safe.”183

Dean has also reached out to religious voters as party chair. This 
was a new experience for many in the modern Democratic Party. 
Dean realized that the party and Christians had some shared con-
cerns. As author Amy Sullivan states, “By the fall of 2007, the party 
organization had developed a database to identify voters by religious 
aff iliation, among other characteristics. And Dean’s schedule was 
f illed with appearances at black churches and religious colleges pop-
ulated by those ‘white Christians’ he had once associated only with 
the GOP.”184

Many Christians felt that the national Democratic Party discrimi-
nated against them because many of their positions on social policy 
were at odds with their faith. Other Christians believed that the party 
did not even try to relate to some of their concerns. Dean’s purposeful 
outreach was a move to try and make Christians feel that they are not 
always ignored, discriminated against, or at a structural disadvantage in 
the party. In short, that they are not always an underdog component of 
the national Democratic Party coalition.

Dean’s experience showed how underdog energy can have a lasting, 
positive effect on a political party. Under Dean’s leadership (and helped 

9780230102743_08_ch07.indd   1629780230102743_08_ch07.indd   162 3/3/2010   10:20:44 AM3/3/2010   10:20:44 AM



Bill Clinton, Al Gore, and Howard Dean  ●  163

to a considerable effect by Barack Obama), the November 2008 elec-
tions strengthened the Democratic control of Congress. A new era of 
Democratic dominance was about to begin. The person who would lead 
this epoch was Barack Obama. In the final chapter, we turn to his story 
and the future of the party.
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CHAPTER 8

Barack Obama and the Future of the 
Democratic Party

Biography

By now, most of us are familiar with Obama’s roots. Barack Hussein 
Obama was born in Hawaii in 1961. He was named after his father. His 
mother was from Kansas and his father from Kenya. His mother was 
white while his father was black.1 The fact that he was a product of a 
racially mixed marriage gave him an underdog predisposition; he would 
be subject to at least some form of inequality and discrimination just 
because of his skin color. In his autobiography, Dreams from My Father, 
Obama recounts a few instances of how some of his family dealt with 
racial discrimination. For example, he describes an incident that took 
place in Honolulu involving his father and maternal grandfather. At the 
time, his father was a student at the University of Hawaii:

After long hours of study, my father had joined my grandfather and 
several other friends at a local Waikiki bar. . . . a white man abruptly 
announced to the bartender, loudly enough for everyone to hear, that 
he shouldn’t have to drink good liquor “next to a nigger.” The room fell 
quiet and people turned to my father, expecting a fight. Instead, my 
father stood up, walked over to the man, smiled, and proceeded to lec-
ture him about the folly of bigotry, the promise of the American dream, 
and the universal rights of man.

What happened next was unexpected: “ ‘This fella felt so bad when 
Barack was finished,’ Gramps would say, ‘that he reached into his pocket 
and gave Barack a hundred dollars on the spot.’ ”2

This incident illustrates that one way Obama’s father dealt with 
discrimination was with intellectualism; instead of taking the insult 
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personally, he put it in the context of a larger frame and disarmed 
the racial venom. Moreover, the hatred was neutralized by embracing 
hope.3 To Obama’s father, racial equality was obviously the future of 
the world.

Obama also recounts instances where his mother and maternal 
grandparents were exposed to racial discrimination while living in 
Texas. In his job as a furniture salesman, his grandfather was advised to 
cater to potential Mexican and black customers after the store’s regular 
hours. These potential customers would also have to “arrange for their 
own delivery.”4 His grandmother was also disparaged at her workplace 
for calling a black man “mister.” His mother, only 11 or 12, violated a 
defacto racial taboo by playing with a black child.5

Obama was also inf luenced by his mother. His mother’s political 
orientation was clearly left of center; she has been referred to as “an 
Adlai Stevenson liberal” (by Obama’s maternal grandmother), as well 
as a “secular humanist and an avowed New Deal, Peace Corps-loving 
liberal” (by Obama). Part of Obama’s moral direction was from his 
mother’s guidance.6

Writer Amanda Ripley has referred to Obama’s mother, who was 
known as Ann, as a “romantic pragmatist” and a “dreamer.” She had a 
great deal of cultural empathy and lived her life demonstrating it. For 
example, while in Indonesia doing research for her doctorate in the late 
1980s and early 1990s, she wanted to help poor women. Her research 
helped establish Indonesia’s microfinance program. Economist Richard 
Patten claimed that her anthropological investigations helped inform 
the policies of the Bank Rakyat Indonesia. These policies have had a lot 
of success; as of 2008, Indonesia’s microfinance program has the most 
savers of any country in the world.7

Obama’s mother was concerned with fairness. In particular, she was 
interested in calculating degrees of fairness. For instance, when she was 
living in Indonesia she sympathized with the many beggars present in 
that country. At one time, she gave money to every beggar who came 
to her door. However, as Obama states in Dreams from My Father, she 
later revised her actions: “when it became clear that the tide of pain 
was endless, she gave more selectively, learning to calibrate the levels 
of misery.”8

Obama’s mother may have been thinking the following: It is simply 
impossible to help every underdog I meet. Calibrating the difference in 
their misery levels is a pragmatic way to help the ones that need assis-
tance the most.
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Even though that process is very logical, many people do not let 
their sympathy control their actions. Obama got that message from his 
mother’s second husband, an Indonesian named Lolo Soetoro. Soetoro 
tended to be harder about people who were less fortunate. He couched 
his differences with his wife in traditional gender stereotypes: “Your 
mother has a soft heart . . . That’s a good thing in a woman. But you will 
be a man someday, and a man needs to have more sense.”9

While in Indonesia, Obama did, at times, follow how his mother 
dealt with beggars, but he also listened to Soetero’s advice. Synthesizing 
these two competing philosophies produced a general sympathy for 
underdogs that is protected by a hard shell of reality. This reality was 
described by Soetoro as “taking life on its own terms.”10 In many ways, 
Obama’s relationship to underdogs fits that fusion.

As a child, Obama grew up in both Hawaii and Indonesia. When 
he was nine years old, Obama lived in Indonesia with his mother. He 
recounts a story in which he was looking at magazines in the library of 
the U.S. Embassy, where he was waiting for his mother, who worked 
there. He found a Life magazine that had a picture of a black man who 
had undergone a chemical treatment to make his skin lighter. At first 
he did not realize why the man looked so strange: “He must be terribly 
sick . . . A radiation victim, maybe, or an albino.” When he realized that 
the man had done this to himself, he became upset: “I felt my face and 
neck get hot. My stomach knotted . . . I had a desperate urge to jump out 
of my seat, to show them what I had learned, to demand some explana-
tion or assurance.”11

His words revealed a visceral reaction to what is clearly an incredu-
lous reality, at least to a nine year old. To him at the time, he might have 
thought that there was some incredible unfairness in the world that 
would convince this man to try and change his skin color. Underdogs 
fight unfairness. It was not just a theoretical concern to him, however. 
Since his skin was black, would he someday feel the need to try and 
change his skin color? Was he an underdog?

The shock of that photograph helped open Obama’s mind to the 
destructive power of racism. It was a power that was often concealed, 
and thus impossible to be shielded from.12

When he was growing up in Hawaii, Obama did not experience as 
much racism as many blacks did on the mainland, though there were 
some incidents. One was a time when a tennis coach made a joke about 
Obama’s blackness rubbing off. Obama quit the tennis team.13 On 
another occasion, a student asked if his Kenyan father ate people.14 

9780230102743_09_ch08.indd   1679780230102743_09_ch08.indd   167 3/3/2010   10:21:33 AM3/3/2010   10:21:33 AM



168  ●  The Underdog in American Politics

Although the image of Hawaii is that of a harmonious and racially tol-
erant society, the reality was not quite so ideal. A black schoolmate of 
Obama at Punahou School recalled the atmosphere: “A big joke amongst 
the brothers was you could be anything else but a brother and have free 
rein of the world in Hawaii.”15

A major lesson that Obama learned from growing up in Hawaii was 
to embrace tolerance and diversity. In a 1999 essay for his alumni bul-
letin, Obama recalls how Hawaii shaped his values: “Hawaii’s spirit of 
tolerance might not have been perfect or complete, but it was—and is-
real. The opportunity that Hawaii offered—to experience a variety of 
cultures in a climate of mutual respect—became an integral part of my 
world view, and a basis for the values that I hold most dear.”16

This was pragmatic, as Obama family friend Georgia McCauley 
explained: “If you grow up here, where we have no majority and there’s 
a complete ethnic mix, people have learned how to get along with others 
who look different and are from different places.”17 Getting along with 
others who are different than you is very difficult unless you recognize 
that there is an egalitarian core value that trumps all other values. There 
is no room for racial discrimination.

Obama also recalled how his life concern for underdogs was shaped 
by these school years: “By the time I moved back to Hawaii . . . I had 
come to recognize that Hawaii was not immune to issues of race and 
class, issues that manifested themselves in . . . the glaring differences 
between the facilities we at Punahou enjoyed and the crumbling public 
schools that so many of our peers were forced to endure.”18

Obama’s link to underdogs is also illustrated by the fact that he chose 
to be a community organizer. In 1983, he decided on that career path 
because he wanted change. He thought mobilizing people at the grass-
roots was how change occurred.19 While still in New York City, but 
after he had graduated from Columbia University, he decided to try his 
hand at helping the poor. He worked in Brooklyn and Harlem on a part-
time basis.20 Later, he moved to Chicago where he became a full-time 
community organizer on the city’s south side. From 1985 until 1988, he 
was employed at the Developing Communities Project as their director. 
He created a tenants rights organization at a public housing complex, 
helped create a tutoring program for college preparation as well as an 
agenda for job training.21

The communities in Chicago that Obama tried to help organize 
were becoming underdog communities—ones that were expected to lose 
and clearly unequal (politically, socially, and economically) with nearby 
ones. These underdog communities were mostly made up of blacks.22
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One neighborhood was Roseland. Author David Mendell described 
Roseland at the time Obama worked there: “about one in six Roseland 
residents lived below the poverty line. The ubiquitous presence of the 
poor created an emotional paradox for middle-class blacks. Residents of 
moderate wealth were mindful that their neighbors lived in deprivation, 
a situation that instills a sense of compassion for those less fortunate.” 
Sympathy for these underdogs, however, was tempered by how they were 
being affected by the presence of the poor: “middle-class blacks . . . har-
bored some resentment toward their poor neighbors because they 
dragged down the community’s overall standard of living.”23

Obama’s work in Chicago helped him understand the complexity of 
what nonblacks may label “the African-American experience.” In particu-
lar, that within black communities, there were many traditional under-
dogs (people expected to lose, subject to discrimination and victims of 
injustice) as well as blacks who were middle class and stable. Obama iden-
tified this duality as “individual achievement and collective decline.”24

What does this reveal about the links between Obama and under-
dogs? It foreshadowed a future time when Obama would successfully 
articulate this duality to bigger audiences. It would forever change 
the practice of traditional black politics. The national politics of Jesse 
Jackson, that had emphasized historical wrongs and sociological solu-
tions, would give way to more a nuanced, and updated, narrative of 
African Americans. It would be a tale where two stories would share a 
single narrative: Although great progress had been made, the power of 
government was still needed to be used to address the historical legacy 
of slavery, Jim Crow and other forms of racism that still deeply affected 
millions of Americans.

Obama also realized that many African Americans were psycho-
logical underdogs. Deep within many blacks, there was a subterranean 
element of hate that was associated with whites. This hate coexisted 
with stories of sacrifice, courage, and success. Together, they “formed 
a counternarrative buried deep within each person and at the center 
of which stood white people—some cruel, some ignorant, sometimes a 
single face, sometimes just a faceless image of a system claiming power 
over their lives.” Would “hating blue eyes” be necessary to reestablish 
community?25

If that was true, how could blacks be anything but permanent under-
dogs? Underdogs are expected to lose. If racial identity is the core ele-
ment in political discourse and power, then racial minorities would 
always be at a disadvantage, destined to fall short in any struggle with 
the majority.
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The forces of assimilation and the power of stereotypes also contrib-
ute to the links between African Americans and underdogs. Moreover, 
this is usually true for all minorities, as Obama wrote in The Audacity 
of Hope: “In general, members of every minority group continue to be 
measured largely by the degree of our assimilation—how closely speech 
patterns, dress, or demeanor conform to the dominant white culture—
and the more that a minority strays form these external markers, the 
more he or she is subject to negative assumptions.”26 A negative assump-
tion about a person, or group, is obviously disadvantageous, and thus 
can be the first step toward persecution and discrimination.

Obama recognized that the specific dynamics of the underdog status 
of minorities have probably changed over the last thirty years because 
of decency and antidiscrimination norms becoming internalized. He 
also believed that this “prevents most whites from consciously acting on 
such stereotypes in their daily interactions with persons of other races.” 
Even so, discrimination is still a reality: “it’s unrealistic to believe that 
these stereotypes don’t have some cumulative impact on the often snap 
decisions of who’s hired and who’s promoted, on who’s arrested and 
who’s prosecuted, on how you feel about the customer who just walked 
into your store or about the demographics of your children’s school.”27 
Psychologically, the effect on minorities can be tremendous: “spending 
one’s days refuting stereotypes can be a weary business. It’s the added 
weight that many minorities, especially African Americans, so often 
describe in their daily round—the feeling that as a group we have no 
store of goodwill in America’s accounts, that as individuals we must 
prove ourselves anew each day, that we will rarely get the benefit of the 
doubt and will have little margin of error.”28

Obama eventually left Chicago to go to Harvard Law School. After 
graduating, he moved back to Chicago. In 1992, he worked for Project 
Vote, a voter registration organization, as its director. The organization 
wanted to register 150,000 unregistered African Americans in Illinois. 
That goal was met.29 How did he meet that goal? He started a media 
campaign, helped educate deputy registrars, and made contact with 
black politicians, churches, and community groups. Sam Burrell, a local 
politician in Chicago’s 29th ward, described what Obama helped create: 
“We were registering hundreds a day, and we weren’t having to search 
them out. They came looking for us. African Americans were just so 
eager to have a say again, to feel they counted.”30

Many underdogs feel that they do not have a say in how power is 
distributed. Project Vote helped many African Americans feel that they 
were counted, and thus were not disadvantaged, at least on election 

9780230102743_09_ch08.indd   1709780230102743_09_ch08.indd   170 3/3/2010   10:21:34 AM3/3/2010   10:21:34 AM



Barack Obama  ●  171

day. The numbers bear this out: As journalist Gretchen Reynolds 
wrote, “for the first time in Chicago’s history . . . voter registrations in 
the 19 predominantly black wards outnumbered those in the city’s 19 
predominantly white ethnic wards, 676,000 to 526,000.”31 This was 
quite an achievement for African Americans, the historical underdogs 
in Chicago politics.

Obama became a full-time lawyer with the firm of Davis, Miner, 
Barnhill & Galland in 1993.32 This organization was a natural match 
for someone who wanted to help underdogs; it was described as “a real 
do-good firm.” Although Obama represented many different clients, 
many had common underdog characteristics. For example, he fought for 
blacks who thought that some Chicago voting districts were discrimina-
tory. He helped ACORN (the Association of Community Organizers 
for Reform Now) force Illinois to implement a federal law making it 
easier to register to vote. In addition, he helped with a whistleblower 
that had been fired for exposing government corruption and waste.33

The Dynamics of His Political Career in Illinois

The next step for Obama was to enter elective politics. In 1996, he ran 
for a seat in the Illinois State Senate. He won the election and started 
his state legislative career in 1997.34 He fought for underdog causes in 
his first three years in the legislature. For example, he cosponsored or 
introduced bills on ethics and campaign finance reform, causes that 
cynics and skeptics might consider destined to ultimately fail. He also 
fought for government action that would reduce health risks that dis-
proportionately affected African Americans. Examples include more 
money for lead abatement and the founding of a prostrate cancer screen-
ing program.35

Obama would continue to fight for underdogs later on in his state 
legislative career. His visibility increased dramatically as a result of the 
2002 elections when the Democrats took control of the Illinois State 
Senate. He stood up for the working poor by sponsoring legislation that 
expanded the Earned Income Tax Credit.36 Before crowds of blacks, he 
would also emphasize his actions that targeted the unequal treatment 
that they received from government; such as getting health insurance to 
more poor children and attempting to stop racial profiling.37

While still in the state senate, Obama decided to run for Congress. 
He wanted the seat of Bobby Rush, an incumbent congressman. Rush 
was thought to be vulnerable because he had had recently lost his own 
challenge to an incumbent: Mayor Richard M. Daley.38 Obama started 
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off as an underdog in the race; most congressional incumbents do not 
lose their reelection campaigns.

Obama never seemed to connect with the majority of potential con-
stituents in the primary campaign. Instead, he was viewed by many 
as too intellectual and out-of-touch. He was called “an educated fool” 
by Rush.39 Writer David Mendell described the dynamics of the race: 
“By most accounts . . . Obama was too fond of reciting his impressive 
resume, too often mentioned that he had forsaken a high-priced law 
firm for public office and too often spoke in the high-minded prose of 
a constitutional law lecturer, all of which could make him appear con-
descending to his audience.”40 Rush won the primary easily, defeating 
Obama 61 to 30 percent.41

Rush could be considered a bigger underdog than Obama, as writer 
Edward McClelland observed: “You might say Rush has been running 
as an underdog his whole life. He dropped out of high school to join 
the army but now holds two master’s degrees. . . . Once hunted by the 
Chicago police after fellow Black Panther Party leaders Fred Hampton 
and Mark Clark were gunned down, Rush went on to serve ten years 
as an alderman. He’s fought off a stammer to become a f luid, if not 
dynamic, public speaker.”42

Rush’s underdog credentials were solidified by the tragic death of his 
son. Huey Rush was killed on a street on the South Side of Chicago five 
months before the primary campaign. Instead of the brash politician 
who lost to Mayor Daley, he now had the image of the brokenhearted 
parent.43

The next step for Obama was the U.S. Senate in 2004. His two 
principal challengers to the Democratic nomination were Blair Hull 
and Dan Hynes. Hull had made money in securities trading and was 
very wealthy. Hynes was the Illinois state comptroller. Obama was an 
underdog to both of these candidates. He was a financial underdog to 
Hull, who self-financed his campaign with $29 million. Obama did not 
have nearly as much name recognition as Hynes, whose father was well-
known in Chicago Democratic politics. Moreover, Hynes had already 
been elected state-wide.44 Dan Hynes’s campaign never gained much 
strength; he finished a distant second to Obama in the primary.45

How Obama beat Hull is the more relevant portion of the under-
dog story in the primary. Hull was leading the race until the records 
from his divorce were unsealed. These records, made public by pressure 
from the political opponents and the media, showed some embarrassing 
revelations. He got into a physical fight with his (then) wife and was 
arrested for battery. She also claimed that he threatened to kill her. He 
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ended up with 10 percent in the primary.46 Obama took advantage of 
Hull’s downfall and never looked back.

Obama was not the underdog anymore in the primary campaign. 
As author David Mendell states, “Momentum had swung his way 
and it seemed unstoppable. He was soaring in the polls. This was the 
very beginning of the Obama phenomenon that would sweep through 
Illinois and then spread nationwide.”47 Hull’s own spokesmen remarked 
that “Obama is on fire!”48

Illinois Republicans nominated millionaire Jack Ryan as their candi-
date for the U.S. Senate. Just like Hull’s did, Ryan’s campaign stumbled 
when his divorce files were unsealed. They contained unsavory details 
that embarrassed him and doomed his campaign. In particular, his ex-
wife (actress Jeri Ryan) alleged that he pressured her to have sex in pub-
lic with him. On July 29, 2004, Ryan withdrew from the race.49

After his primary victory, it would be difficult to characterize Obama 
as an underdog in this race. A poll taken in May 2004 (before the sala-
cious specifics of Ryan’s divorce records were released), showed Obama 
leading Ryan by 52 to 30 percent.50 One of the core characteristics of an 
underdog, that they will probably lose, no longer fit Obama’s campaign. 
On the contrary, he was almost sure to win and was becoming nation-
ally known through positive media exposure. He was a rising star in the 
Democratic Party. The pinnacle event of the year for Obama was his 
keynote speech to the Democratic National Convention in Boston.

As Obama was becoming more famous, he was also being scrutinized 
more. Some of this scrutiny would throw into question his commit-
ment to underdogs. For example, Obama was a guest on Meet the Press 
on the Sunday before the Boston convention opened. One topic was 
the comments made in 1996 about accessibility and the Democratic 
National Convention in Chicago: “Chicagoans have grown especially 
jaded watching the Democrats raise cash for this month’s national 
convention in Chicago. The convention’s for sale, right? You got these 
 ten-thousand-dollar-a-plate dinners, Golden Circle Clubs. I think when 
the average voter looks at that, they rightly feel they’ve been locked out 
of the process. They can’t attend a ten-thousand-dollar breakfast. They 
know that those who can are going to get the kind of access they can’t 
imagine.”51

Host Tim Russert wanted to know how he felt about the big con-
tributors at the 2004 Boston convention and the political symbolism 
it conveyed: “A hundred and fifty donors gave forty million dollars to 
this convention. It’s worse than Chicago, using your standards. Are you 
offended by that, and what message does that send the average voter?”52
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Where in the convention hall was the equality that underdogs fought 
for? Had he forgotten about the average Democrat in Boston who could 
not afford to get into the convention? Where was his sympathy for 
them?

Obama def lected Russert’s question by noting the bipartisan prob-
lem of political money, minimizing the importance of the convention, 
and generalizing about the party’s historic appeal to underdogs.53 In The 
Audacity of Hope, Obama admits to privately liking his 1996 remarks 
better than what he said in 2004.54

The key word is privately. The future president was moving from 
being an outsider to an insider. He would have to compromise on his 
public commitment to standing up for all underdogs as a means to gain-
ing more publicity, national exposure, and ultimately greater power. He 
would not be a political purist; a little hypocrisy would be an accept-
able tradeoff to reach bigger goals. Underdogs would not be abandoned. 
Instead, he would try to fight for national legislation that would ben-
efit them through public policies. To do that, he needed to have more 
power.

Obama became known nationally with his speech to the 2004 
Democratic National Convention. It was a powerful speech that electri-
fied the convention. He was interrupted thirty-three times by applause.55 
Obama skillfully coupled his personal story to the American dream. He 
also linked the plight of underdogs to a powerful emblem of the United 
States, E pluribus unum:

If there’s a child on the south side of Chicago who can’t read, that mat-
ters to me, even if it’s not my child. If there’s a senior citizen somewhere 
who can’t pay for her prescription and has to choose between medicine 
and the rent, that makes my life poorer, even if it’s not my grandmother. 
If there’s an Arab American family being rounded up without benefit of 
an attorney or due process, that threatens my civil liberties. It’s that fun-
damental belief—I am my brother’s keeper, I am my sister’s keeper—that 
makes this country work. It’s what allows us to pursue our individual 
dreams, yet still come together as a single American family.56

Helping our underdogs was the method to achieve national unity. 
Embracing the struggle for fairness and equality by the illiterate, the 
poor, and the ethnic minority was the way to transcend division.

But precisely how could this be done? What are the dynamics that 
connect society’s underdogs to national unity? According to Rowland 
and Jones, the most important rhetorical move that Obama made was 
to emphasize what Americans have in common. In the speech, Obama 
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mentioned both what Americans value and what they dislike. For exam-
ple, that God is worshipped in Democratic states and that people in 
Republican states do not like their libraries being infiltrated by federal 
agents.57

However, it is in how Obama’s approach differed from other progres-
sives that gave him a greater potential to actually help underdogs. As 
Rowland and Jones note, “While many Democrats and other liberals 
emphasize the differences between rich and poor, white and minority 
communities, and men and women, Obama argued that the most funda-
mental definition of identity was found in simply being an American.”58 
This was different, at least for many national Democrats.

Although emphasizing the economic and political gaps between peo-
ple is the standard Democratic approach to gaining political power, it 
has not been very successful over the last thirty years for the party. If 
Democrats tried to point these gaps out, then the charges of class war-
fare would be brought up by many Republicans. This has been used 
successfully in the past to stif le candid debate on economic issues. 
According to Massachusetts Rep. Barney Frank, “One of the most suc-
cessful right-wing ploys was to demonize any concern about the distri-
bution of income in America as, quote, class warfare.”59

Stressing the gaps to essentially shame Americans into passing leg-
islation to help economic underdogs was not working as well. Many 
Americans had compassion fatigue. Ideological aversion to redistributive 
economic policies was also a roadblock to helping underdogs. Instead, 
according to Rowland and Jones, “it was more important [for Obama] 
to emphasize the similarities, since once those similarities were recognized 
it was much easier to make a case for helping fellow Americans.”60

Upon some introspection, American underdogs are really not that 
different from Americans who have “made it” in life. Many people real-
ize how close they are to turning into underdogs themselves when a 
catastrophe occurs; perhaps a major medical emergency threatens to 
bankrupt them or a looming layoff will trigger an economic or psycho-
logical crisis. If one can look at the less fortunate and see themselves 
in them (at least partially or potentially), they might view government 
policies to help underdogs with less reluctance as many do now.

Obama also connected political hope to underdogs. For example, he 
dared his audience to hope through the use of historical and personal 
examples of underdogs: “It’s the hope of slaves sitting around a fire 
singing freedom songs; the hope of immigrants setting out for distant 
shores . . . [and] the hope of a skinny kid with a funny name who believes 
that America has a place for him, too.”61
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Rowland and Jones observed that Obama’s use of hope in his address 
skillfully blended personal values with communitarian actions. For 
instance, it was the personal strength of individual slaves that allowed 
African Americans to persevere and ultimately gain freedom. But it also 
took communal action (like the Civil War and the civil rights movement) 
for African Americans to both gain that freedom everywhere in the nation 
and experience it deeper. Fundamentally, hope is linked to equal oppor-
tunity: “Hope can only be achieved in an America where opportunity is 
available to all because shared identity means more than embracing strong 
personal values; it also means reaching out to help those in need.”62

The link between helping underdogs and providing equal opportu-
nity is complicated. At what point do underdogs feel entitled to help by 
the very nature of that status? What effect does government assistance 
to underdogs have on the strength of personal values (in general) and 
personal responsibility (in particular)? What effect does the persistence 
of underdogs have on the communal values of a nation?

Those are difficult questions, ones that the mainstream media rarely 
even ask. Instead, it is an image that has a commanding hold on the 
fortunes of politicians. On this level, Obama had become a hero. The 
media loved the speech. Pundit Mark Shields claimed, “A star is born.” 
Television personality Chris Matthews said, “I have seen the first black 
president.” The Chicago Tribune editorialized that Obama was “ ‘The 
Phenom.”63

Although John Kerry lost the presidential race in November 2004, 
Obama handily won his U.S. Senate race. He won with 70 percent of 
the vote over Alan Keyes.64 Keyes had become the Republican nominee 
in the summer when the GOP was left with no candidate after Jack 
Ryan dropped out. Keyes was a controversial choice for many reasons, 
including the fact that he became a resident of Illinois only days before 
his candidacy.65 A Chicago Tribune poll found Obama ahead of Keyes by 
a huge margin: 68 to 17 percent. Obama was so far ahead that he cam-
paigned for other Democratic candidates outside of Illinois. He even 
contributed $225,000 of his own campaign money to the Democratic 
Senatorial Campaign Committee and various state parties.66 Obama 
officially became a U.S. Senator in January 2005. He would now have a 
bigger stage in which to fight for underdogs.

Career as a U.S. Senator

Obama was a U.S. senator from early January 2005 until mid-
 November 2008, resigning approximately two weeks after his election as 
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U.S. president.67 Did he fight for underdogs as a U.S. senator? By many 
accounts, he was one of the most reliable defenders of their interests. 
For example, he supported the interests of the Children’s Defense Fund 
more often than not. Obama backed the group’s interests 100 percent 
of the time in both 2005 and 2006. Even though his support dropped 
off in 2007, he still backed them 60 percent of the time.68 Did Obama 
suddenly fight a little less strenuously to defend children in 2007? Most 
likely not: his ratings could have been affected due to his being absent 
for many votes because of his presidential campaign.69

He compiled a high rating from many other liberal interest groups 
as well. Much of what these groups fight for are underdog interests. For 
example, the National Education Association gave him an A for 2005, 
2006, and 2007.70 Examples of key votes that were used in compiling 
the grades included supporting union rights, increasing the minimum 
wage, and spending more for education.71

Americans for Democratic Action gave him consistently high rank-
ings: 100 percent for 2005, 95 percent for 2006, and 75 percent in 
2007.72 Examples of key votes that were used in compiling these rank-
ings include one dealing with the tactics used in the war on terror-
ism (he voted for a provision that would have given detainees rights to 
use U.S. courts to contest their detention), one on economic policy (he 
voted against a capital gains tax cut), and another one on employment 
and immigration policy (he voted for a provision that would have made 
grossly or willfully negligent violations of the Occupational Safety and 
Health Act a felony and also would have given back pay to undocu-
mented workers who were denied their employment rights).73

There were times that Obama did not seem to stand up for under-
dogs. For example, he sided against trial lawyers when he voted for a 
bill that would have limited class-action lawsuits. Although it is hard to 
see lawyers as underdogs, consumers who get cheated by unethical busi-
ness practices are classic underdogs; they have not been treated fairly 
and they elicit sympathy. His vote was against the interests of labor, 
civil rights, and consumer groups.74 He defended his vote by pointing 
out that justice and truth were not being served by the present system: 
“When multimillion-dollar settlements are handed down and all the 
victims get are coupons for a free product, justice is not being served,” he 
said in a statement. “And when cases are tried in counties only because 
it’s known that those judges will award big payoffs, you get quick settle-
ments without ever finding out who’s right and who’s wrong.”75

However broken the system was, many liberal groups did not think 
the bill he voted for was in the best interests of underdogs. The truth 
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was, according to writer David Sirota, that “everyone in Washington 
knew the bill’s real objective was to protect corporate abusers.”76

Sirota described a conversation that Joan Claybrook, a longtime 
consumer activist, had with Obama after this vote. Obama was meet-
ing with public interest groups. He defended his vote by saying, 
“Sometimes you have to trim your sails.” Claybrook asked herself, 
“Trim your sails for what? You just got elected by a wide margin—what 
are you trimming your sails for?”77 For a potential future presidential 
run. Perhaps Obama knew that he might someday get a chance to be 
able to help underdogs from an even bigger stage than the U.S. Senate: 
the presidency.

It would be difficult to argue that Obama was not a liberal while in 
the U.S. Senate. Many voting scorecards designed by media organiza-
tions and academics showed him to be decidedly left-of-center. The 
National Journal labeled him the most liberal senator in 2007.78 Political 
scientists Jeff Lewis and Keith Poole found Obama progressive, but not 
quite so liberal: he was the twenty-first most liberal in 2005–2006, and 
he was tied for the tenth most liberal in 2007–2008.79

Obama has consistently resisted efforts to be ideologically pigeon-
holed. According to him, it is the precise instant in time (not literally, 
but perhaps a time period in between political eras) the United States 
is in that makes ideological warfare unproductive for progressives. He 
claimed that the most effective way to fight for the interests and values 
he believes in (that tend to be liberal and help out society’s underdogs) 
was to deemphasize the ideological component of public policies. As he 
wrote in 2006, “Ultimately . . . I believe any attempt to pursue a more 
sharply partisan and ideological strategy misapprehends the moment 
we’re in. I am convinced whenever we exaggerate or demonize, over-
simplify or overstate our case, we lose. Whenever we dumb down the 
political debate, we lose.”80

An atmosphere of hyper-partisanship and mean and unsophisti-
cated political discourse serves the interests of conservatives. As Obama 
wrote in 2006, “A polarized electorate—or one that easily dismisses 
both parties because of the nasty, dishonest tone of the debate—works 
perfectly well for those who seek to chip away at the very idea of gov-
ernment. After all, a cynical electorate is a self-centered electorate.”81 A 
self-centered electorate is not hospitable to public policies that seek to 
redistribute economic resources and political power to the struggling, 
the suffering, the discriminated against, and the people most likely to 
lose: the underdogs.
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The Struggle for the 2008 Democratic Presidential Nomination

Race and Gender

In late 2006, Obama thought that maybe the time was right for him 
to reach for the highest political prize available: the U.S. presidency. 
Obama officially announced his bid for the 2008 Democratic presiden-
tial nomination on February 10, 2007.82

Could a black actually win the presidential nomination of a major 
American political party? Was it possible? It depended on emphasis and 
nuance. Pollster Cornell Belcher described the challenges and oppor-
tunity that Obama had: “a black man can’t be president of America, 
given the racial aversion and history that’s still out there . . . However, 
an extraordinary, gifted, and talented young man who happens to be 
black can be president.”83

How did Obama make this distinction? He played his race both 
ways by ignoring, or minimizing it, in front of white audiences while 
utilizing the traditional political support structure available to black 
politicians. Journalist Gwen Ifill called it a “racial straddle.”84 Parts of 
his speech to the 2004 Democratic National Convention illustrated his 
approach before predominantly white audiences: “There’s not a black 
America and white America and Latino America and Asian America; 
there’s the United States of America.”85 That was the set-up, the intro-
duction to national politics that would help create his political image 
as a nonthreatening (to many whites, at least) black man. Obama did 
not emphasize race in his announcement speech. Instead, he talked 
about Lincoln, generational change, and various critical public policy 
challenges.86

Not emphasizing race had another important advantage, as Ifill 
points out: “Since white opinion leaders rarely engaged in race-specific 
conversations and largely found them uncomfortable, color blindness 
was considered a good thing. They were willing to embrace a black man 
who did not make them feel guilty about race.”87

Obama tapped into resources that traditional black politicians used. 
For example, he talked to prominent black disc jockeys Steve Harvey, 
Michael Baisden, and Tom Joyner. They, in turn, promoted his can-
didacy.88 According to Rep. Jesse Jackson, Jr., black radio is “probably 
the most central vehicle for communicating with the masses of African-
Americans.”89

Another resource that Obama used to appeal to blacks was how he 
talked. According to sociologist Michael Eric Dyson, Obama’s speeches 
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can charm blacks while simultaneously leaving many whites clueless. 
In January 2008, while campaigning in South Carolina, he spoke 
to a largely black audience about how some of his recent comments 
about Ronald Reagan were being distorted. “They’re trying to bam-
boozle you . . . It’s the same old okie-dokie. Y’all know about okie dokie, 
right? . . . They try to bamboozle you. Hoodwink ya. Try to hoodwink 
ya.” Obama also addressed the issue whether he was really a Muslim in 
the speech: “I’ve been a member of the same church for almost 20 years, 
prayin’ to Jesus—wit’ my Bible.”90

Dyson interprets Obama’s speech in the following way: “Ironically, 
in style and substance, Obama’s f light of rhetoric echoed . . . Malcolm 
X—or at least the one portrayed in Spike Lee’s biopic . . . Obama was 
making a risky move that played to inside-group understanding even 
as he campaigned in the white mainstream: While denying that he 
was Muslim, he fastened onto the rhetoric of the most revered Black 
Muslim, mimicking his tone and rhythm beat for beat. . . . But if you 
weren’t familiar with black culture, most of what he said and how he 
said it went right over your head—and beyond your ears.”91

To some people, however, Obama was not authentically black. For 
example, political pollster Gerald Goldhaber wrote that “Some blacks 
are saying, ‘This guy is not one of us,’ that he has not experienced 
discrimination or poverty.”92 Writer Stanley Crouch penned a famous 
newspaper column in 2006 titled What Obama Isn’t: Black Like Me. 
In it, he declared that “Obama did not—does not—share a heritage 
with the majority of black Americans, who are descendents of planta-
tion slaves. . . . While he has experienced some light versions of typical 
racial stereotypes, he cannot claim those problems as his own—nor has 
he lived the life of a black American.”93

The hullabaloo over his racial identity went to the very core of his status 
as an underdog. If he really was not black, then he was not as pure of an 
underdog as blacks who were descended from plantation slaves. This, in 
turn, implies that he has not suffered as much, and does not deserve as 
much sympathy and empathy associated with traditional black underdogs.

Even if he was not descended from plantation slaves, the critical 
choices he made in his personal and professional life revealed his com-
mitment to American blacks. Political scientist Carol Swain commented 
that “Barack Obama says he’s black. He’s married to a black woman 
and he has black children. That makes him black enough for me and I 
believe most of the people.”94

Obama did not have the overwhelming support of the majority 
of the black Democratic political establishment when he started his 
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presidential bid. After all, frontrunner Hillary Clinton was married 
to Bill Clinton, “the first black president.”95 Many blacks were split 
between their support for Hillary Clinton and Obama. A June 2007 
poll of black Democrats found 43 percent favored Clinton while 42 
percent preferred Obama. According to Mark Mallory, the black mayor 
of Cincinnati, “Hillary is sort of a political institution and Barrack is a 
new face on the scene.”96

One reason why black Democrats were divided was that many did not 
believe Obama could actually become president. There was simply too 
much prejudice for him to overcome to win in 2008.97 As law professor 
Richard Thompson Ford observed, “Better not to get one’s hopes up; in 
the end, racist white America will always disappoint.”98 In this way, he 
had another characteristic of an underdog: he was expected to lose.

To many, his victory in the Iowa caucus changed all of that. Whites 
had overwhelmingly voted for him in Middle America. All of sudden 
(or at least seemingly for some) maybe his race would not cripple his 
chances for the ultimate political victory. If that was the case, then 
maybe he was not so much of an underdog after all.

Another obstacle to Obama winning was the symbolic component 
of Hillary Clinton’s candidacy. If she won, she would become the first 
woman U.S. president. The core question for many progressives was 
this: who represented the biggest underdog group? Was it blacks or 
women? It was this implicit narrative that helped drive the fierceness 
of their rivalry.

There was one person who helped complicate this narrative: Oprah 
Winfrey, the most famous black woman in the United States. Winfrey 
knew Obama personally and both were from Chicago. She plugged his 
potential candidacy in 2006 and officially endorsed his presidential 
bid in 2007.99 Her support was critical for potential women voters for 
Obama because of her popularity among women; in 2007, Winfrey was 
the most admired woman by American women. Hillary Clinton was 
second.100

Writing in December 2007, political analyst Dick Morris predicted 
the importance of Oprah’s endorsement: “She is iconic to women of all 
races; to them she’s a woman who is black, not a black who is female. So 
her refusal to endorse a fellow female seeking the presidency is tremen-
dously significant to women voters.”101

Was Oprah’s endorsement a sell-out for women? To many, it was. She 
received numerous negative comments on her Web site. For example, one 
writer claimed she was picking her race over the fact she was a woman.102 
A writer to a Los Angeles Times blog thought that Oprah forgot who had 
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made her rich and famous: “Why I was upset with Oprah is that she [got] 
her billion dollars because she had her show for WOMEN—men did 
not cause her rise to fame. Women backed her . . . She knows better than 
anyone the struggles women have to be treated equally and fairly and she 
jumped right into Obama’s arms telling us he could walk on water.”103

Another Los Angeles Times blogger displayed his anger over this line 
of thinking: “It’s annoying to hear progressive women complain that 
to be a feminist obligates one to vote for a woman. That’s ridiculous. 
In fact, no single demographic group has it harder in the U.S. then 
black men—incarceration rates, disenfranchisement, lack of education, 
HIV.”104 Translated: black men are the biggest underdogs.

Oprah Winfrey was a symbol of the power of women. When one of 
the most powerful women in the United States urged her core audi-
ence (women) to vote for a man over a woman, then that was sure to 
have an effect on the nomination race. According to economists Craig 
Garthwaite and Tim Moore, it was a decisive factor.105 Their research 
suggested that her “endorsement . . . had statistically and politically sig-
nificant effects on Obama’s political outcomes. Winfrey’s involvement 
increased the share of the vote and the campaign contributions received 
by Obama, as well as the overall level of voter participation.”106

On the day of the 2008 New Hampshire primary campaign, pub-
lisher and activist Gloria Steinem penned an op-ed in the New York 
Times that directly addressed the gender-race battle. Titled “Women 
Are Never Front-Runners,” she wrote that the racial barrier in politics 
is taken more seriously than the sex barrier. She listed specific reasons 
why this was so, including the (mistaken) association between human 
nature and sexism and how men react to women who are powerful. She 
also said, “I’m not advocating a competition for who have it toughest. 
The caste systems of sex and race are interdependent and can only be 
uprooted together. . . . Both [Obama and Clinton] will need a coalition 
of outsiders to win a general election.”107

Although Steinem denied that she was pushing a battle between 
who was the greatest underdog, it certainly seemed that way to some. 
For example, Richard Slotkin responded angrily to her op-ed in this 
way: “for Steinem to indulge in competitive victimology is inane and 
self-defeating—the sort of academic exercise that divides progressives 
who have fought against both racism and sexism.”108 Rachael Noguera 
wrote, “This is an old argument to pit the ism of gender versus race. 
Sadly white feminists are still stuck in this debate from the 70s.”109

The generational divide was vital in understanding how the gender-
race battle played out, ultimately to Obama’s advantage. Author Gwen 
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Ifill recounted the observations of Dianne Bystrom, the director of the 
Women and Politics Center at Iowa State University:110 She “noticed 
that young women, in particular, did not necessarily consider it a test of 
sisterhood to embrace sixty-year-old Hillary Clinton.”111 It was women 
who propelled Obama to victory in Iowa, the state that made him the 
candidate to catch. Obama won 35 percent of the women Democratic 
caucus participants to Clinton’s 30 percent. This was significant because 
57 percent of the participants were women.112

Could Obama be considered the underdog after his Iowa victory? 
National polling from January until late February 2008 found Clinton 
and Obama relatively close to each other during this time. However, 
from late February until late May 2008, Obama led Clinton in most 
national polls.113 Thus from late February on, Obama could no longer 
be considered the national underdog to win the nomination.

The date when Obama turned into the clear frontrunner was 
February 5 or Super Tuesday. He won thirteen states to Clinton’s ten.114 
Although the contests that day were split almost evenly, the momen-
tum had swung to Obama. As liberal blogger Markos Moulitsas Zúñiga 
stated on February 6: “it should be obvious that the race has shifted and 
the Clinton campaign is reeling and Obama is now the front-runner. 
Obama is going to lead in pledged delegates after Super Tuesday.”115

It was around this time where Hillary’s campaign experimented with 
portraying her as the underdog. For example, right before the Super 
Tuesday Kansas caucus, Dan Lykins, the Kansas Democratic Party trea-
surer (and Clinton supporter), brought up the David and Goliath anal-
ogy. Guess who was David? Hillary Clinton.116

After Super Tuesday, however, Hillary Clinton’s campaign tried 
to embrace the underdog image in a more programmatic fashion. On 
February 6, the Clinton campaign made a conference call to reporters 
where they tried to pin the label of establishment candidate on Obama. 
Was this a tactical move, or did it ref lect the reality of the campaign as 
it stood then? Both. Clinton wanted to lower the expectations of how 
she would do over the next few contests. As Brian Montopoli blogged, 
“If Clinton the ‘underdog’ loses those races, it’s a lesser blow than if 
Clinton the ‘frontrunner’ does.”117 Later that day, however, she also 
revealed that she had lent her campaign $5 million in late January.118 
That could indicate that she was expecting to lose, unless she infused her 
campaign with money.

While acknowledging his better position as a result of the Super 
Tuesday results, the Obama campaign would not cede the underdog 
image to Hillary: “Two weeks ago we were a big underdog . . . Now we 
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are a slight underdog.”119 The remarkable success of Obama’s fund-
raising would seem to contradict Obama’s claim that he was still the 
underdog. Obama raised $32 million in January alone. He also raised 
$5.8 million within 24 hours after Super Tuesday. By contrast, Hillary 
Clinton raised just $13 million in January.120

The most difficult moment of the nomination campaign for Obama 
was in March, when controversial videos of his pastor Reverend Wright 
appeared on ABC News and the Internet. One of the most inf lamma-
tory was the following:

The United States of America government, when it came to treating her 
citizens of Indian descent fairly, she failed. She put them on reserva-
tions. When it came to treating her citizens of Japanese descent fairly, 
she failed. She put them in internment prison camps. When it came to 
treating her citizens of African descent fairly, America failed. She put 
them in chains, the government put them on slave quarters, put them on 
auction blocks, put them in cotton field, put them in inferior schools, 
put them in substandard housing, put them in scientific experiments, 
put them in the lowest paying jobs, put them outside the equal protec-
tion of the law, kept them out of their racist bastions of higher education 
and locked them into positions of hopelessness and helplessness. The 
government gives them the drugs, builds bigger prisons, passes a three-
strike law and then wants us to sing “God Bless America.” No, no, no, 
not God Bless America. God damn America—that’s in the Bible—for 
killing innocent people. God damn America, for treating our citizens as 
less than human.121

Those words stung. It cut to the core of white guilt—that the United 
States was hypocritical in practicing its ideals and had not lived up to 
the self-image that is taught to its schoolchildren. The media pounced 
on Wright’s remarks and suddenly the rising young star was in trouble. 
What would Obama do?

Obama decided to tackle the controversy directly, with a speech he 
made in Philadelphia on March 18. Obama called Wright’s contentious 
comments divisive and wrong. He also sought to place the political storm 
that had been created in historical context. He talked about moving for-
ward, acknowledging the righteousness of black anger and the need to 
relate the grievances associated with it to the broader American commu-
nity: “For the African-American community, that path means embrac-
ing the burdens of our past without becoming victims of our past. It 
means continuing to insist on a full measure of justice in every aspect of 
American life. But it also means binding our particular grievances—for 
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better health care, and better schools, and better jobs—to the larger 
aspirations of all Americans—the white woman struggling to break the 
glass ceiling, the white man whose been laid off, the immigrant trying 
to feed his family.”122

Obama also spoke to white anger: “a similar anger exists within 
segments of the white community. Most working- and middle-class 
white Americans don’t feel that they have been particularly privileged 
by their race. Their experience is the immigrant experience—as far 
as they’re concerned, no one’s handed them anything, they’ve built it 
from scratch. They’ve worked hard all their lives, many times only to 
see their jobs shipped overseas or their pension dumped after a lifetime 
of labor.”123

Obama empathized with blacks and whites. Writer Robert Creamer 
labeled his speech a political home run. In particular, he “made it clear to 
all who listened that he was absolutely ‘on their side.’ He demonstrated 
a knowledge and empathy for both sides of the racial equation.”124 
Empathy is a core part of the underdog appeal. Obama demonstrated 
both the width and the depth of his empathy with this speech.

Obama also rhetorically joined the plight of blacks as underdogs to 
the need for national unity:

In the white community, the path to a more perfect union means 
acknowledging that what ails the African-American community does 
not just exist in the minds of black people; that the legacy of discrimina-
tion—and current incidents of discrimination, while less overt than in 
the past—are real and must be addressed. Not just with words, but with 
deeds—by investing in our schools and our communities; by enforcing 
our civil rights laws and ensuring fairness in our criminal justice sys-
tem; by providing this generation with ladders of opportunity that were 
unavailable for previous generations.125

A more perfect union would not only tangibly help the conditions of 
black economic underdogs, but it would also strengthen the American 
political creed. Some political scientists thought that, no matter how 
brilliant the speech was, Obama still might not get past the divisiveness 
of race. Stephen Schneck: “The Philly speech was strong, but one won-
dered if it is enough . . . . nothing in American politics is more divisive or 
more volatile than race: not political parties, not ideology, not abortion, 
not gun rights, not war and peace.” Susan B. Hansen: “I’m afraid the 
dilemma for Obama is that the more he talks about race being unim-
portant or transcended, the more important it will become to the media 
and voters’ perceptions.”126
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Obama was forced to talk about race again in late April when 
Reverend Wright made some new controversial comments. Wright 
claimed his sermons were being distorted and that the black church 
was being attacked.127 To make matters worse, in late May a guest pas-
tor at Trinity United Church of Christ made additional controversial 
statements. Rev. Michael Pf leger claimed Hillary Clinton was crying 
(right before the New Hampshire primary) because “a black man [was] 
stealing my show.” Later that month, Obama and his wife Michelle for-
mally withdrew their membership from the church where Wright had 
preached, Trinity United Church of Christ.128

Hillary and Obama fought an extraordinarily close battle throughout 
the spring of 2008. It was not until early June when Obama clinched 
the nomination.129 How did he win? Perhaps the most significant reason 
was his early opposition to the Iraq War. The boldness and clarity of his 
position provided a sharp contrast with Hillary Clinton.

Iraq

In October 2002, Obama made his famous speech where he came out 
against the looming invasion of Iraq. He thought the upcoming war 
was unintelligent and ideological: “I am opposed to a dumb war . . . I am 
opposed to . . . the cynical attempt by Richard Perle and Paul Wolfowitz 
and other armchair, weekend warriors . . . to shove their own ideologi-
cal agendas down our throats.” He also believed the upcoming war was 
partisan: “I am opposed to . . . the attempt by political hacks like Karl 
Rove to distract us from a rise in the uninsured, a rise in the poverty 
rate . . . [and] a drop in the median income.”130 Later that month, U.S. 
Senator Hillary Clinton voted for the war.131

The Iraq War became a major issue during the nomination battle. 
Clinton refused to unambiguously admit that she made a mistake in 
voting for the war.132 This was not a casual decision by her; it was made 
because of her belief in executive leadership and political calculations.133 
The political angle was obvious as Democratic consultant Bob Shrum 
explains, “I think there’s this tremendous desire in her campaign not to 
get into a position where you’re identified with traditional Democratic 
views.”134 Translation: the 2008 Democratic Presidential nominee can-
not be seen as weak on national security.

In what ways was Obama’s opposition to the Iraq war an underdog 
position? Was it a stance that could contribute to an electoral defeat? 
To a key part of the electorate, his initial antiwar speech was not an 
underdog position. According to Michael Crowley of the New Republic, 
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his stance was a popular one with liberals in the 2004 Democratic pri-
mary for the Illinois U.S. Senate seat. Obama was eyeing that nomina-
tion. Liberals were part of the coalition that Obama was trying to put 
together.135 Obama’s stance was not even an underdog position within 
Illinois: state-wide polling in 2002 found that only 17 percent believed 
the United States should attack Iraq regardless of support from allies. 
Approximately 69 percent were against any attack, or believed an attack 
should be started only with allied support.136

His October 2002 position on the Iraq War matched the mood of 
the nation in this way: even though there was substantial support for 
using force on Iraq, there was no national majority support for a unilat-
eral invasion of Iraq.137 It did not correlate with the national mood in 
another way: Obama’s choice of words and his presence at an antiwar 
rally did not complement the “rally around the f lag” syndrome that the 
Bush Administration was trying to create within the country.

Fundamentally, Obama’s initial stand on the Iraq War was core 
underdog. A politician who wore a lapel pin that said, “war is not an 
option,” and attended a rally that featured a marching skeleton138 is usu-
ally not thought of as presidential timber. How did those images har-
monize with the public perception of what a commander in chief looks 
like? If one planed to limit their political career to a safely liberal con-
gressional district, or perhaps to a U.S. Senate seat, then these images 
were not a major concern. But could a future president speak out against 
a looming war with the following words? “We may have occasion in our 
lifetime to once again rise up in defense of our freedom, and pay the 
wages of war. But we ought not—we will not—travel down that hellish 
path blindly. Nor should we allow those who would march off and pay 
the ultimate sacrifice, who would prove the full measure of devotion 
with their blood, to make such an awful sacrifice in vain.”139

Isn’t he inferring that future U.S. casualties of an Iraq War could be 
in vain? That sounds similar to George McGovern in 1972 or Howard 
Dean in 2003. It is also potentially explosive, as political philoso-
pher Michael Walzer wrote in Just and Unjust Wars: it “seems impor-
tant to say of those who die in war that they did not die in vain. And 
when we can’t say that, or think we can’t, we mix our mourning with 
anger.”140

In February 2007, Obama was more direct; he told an Iowa audience, 
“We ended up launching a war that should have never been authorized, 
and should never been waged, and on which we have now spent $400 
billion, and have seen over 3,000 lives of the bravest young Americans 
wasted.”141 He later said his statement was a “slip of the tongue.”142 At a 
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July 2007 debate in Charleston, South Carolina, he said that American 
troops were not dying in vain in Iraq.143

Obama would have jeopardized his presidential candidacy by stating 
that Americans were dying in vain in Iraq. Why? Because that would 
have been too raw, a cut too close to the bone for many Americans. How 
does one publicly admit the futility of thousands of military deaths and 
simultaneously get elected as commander in chief of the military? That’s 
a mission impossible. In this way, he chose not to start a fight that he 
would lose. In this respect, he did not embrace the underdog position.

Some believe that his anti-Iraq War stand was the biggest factor 
in his party nomination victory. Author Justin Raimondo wrote in 
February 2008 that “This is the real source of Obama’s streak of solid 
victories . . . It’s all about his opposition to the Iraq War.”144 Political 
analyst Chuck Todd believed that Obama’s position on Iraq is what 
“gave him his initial presidential credibility” and that Iraq could have 
drove him to his nomination victory.145 Stephen Zunes, professor of 
politics at the University of San Francisco, viewed the results of the race 
from another angle: “The most significant reason Clinton lost . . . was 
Iraq. . . . If Clinton had apologized for her vote or come out against the 
war earlier . . . she would have probably won the nomination.”146

Nomination Campaign Strategy

Another key part of his success was the resources he put into caucus 
states. Hillary Clinton paid comparatively little attention to them.147 
Many of these caucus states were states that were either toss-ups in the 
general election or trended Republican (“red” states).

The campaign’s deliberate targeting of Democratic voters in “red” 
states was critical to his win. These are the true underdogs of the 
Democratic Party as a party; voters who usually see their candidates lose 
and are mostly forgotten by their party’s presidential campaigns. Many 
of them are Democrats who reside in states that are sparsely populated 
and usually vote Republican in November. Like Idaho Democrats. Or 
Kansas Democrats.

Consider Idaho. The recent atmosphere for Democrats there has 
been bleak. Writing in 2005, James B. Weatherly and Randy Stapilus 
detected a negative feedback loop: “Democrats . . . have suffered from 
diminishing expectations as losses have led to expectations of loss—and 
a resulting diminished ability to field quality candidates, raise money 
and find volunteer help. News media reports, not only opinion columns 
but also news articles in Idaho, often describe Democratic candidates, 
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even many months ahead of the election, as longshots or underdogs. 
That further undercuts Democrats’ ability to compete.”148

Nevertheless, Obama had twenty paid staff members in the state 
while it has been speculated that Hillary Clinton had none.149 Obama 
came to Boise right before the caucus and drew almost 15,000 people 
to an arena.150 Kathie Brack was at the arena and was surprised that 
Obama had come to the state: “It never happens . . . Everybody just 
gives up on Idaho.”151 Everybody, that is, except for candidates who are 
attracted to underdogs.

Obama won the February 5 caucus with 79 percent of the vote and 
15 (out of 18) delegates.152 The last time Idaho voted for a Democrat 
for president was 1964.153 The recollections of Kootenai County caucus 
attendee Logan Stoodley ref lect the enthusiasm and idealism that makes 
underdogs attractive to so many people: “I listened as Obama won 1015 
votes (81%) in Kootenai County . . . in this room full of pasty white 
people, Barack Obama kicked ass. . . . In a staunchly Republican area, 
over 1000 people came in support of a Democratic candidate . . . I think 
that Obama can win Idaho. I honestly do, and with Clinton off on 
the ‘caucus states don’t matter and that the small red states don’t mat-
ter’ diatribe, I am proud that my candidate of choice sees that this is 
wrong.”154

Kansas had not voted Republican for president since 1964 either. 
Before that, the last time the state voted for a Democrat president was in 
1936.155 In late January, Obama came to El Dorado, Kansas, the home 
of his maternal grandmother. He spoke to a crowd at Butler County 
Community College, where he was endorsed by Democratic Governor 
Kathleen Sebelius. A young African American college student who 
attended the rally spoke about the importance of Obama’s appearance 
and campaign: “This is something this community wouldn’t usually get 
during an election year . . . We’ve all lived in Kansas our whole lives, so 
we know what the whole ‘red state’ thing is about. This is the first time 
someone from the Democrats is really trying to do something for the 
state of Kansas. It’s about time.”156

Obama devoted more resources to Kansas than Clinton did. In 
January 2008, the Clinton campaign had three organizers in Kansas 
while Obama had 18.157 Obama handily defeated Clinton in the 
February 5 caucus 74 to 16 percent.158

Obama’s plan to win “red” states was not a dreamy attempt to equal-
ize the importance of Democratic voters in the party’s nomination pro-
cess. Instead, it was part of a well-thought out, and highly pragmatic, 
strategy to win. He successfully tapped into the feelings of isolation and 
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unimportance that many red state Democrats experience, vis-à-vis their 
party’s presidential candidates. Many red state Democrats just wanted 
to be acknowledged; Obama did just that by personally campaigning in 
many of these states.

Was he “using” the feelings of perceived discrimination by red 
state Democrats to further his own goal of winning the nomination? 
Absolutely. However, this is not as Machiavellian as it might seem. It is 
evident that empathy is an important part of what makes him who he 
is. Moreover, his biography provided numerous instances in which he 
acted on his empathy. He seemed to have satisfied the need for recogni-
tion by these underdogs just by his very presence.

In this way, Obama can be seen as Rorschach test. As writer Roger 
L. Simon puts it, “You get to project on him what you think he is or 
what you want him to be.”159 Many Democrats in Idaho and Kansas 
wanted to see him as their hero; finally a Democratic presidential 
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candidate who acknowledged their existence. In terms of recognition, 
there was at least a little less inequality for the forgotten, red state 
Democrats.

Obama attracted a lot of small donors to his campaign. The numbers 
were startling. In the second quarter of 2007, Obama raised approxi-
mately $11 million in small donations of less than $200. This contrasted 
with Hillary Clinton’s $2.3 million from small donors in the same quar-
ter.160 This helped energize his underdog image as a Democratic presi-
dential candidate who was attracting the support of people who could 
only afford to pay $10, $25, or $50. If he got elected, maybe he might 
pay more attention, and more important act upon, the concerns of the 
nonrich. Perhaps equality and fairness would make their way into more 
public policies should Obama get elected.

These numbers impressed his competitors and dazzled the media. 
How they were created is instructive in understanding how his under-
dog image was created. Obama attracted large crowds throughout 2007. 
On one occasion, he spoke to 10,000 people in Oakland, California. 
$40,000 was spent that day on buttons, baseball caps, and other para-
phernalia. Every person who bought an item that day was listed as a 
contributor.161 See figure 8.1 for the formula.

Fundraising and the Internet

Another way that the Obama campaign bolstered his underdog image 
was through his use of the Internet. His campaign hired talented peo-
ple who were instrumental in harnessing it for political support and 
donations. For example, the staff included Facebook cofounder Chris 
Hughes, and Joe Rospars, who had worked for Howard Dean’s 2004 
presidential race. Writing in October 2008, journalist Mark Hennessey 
described how the campaign Web site empowered supporters: “its real 
genius has been to involve supporters as fund-raisers themselves. They 
can set up their own page, set a fund-raising target for themselves and 
then approach friends via e-mail, again and again if necessary, to get 
them to contribute.”162

The Obama online campaign, known as Triple O, was hugely suc-
cessful. The numbers were staggering. In excess of $500 million was 
raised in this campaign. This was made up of $6.5 million in dona-
tions and three million individual contributors, with $80 as the average 
gift.163 Online social networking sites were also used extensively; Obama 
had 2,379,102 Facebook supporters and 833,161 Myspace friends. This 
compares to John McCain’s 620,359 Facebook supporters and 217,811 
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Myspace friends. Obama also had many more Twitter followers than 
McCain: 112,474 to 4,603.164

The use of the Internet can be interpreted as a great equalizing force 
in politics. All you needed was access to a personal computer to build 
support for your candidate. This was power exercised by millions of 
people who did not necessarily need to leave their home. Although the 
campaign also had its share of large donors who contributed through 
the traditional high-priced dinners, supporters did not need to attend 
them in order to make a difference. Small donors were not at such a 
great disadvantage, vis-à-vis political power, as they might have been 
before the widespread use of online political contributions.

The link between underdogs and contributors to Obama’s campaign 
was centered on quantity and method. Obama’s campaign represented 
a noticeable shift for recent Democratic presidential candidates in 
both the sheer number of contributors and how people contributed. 
As Obama fundraiser Mark Gorenberg observed in 2008: “If the 
typical Gore event was 20 people in a living room writing six-figure 
checks . . . and the Kerry event was 2,000 people in a hotel ballroom 
writing four-figure checks, this year for Obama we have stadium rallies 
of 20,000 people who pay absolutely nothing, and then go home and 
contribute a few dollars online.”165

Although the image of Obama’s donors was that of the “ordi-
nary guy,”166 the reality was more complicated. The conceptual link 
with political equality is, of course, contingent upon the availability 
of computer use to people with limited financial resources, such as 
economic underdogs. In addition, a report by the Campaign Finance 
Institute found that only about 25 percent of his contributions “came 
from donors whose total contributions aggregated to $200 or less.” 
Moreover, contributions from large donors to his campaign outpaced 
small donations by 80 percent.167 Some of Obama’s most important 
contributors were “bundlers,” whose job was to put together a large 
amount of money in one place from individual small donations. As 
of August 2008, $63.2 million (at a minimum) was raised by 561 of 
them for Obama.168

In what way does this fund-raising represent the interests of the eco-
nomically disadvantaged? Aren’t these people the functional equivalent 
of George W. Bush’s “Pioneers,” “Rangers,” and “Super Rangers,” an 
elite group of Republican fundraisers who helped in his 2000 and 2004 
presidential elections?169

Furthermore, Obama also decided to not accept public financing for 
the general election campaign.170 Although he never stated that he would 
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actually use the system, he did say he would “aggressively pursue an 
agreement with the Republican nominee to preserve a publicly financed 
general election.”171 He was harshly criticized by some, including jour-
nalist Liz Sidoti: “Barack Obama chose winning over his word. . . . The 
chance to financially swamp John McCain—and maneuver for an enor-
mous general election advantage—proved too great an allure.”172 The 
philosophy behind public financing of presidential elections was pure 
reform; it was set up (at least in part) in response to Richard Nixon’s 
actions in his 1972 reelection campaign. It was designed to lessen the 
inf luence of money on elections, a goal that would, by definition, help 
economic underdogs.

From another perspective, however, his quest for the White House 
did remodel campaign finance—just not in the way that many liberal 
reformers envisioned. Writing in June 2008, Joshua Green observed, 
“In a sense, Obama represents a triumph of campaign-finance reform. 
He has not, of course, gotten the money out of politics . . . But he has 
realized the reformers’ big goal of ending the system whereby a hand-
ful of rich donors control the political process. He has not done this by 
limiting money but by adding much, much more of it—democratizing 
the system by f looding it with so many new contributors that their 
combined effect dilutes the old guard to the point that it scarcely poses 
any threat.”173

It is difficult to show a consistent analytical link between how the 
Obama campaign was financed and the concept of the underdog. There 
is evidence to suggest both the embrace of the underdog spirit and a 
pull back from it. The crux of the analytical inconsistency is centered 
on money. Can underdog interests be successfully fought for if one gets 
to office via huge sums of private money, even if that money is raised in 
small amounts and by means of decentralization?

Nonetheless, the importance of the Internet to his operation cannot 
be overstated. After the campaign was over, Chris Hughes commented 
on the transformational potential of the Internet on politics: “What 
we’ve learned . . . is that there’s huge potential for people that haven’t 
been involved in politics to discover that, yes, this is something that 
impacts me. Even before I joined the campaign, the fundamental prem-
ise was to help put the political process into people’s own hands. That 
was the value from the start of the campaign, that was the value at the 
end of the campaign, and it’s not going away.”174

Showing citizens that politics does affect them and taking away 
(slowly and incompletely) the power that traditional elites have on 
the political process are significant political developments. They are 
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underdog concepts, in that they are expected to be ultimately unsuc-
cessful. They may be high ideals that conform to the American political 
creed, but many believe they just do not work.

There are powerful forces that operate to obfuscate the link between 
politics and people. They may be

Ignorance:•  people do not want to become educated to learn about 
issues and controversies.
Fear:•  people do not want to see how politics affects them. Why? 
Because if they perceive the links, they might find it more difficult to 
rationalize their own political inaction.
Laziness:•  it is easier to let other people make decisions for the 
country.

Fighting to weaken the link between economic elites and their dis-
proportionate inf luence on the political process is another sure loser. 
Fear is at play here as well: many people are afraid that control of the 
political process, even if dislodged from forces that work to maintain 
the status quo, will not last. They do not want to be habitually set up for 
disappointment. So they refuse to believe that genuine change is ever 
possible. As the British rock band The Who sang in 1971, we “Won’t 
Get Fooled Again.”175

Cynicism

Another powerful force that conceals the link between politics and 
people is cynicism. The following laments from the politically disap-
pointed are commonplaces: “The game is rigged.” “Eventually, they 
find a way to maintain their power.” “They change the rules whenever 
they want.” English professor David Mazella wrote in The Making of 
Modern Cynicism, that “cynicism . . . provokes suspicion, anger, disillu-
sion, and distrust among those who care about politics.”176

Cynicism can also threaten democracy, or at least British democracy, 
according to a 2008 Study from the London School of Economics. Their 
Syntony (equilibrium and harmony177) research team was in the process 
of creating an index of cynicism. This index would use socioeconomic 
backgrounds, gender, race, religion, and age categories to classify the 
measurement of their emotional responses. A recent survey involving 
the Royal Society of Arts found that the average cynicism level for poli-
tics came in at 51 percent—higher than for the media (37 percent), life 
(31 percent), and business (30 percent).178
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Researcher Dr. Alain Samson stated that “our most important find-
ing suggested that people who did not vote were more likely to be cyni-
cal about the government than distrusting.” He believes that the price 
for this can be political disengagement. It could also lead to direct 
action and violence.179

Can the British study be analytically linked to American democ-
racy? There is not a direct link because British culture, history, and 
politics are obviously distinct from that of the United States. It is not 
unreasonable to suggest their research may have some important cor-
relations with the impact of cynicism on American democracy. After 
all, as author Duncan Watts writes in Understanding American Politics: 
A Comparative Guide: “the countries are linked by . . . a number of com-
mon ideals and values . . . there has been continuity of free and represen-
tative government, a preference for gradual rather than revolutionary 
change and a commitment to individual freedom.”180

Obama spoke about the power of cynicism at a meeting of the 
Democratic National Committee (DNC) meeting in February 2007:

Our rivals won’t be one another, and I would assert it won’t even be the 
other party. It’s going to be cynicism that we’re fighting against. It’s 
the cynicism that’s borne from decades of disappointment, amplified by 
talk radio and twenty-four-hour news cycles, reinforced by the relentless 
pounding of negative ads that have become the staple of modern politics. 
It’s a cynicism that asks us to believe that our opponents are never just 
wrong, but they’re bad; that our motives in politics can never be pure, 
that they’re only driven by power and by greed; that the challenges today 
aren’t just daunting, but they’re impossible.181

The most corrosive component of cynicism is how it can affect peo-
ple. It can generate, and perpetuate, a political discourse that is based 
on frightened self-censorship. As Obama said, “Too often, this cynicism 
makes us afraid to say what we believe. It makes us afraid. We don’t 
trust the truth.”182

If politicians do not trust themselves enough to tell the public the 
truth (as they see it), then on what basis can citizens make decisions as 
to whom to elect? A common saying is “In war, truth is the first causal-
ity.” “In politics, too,” a cynic may add. In this way, Obama is fighting 
for a core underdog concept; a belief that the majority of the voting 
public are ready to hear politicians speak their truth. Not only that, 
but that both election results and public policies will be affected by a 
discourse made up of contending truths, at least to a greater extent than 
it has recently been.
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Critics contend that this is bound to fail. It is a complete and funda-
mental misunderstanding of politics. Most people do not want to hear 
this; it would require the public to consciously set priorities and make 
difficult tradeoffs. It could also make visible the unstated assumptions 
that so much of politics is based on. It is easier for politicians to rule 
using deliberate exaggeration and needless complexity.

It is also easier for citizens to take the easy way out by using the 
utilitarian “they” as a way to generically describe the actions of politi-
cians and government. In that way, individuals do not have to make 
distinctions between policies, candidates, or parties. It is a method to 
avoid responsibility.

This fight against cynicism is bound to fall short and disappoint. 
Then why does Obama fight against cynicism? Because that is what 
underdogs do.

General Election

According to national polls, Obama was the front-runner for most of 
the general election campaign.183 McCain really was the underdog. He 
tried to communicate that image during the last few months of the 
campaign. Several headlines illustrate this point.

USA Today•  on August 22: “McCain casts himself as the ‘underdog’ 
in ‘08”184

The•  Guardian on October 14: “McCain plays valiant underdog as 
once-loyal south looks uncertain”185

The Independent•  on October 22: “ ‘Underdog’ McCain slams ‘confi-
dent’ rival”186

The tactic did not work. McCain never came back to win. Obama was 
elected president on November 4 with 52.9 percent of the popular vote 
and 67.8 percent of the Electoral College vote.187

In a television interview that aired in October 2008, Michelle Obama 
observed, “when he first decided to announce, no one thought he had 
any shot at winning this thing.”188 The truth was that the Obama cam-
paign represented, and appealed to, deeper elements of the underdog 
concept than John McCain did.

Obama’s election was an event that strengthened the story of America, 
at least the story that most people want to believe. British historian 
Tristram Hunt described what had occurred as a result of Obama: he 
“brings the narrative that everyone wants to return to—that America 
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is the land of extraordinary opportunity and possibility, where miracles 
happen.”189 The underdog had made history.

As President (So Far)

When he entered office (even during the transition), Barack Obama was 
faced with trying to manage a severe economic crisis. In the winter of 
2008–2009, the United States was experiencing a sharp economic down-
town that was traumatizing the nation. The most significant action that 
Obama took to help jumpstart the economy was his stimulus bill. Signed 
into law on February 17, 2009, the $787 billion package contained 
numerous provisions designed to help the economy.190According to the 
White House Council of Economic Advisors, they included “increased 
spending on programs like unemployment insurance and Food Stamps; 
checks to state and local governments . . . and direct government spend-
ing on infrastructure, education . . . [and] energy efficiency.”191 Many of 
these provisions helped the economically disadvantaged, most notably 
the unemployed and people who qualify for food stamps.

Obama also signed legislation that helped additional children get 
health insurance, a bill that made pay discrimination litigation easier to 
start, and one that greatly expanded the Americorps program.192

Perhaps the most explicit support of life’s underdogs came after 
Supreme Court Justice David Souter announced his retirement in the 
spring of 2009. President Obama talked about what characteristics he 
wanted to see in a new justice:

I will seek somebody with a sharp and independent mind and a record 
of excellence and integrity. I will seek someone who understands that 
justice isn’t about some abstract legal theory or footnote in a case book. 
It is also about how our laws affect the daily realities of people’s lives—
whether they can make a living and care for their families; whether 
they feel safe in their homes and welcome in their own nation. I view 
that quality of empathy, of understanding and identifying with people’s 
hopes and struggles as an essential ingredient for arriving at just deci-
sions and outcomes.193

There, he said it. Empathy. The E word. His use of the word set off 
an initial ideological panic among some conservatives. For example, 
Republican U.S. Senator Orrin Hatch was ostensibly confused about 
what Obama meant with the word: “What does that mean? Usually 
that’s a code word for an activist judge.”194 Conservatives also pointed 
to Obama’s July 2007 talk to Planned Parenthood as evidence of his 
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dangerous disposition in viewing law within the prism of social class 
and power: “I think the Constitution can be interpreted in so many 
ways . . . . (including one) that says that the courts are the refuge of the 
powerless, because oftentimes they may lose in the democratic back-
and-forth. They may be locked out and prevented from fully participat-
ing in the democratic process.”195

Then he mentioned empathy again to describe how law applies to 
different types of people: “we need somebody who’s got . . . the empathy 
to recognize what it’s like to be a young, teenaged mom; the empathy 
to understand what it’s like to be poor or African-American or gay or 
disabled or old. And that’s the criteria by which I’m going to be select-
ing my judges.”196

Orange County Register editorial writer Alan Brock does not like 
empathy being accentuated: “The goddess Justitia is depicted as blind-
folded to remind us that the law is supposed to be no respecter of per-
sons, that it shouldn’t matter whether a litigant is black, white, male, 
female, straight, gay, rich, poor, powerful, powerless. Justice consists of 
dispensing legal opinions impartially.”197

Republican National Committee Chairman Michael Steele was also 
troubled by Obama’s use of empathy: “Sounds like the president’s been 
watching Dr. Phil too much.”198 Meet the Press host David Gregory 
prodded Steele and DNC Chairman Tim Kaine into a debate on the 
controversy on May 17, 2009. Their back and forth is instructive in 
learning how each party views this core ingredient of the underdog 
concept:

Mr. Steele: You know, the, party of no is no to judges that are going to sit 
there and try to come up with some feel-good legislation, effectively, to 
feel sorry for me, a judge is there to look at the facts and apply the law and 
come up with the appropriate resolution. through their opinion. That’s 
not the role of a judge. A judge is not there He’s—I don’t have time for 
the judge to feel good or bad about an issue.

Gov. Kaine: But that’s not what the president ever said. He’s, he’s not . . . 
Mr. Steele: He said he’s empathetic. Go look up the definition.
Gov. Kaine: Right. I, I, I have. And . . . 
Mr. Steele: The definition is empathetic is, like, concerned about one’s 

feelings.
Mr. Gregory: All right.
Mr. Steele: I don’t want a judge to be concerned about my feelings.
Gov. Kaine: Well, if you guys are against empathy, just stand on that 

platform.
Mr. Steele: I’m not—it’s not—look, it’s not about . . . 
Gov. Kaine: Empathy is something we think’s a great value.
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Mr. Steele: Come on, Chairman, you know it’s not about being against 
empathy, it’s about applying the rule of law and having jurisprudence 
that you can trust, not a judge who may have had a bad day or be overly 
sensitive to my condition.”199

On May 26, 2009, Obama nominated Federal Appeals Court Judge 
Sonia Sotomayor to replace David Souter on the Supreme Court. 
Sotomayor’s personal story is classic underdog: she grew up in the Bronx 
and was raised in public housing. Her father died when she was nine 
and her mother worked as a nurse. She did well in school and received 
scholarships to Princeton and Yale.200

Sotomayor’s nomination was praised by many people for different rea-
sons. One reason was her empathy. Law professor Doug Kmiec: “In terms 
of legal training, the opposition will find it difficult to find any omis-
sion in preparation . . . [as] a trial judge for six years showing a meticu-
lous attention—and yes empathy—for the factual record as it affects real 
human lives.” Law professor Charles Ogletree: “I think she has all the 
characteristics that he talked about: empathy, experience, judgment.”201

Explicitly framed as a core issue for the party, empathy is all around 
for Democrats. The chair of the national party defended it and the 
Democratic president made his Supreme Court choice based partly on 
it. The proper role of empathy for a judge came up in Sotomayor’s sen-
ate conformation hearings. Republican Jeff Sessions of Alabama said, 
“Empathy for one party is always prejudice against another.” Empathy 
and bias could not be equated, according to Democratic defenders of 
Sotomayor. Democrat Herb Kohl of Wisconsin said, “Compassion does 
not mean bias or lack of impartiality. It is meant to remind us that the law 
is more than an intellectual game, and more than a mental exercise.”202 
In early August, 2009, Sotomayor was confirmed by the U.S. Senate 
and was sworn into the Supreme Court shortly afterward.203

Could embracing empathy for underdogs ever have a political down-
side? Absolutely—when support for them becomes viewed as accepting 
their identity as victims. That has been, and continues to be, the trap 
for Democrats. There is another trap for Democrats, when the pull of 
memory eclipses the necessity of reform.

Conclusion

Balancing the Relationship between Sympathy and Victimization

A potential drawback in sympathizing with the underdog is that one 
can too easily fall into the trap of becoming a victim. Victims and 
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government do not go well together. Victims look to the government 
for support, money, apologies, and programs. Victims create more 
victims. Interest-group liberalism is a key factor in this vicious circle, 
according to law professor Patrick M. Garry: “Interest-group liberalism 
has allowed, or at least tolerated, certain groups to define themselves 
as ‘victims.’ Such a definition . . . keeps the group in a perpetual state 
of self-righteous anger and self-pity. Groups have found that, within 
interest-group liberalism, political power lies in proving that they are 
indeed victims. Yet the maintenance of this power requires that the vic-
tims continue celebrating their victimization, which in turn leads other 
groups . . . to compete for power by defining themselves as victims.”204

Because Democrats are associated with interest-group liberalism, any 
harm it may have brought to the country is blamed on the party. People 
who do not see themselves as victims quite naturally begin to resent 
government when they see their tax dollars increasingly being spent on 
programs meant to answer the needs of victims.

This brings us to the core ideological quandary for Democrats: how 
does the party champion the cause of the underdog without allowing 
their emotional identification with them to overshadow the need to pro-
mote individual empowerment? The key is moderation. The famous line 
of former U.S. Federal Reserve System Chairman William McChesney 
Martin concerning the Federal Reserve’s role is appropriate: “to take 
away the punch bowl just when the party gets going.”205 According to 
economist Martin Feldstein, the object of taking away the punch bowl 
was “to slow the economy down to prevent inf lation.”206

Democrats need to watch how much they drink from the punch bowl 
of sympathy. If they drink too much, their heartfelt empathy with the 
people who have been discriminated against can turn into a drunken 
wallowing. The object of taking away the punch bowl is to not allow the 
public expression of grievances to create societal compassion fatigue.

Balancing the Relationship between Memory and Reform

A lot of Democrats are political romantics; they look to the past for 
their ideological inspiration and guidance. Some conservatives have 
noticed this link and find it immoral. In 2000, writer Michael Beran 
noted, “The civil union between a Romantic exaltation of public power 
and the policies of the Democratic party—a union over which FDR 
presided-continues to exercise a corrupting inf luence on the hearts of 
the party’s tribunes. Not even the most fervent New Democrat rhetoric 
has succeeded in exorcising the Democrats’ Romantic ghosts.”207
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Beran is insightful; Democrats are attracted to supporting a roman-
tic hero for President. FDR’s four elections and expansion of govern-
mental power was unprecedented in American political history. It is 
quite natural for Democrats to be drawn back to past successes. It is 
just that liberal Democrats do not see a union between their party and 
public power as corrupt. In addition, there are no romantic ghosts, just 
guiding spirits.

The party, however, can remember too much. If reform is the core 
goal for liberals in the Democratic Party, the power of memory must 
be disciplined. Excessively looking back to “the good old days” of past 
electoral and legislative victories, can blind the party to what needs 
reform now.

Nonetheless, Democrats cannot turn their back on the underdog. 
Fighting for underdog causes is what helps define the party. President 
Obama defended the need for health care reform with a bipartisan spin 
in a speech to a joint session of Congress on September 9, 2009: “con-
cern and regard for the plight of others—is not a partisan feeling. It is 
not a Republican or a Democratic feeling. It . . . is part of the American 
character. Our ability to stand in other people’s shoes.”208 He is talking 
about empathy. While empathy is not partisan, it is Democrats who 
have most consistently fought to act upon its impulses. This was shown 
again in the fall and early winter of 2009, as the debate on health care 
reform intensified. Exactly one Republican voted for the final House 
and Senate bills that were passed in late 2009.

The core issue that President Obama and the Democrats face over 
this issue is the societal toleration of inequality in health care.209 In 
early November 2009, retired physician Larry Donohue recognized 
the challenge that our nation faced: “we have a historic opportunity 
to clarify where we will draw the line on tolerance for health care 
access inequality. Should the line be where inequality crosses into 
inequity?”210

Most Democrats would answer yes; that is where the line should be 
drawn. But when, precisely, does inequality turn into inequity? That 
is a difficult question that is at the root of many issues. Nonetheless, 
Democrats should not shy away from trying to answer it. And under-
dogs can be thankful that they keep trying.
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