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Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens
can change the world; indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has.

—President Jed Bartlet in Aaron Sorkin’s The West
Wing (originally attributed to Margaret Mead)

“There is so little one can do.” [Pause.] “One does it all.” [Pause.]
“All one can.”

—Winnie in Samuel Beckett’s Happy Days
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PROLOGUE

Welcome to the Campaigns

At 7:55 P.M. we stop calling, and the campaign office is suddenly quiet. Nobody seems to know what will happen next. People just sit in front of their phones. After a few minutes, somebody says quietly, “It’s eight o’clock.” The polls are closing now. There is nothing more we can do.

People begin to get up; some start talking; a few grab snacks from the table in the volunteer room. Kesari, one of the field organizers, goes around hugging people. She has tears in her eyes as she says, again and again, “I can’t believe it’s over!” She is hoarse from exhaustion and from making hundreds of phone calls. Someone turns up the volume on the TV, but all the news is about the presidential election. Nobody seems to care. We want to know what will happen here, in New Jersey. We want to know if Linda Stender will be the next House Representative from the 7th district.

By now there are mostly staffers left in the office, along with a handful of volunteers who have stuck around until the end. The field director comes out from the back room and asks all the field organizers to go with him. They will be getting the returns from around the district and comparing them to their vote goals. Everybody else is told to go to the Crowne Plaza Hotel in Clark, where the “election night celebration” will be. (The staffers consider it hubris to call something a victory party.)

I drive with Philip, one of the volunteers. He says, “I can’t remember the last time I made so many calls.” We have both been on the phones for a couple of hours straight. He came back to the office from his last canvass around 6:00 P.M., having knocked on doors for two hours after getting off work. Upon his return, he was put straight onto the phones. I have walked two shifts with different partners myself and have also made calls this evening. We are but a drop in an ocean. Hundreds of people have knocked on doors and made phone calls for Stender and the Democratic Party in this district, not only today, but every day for the last couple of months. Some of these people are campaign staffers, many volunteers, several hundreds have worked as paid part-timers, and more have been mobilized by allies in the labor movement and elsewhere.

Philip and I get to the hotel and make our way to the room booked for the campaign. About fifty people have already arrived, including five journalists and two camera crews. More people are filing in. The reporters circulate among the guests, but no one seems to want to talk to them. Everybody is watching the two TV sets, one tuned in to CNN for national politics, the other to News12, a local cable news channel covering this race and another competitive contest in southern New Jersey. I scan the crowd and recognize most of the people. The finance staff is here, a couple of local elected officials and party regulars, some guys from the union locals who have supported Stender all the way, at least a dozen volunteers, and two or three people who have worked on the paid canvass. The finance director says quietly to me, “She’s upstairs with her family, waiting for the returns.” A few precincts have already started to report. The news is not too good. Leonard Lance, the Republican candidate, is up by ten points or more in most areas. The atmosphere is growing tense, but we are still waiting to hear from some of the Democratic base areas—there is still hope for Stender.

Around ten, the field organizers start filling in at the back of the room, carrying drinks. They look like they are attending a funeral. They clearly know something we do not. I get myself a drink and find Jack, the volunteer coordinator. He is crushed. “We lost the undecided eight to one. I can’t fucking believe it. We are the worst campaign in America.” I protest that it’s not over yet, but he says, “No, we have an internal poll that we didn’t tell anyone about, and I’ve seen the returns—it is over. We spent three million dollars and blew it. We suck.”

Our conversation at the back of the room is beginning to draw attention from those around us. Many people are still waiting to see the final results on TV. Someone says, “As long as Woodbridge hasn’t reported, there’s still hope.” Jack shakes his head and whispers to me, “We’ll lose by ten.” The minutes tick by. Seventy percent of the precincts have reported now and Stender is nine points down. Jack is right. It’s over.

At about ten-thirty, News12 cuts to broadcast Lance’s acceptance speech. A few people hiss and boo, but halfheartedly. A few minutes later Stender enters the room with her family in tow. She gets a standing ovation, lasting several minutes. People are chanting, “Linda! Linda! Linda!” stamping their feet, and applauding. She delivers a brief concession speech, thanking us for our support, congratulating Lance on his victory, and saying she had hoped things would have ended differently.

In short, she says what she is supposed to say; it’s nothing special—except for the self-control it takes when years of hard work, constant compromises, and personal sacrifices have come to nothing. Stender’s eyes are moist as she speaks. I feel a lump in my throat. Several people in the audience are crying. And then it’s over. Stender leaves and people start to get up. Philip says, “I gotta go work tomorrow. I think I’ll call it a night.” Jack says, “It’s not even eleven!” Jack has nothing to do tomorrow. His job here is done.

I notice on the CNN news ticker that Connecticut’s 4th district, the other area where I have done my research on political campaigns, has been called for the Democrat Jim Himes. It feels somewhat inappropriate, given the mood here, but I step out to make a few calls to congratulate some of the staffers and volunteers who have worked for Himes. The corridor is quiet; a janitor is picking up some empty glasses. For him, I guess, this is just another night at the Crowne Plaza Hotel. Most of the people I get through to in the Connecticut district are simply euphoric. One staffer is more contemplative. He says, “When they called it for us, I had this sick feeling inside. I was sure it was a mistake—you know, ‘Dewey Defeats Truman.’ I was so sure we would lose this.” He is the only one who asks how the “Stender people” are doing. I don’t know quite what to tell him.

I get off the phone, write a few notes about my conversations, and return to the “election night celebration.” That, too, is over. Most people have left. The lights are up. There are empty chairs everywhere, crumbled snacks on the carpet, and a little bit of confetti in a corner. (Someone must have thought there would be something to actually celebrate.) It all looks so sad to me. The staffers have retreated to the hotel bar. I go to join them, and we all get more drinks. People start talking about the future, about what’s next. At the stroke of midnight the room grows quiet as the CNN cameras zoom in on a family of four who have stepped out in front of a quarter of a million people in Grant Park, Chicago. The bartender cranks up the volume, and we hear Barack Obama speak: “If there is anyone out there who still doubts that America is a place where all things are possible, who still wonders if the dream of our founders is alive in our time, who still questions the power of our democracy, tonight is your answer.” Kesari’s eyes are glued to the screen. She says quietly, “I’m so happy.” The field director says, “Yeah, that’s great, but it’s not my victory. I still lost tonight.”

* * *

This book is not about Linda Stender or Jim Himes, or about winning or losing, but about the hundreds of thousands of phone calls and door knocks that campaigns and the people who work on them make in pursuit of victory. It is about how those calls and knocks work as a form of political communication, what the campaigns that generate them are like, and what it means for those involved. Thus it is also, ultimately, about American democracy.


CHAPTER 1

Personalized Political Communication in American Campaigns

EPISODE 1.1

Charlene is in her late thirties, African American, and looking for a job. Her home is in Bridgeport, Connecticut, a decaying, de-industrialized city with an unemployment rate over 10 percent and about 20 percent of the population living below the poverty line. Right now she is making ten dollars an hour canvassing for the Connecticut Democrats’ coordinated campaign—and gets a gas card every week too. “It helps pay the bills,” she says. She finished her Microsoft Office User Specialist class at Workforce, Inc., this afternoon, and since then we have been out walking door-to-door, talking to voters.

Charlene knocks on the door, holding her clipboard with the Jim Himes for Congress flyers and a map of the area in one hand and a PalmPilot with our script, walk sheet, and talking points in her other hand. I stand a couple of yards behind her, clutching my own clipboard and PDA (personal digital assistant), watching the house for any signs of life. We are about to leave when an elderly white woman opens the door. We know from our list that she is probably Anna Rizzo, a seventy-seven-year-old registered Democrat who lives here. She is our target because she is an infrequent voter. Ms. Rizzo leaves the door chain on, and asks, “What do you want?” Charlene says, “We’re here to tell you about Jim Himes, the Democratic congregational candidate.” I flinch as she says “congregational.” She has done it before, just as she again ignored the script we have been instructed to use. Ms. Rizzo closes the door without a word. We write her down as “Not Home.” She will be contacted again soon because she has been identified as a part of one of the target universes—sometimes called “lazy Democrats”—and because the campaign has her phone number and address.

“This is a bad list,” Charlene says to me as we walk toward our next target, a couple of houses down the street. “I can’t believe they’ve sent us out here. What a waste of time. Well, well—that’s their problem.”

EPISODE 1.2

It is late afternoon in Fanwood, New Jersey, Linda Stender’s hometown, a town she has served as mayor and state assemblywoman for years and now hopes to represent in Congress. Her campaign office is in a worn-down demolitionslated building just across from the train station. Today we are four people working the phones, calling voters to tell them about Stender and ask them a few questions about where they stand on the upcoming election. Everyone on the phones is a volunteer. All are well over sixty (except me). We sit in a room separate from where the staff works.

Paula gets what she calls “a live one,” her first since she arrived twenty minutes ago. So far she has just been leaving messages. She reads the first lines of her script to the voter, asking who he plans to vote for in the fall. It turns out he is leaning toward Stender’s opponent, state senator Leonard Lance. Paula immediately gets into an argument with him. “I can’t believe you want to vote for a Republican after what Bush has done to our country! Dragged us into a criminal war for oil, undermined the Constitution, handed over billions in tax cuts to the wealthiest!” They talk for a few minutes. From what we can hear, it is a spirited discussion.

After she puts down the phone, Paula says to the rest of us, “I can’t believe there are people out there who aren’t Democrats.” We all chuckle. Clearly, Stender’s campaign staffers and her outside consultants have an inkling that there are some voters in the district who aren’t Democrats. Stender ran as a progressive in 2006 and lost narrowly to the incumbent Republican, Mike Ferguson. This cycle she is running as a moderate for what is now an open seat, without using her party affiliation or the name of the Democratic presidential nominee in her literature and advertisements. But many of the volunteers still see her—and present her to voters—as the woman they support, “the old Linda.”
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