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The culture wars are over, and we won. Why an anti-gay, anti-abortion, anti-

immigration candidate never will be elected President again. By Ann Friedman

Victory
party

There’s an image that comes to mind when America thinks, Victory! 
You know the one. It’s black and white. A sailor—a male sailor, of 
course, because this was 1945—has one arm wrapped around the 
midsection of a pretty nurse. She’s wearing a white skirt and white 
tights and white shoes, one of which is kicked up behind her. 
They’re kissing in the middle of a street that’s crowded but not too 
crowded. Clean. 

It’s a joyous scene. On V-J day, photographer Alfred Eisenstaedt 
captured everything we believed America was about, everything 
we thought we’d fought for. A beautiful young white couple, with 
her locked in his protective embrace, presumably on the cusp of 
peaceful lives together. From this single photo, it’s almost possible 

to glimpse their future as a Life magazine spread: 
The modest but comfortable tract home in the 
suburbs, the 2.5 kids and the dog, the stable white-
collar job for him, the shiny new appliances for her. 
Church on Sundays. Vacations to Disneyland. 

A few weeks after Barack Obama was elected to 
another four years in the White House, Seattle 
photojournalist Meryl Schenker snapped a photo of 
a different blissful couple: two graying lumberjack 
types getting their marriage certificate in 
Washington state. They’re both men’s men, with 
big bushy beards, forming a family together. No 
pretty nurses in sight. 

While it wasn’t widely hailed as such, there was 
no mistaking this picture as a visual end to the so-
called culture wars. Victory belonged to all of us 
who didn’t see ourselves reflected in the postwar 
picture from nearly 70 years ago. 

Since the 1960s, America had been locked in a battle between 
progress and tradition, a broad disagreement about fundamental 
values that was distilled to just a handful of issues, like whether it 
was okay to do drugs, whether anyone should be able to own an 
assault rifle, whether it was legal for women to choose an abortion, 
whether gay relationships were as valid as straight ones, and 
whether we would continue to be a nation of immigrants. 

According to Thomas Frank’s 2004 best-seller, What’s the Matter 
with Kansas?, the battle lines looked like this: on one side, old, white, 
rural or suburban, working-class people. On the other, everyone 
else. Young people. Urban people. Gay people. Brown people. You 
know that goose-bump-inducing section of Obama’s speech at the 

2004 Democratic National Convention? The part where he points 
out that “we worship an awesome God in the blue states, and we 
don’t like federal agents poking around our libraries in the red 
states”? One of the reasons we liked this part of the speech so much 
is that it was aspirational; we knew it wasn’t quite true. Sure, there 
are gay couples in Idaho and churchgoers in Manhattan. But there is 
and was a deep cultural divide in America, and Obama pointing out 
the exceptions served to prove the rule. 

Even if you don’t routinely dig into demographic and polling 
data, you’re familiar with the two camps. Two and a Half Men 
America vs. Mad Men America. Dell PC America vs. MacBook 
America. Church America vs. brunch America. Multiracial 
homosexual abortionist stoner America vs. white sober 
churchgoing breeder America. And one of those Americas is 
growing much faster than the other.

Republicans began exploiting this divide in earnest during the 
Nixon era. Facing what they saw as a political disadvantage on 
economic issues, they decided to try a cultural approach. Increasing 
inequality and a crumbling middle class weren’t the problem, they 
explained. The real issue was an erosion of “traditional family 
values.” The culprits? Casual sex (enabled by women’s access to 
abortion and contraception). Gays and lesbians. More access to 
drugs and less access to guns. Immigrants who failed to share 
American values. The GOP stoked a fear that everything America 
had long held dear was disappearing, and this proved to be a 
powerful distraction to denizens of economically depressed 
conservative areas, as Frank pointed out in Kansas. A whole 
political apparatus was built to fight the war on both sides. 

“The culture war is rooted in an ongoing realignment of 
American public culture and has become institutionalized 
chiefly through special-purpose organizations, denominations, 
political parties and the branches of government,” wrote 
academic James Davison Hunter in his 1991 book Culture Wars.

But even the charismatic pastors and racist fearmongers who 
served as loyal culture warriors on the right were no match for 
demographics. The problem with a political strategy based on fear 
and nostalgia is that the base of supporters who remembers and 
wants to return to the good ol’ days will eventually start to die off. 
Over time, the country has become less white. Women have become 
more educated, gotten married later and had fewer children. America 
is also becoming more urban: Between now and 2040, two-thirds of 
our population growth is expected to occur in 23 megapolitan 

With a 
Democratic 
President 

earning more 
than 50 percent 
of the popular 

vote two 
elections in a 

row, it seems the 
long-predicted 
majority has 

finally emerged.



Xxxxx

January 10–16, 2013  TIMEOUTCHICAGO.COM  11   

PH
O

TO
: 
ER

IK
A 

D
U

FO
U

R
; 
M

O
D

EL
S

: 
LE

FT
, 
JI

A 
LI

/P
LA

N
ET

 E
AR

TH
 A

G
EN

C
Y;

 R
IG

H
T,

 G
W

EN
 M

IT
C

H
EL

L



Politics

PH
O

TO
: 
LI

S
A 

PR
ED

K
O

; 
M

O
D

EL
: 
AL

EX
AN

D
R

EA
 P

AT
AK

Y 
W

AT
S

O
N

; 
H

AI
R

 A
N

D
 M

AK
EU

P:
 M

AR
TI

N
A 

S
YK

ES
; 
AS

S
IS

TA
N

T:
 L

YN
D

O
N

 F
R

EN
C

H
; 

R
ET

O
U

C
H

IN
G

: 
B

R
IT

TA
N

Y 
N

AT
TI

ER

12  TIMEOUTCHICAGO.COM  January 10–16, 2013



Politics

January 10–16, 2013  TIMEOUTCHICAGO.COM  13   

regions—areas radiating from major cities like Chicago, New York, 
Denver and Phoenix. Religion has become less and less important to 
Americans’ lives. Almost 20 percent of Americans now call 
themselves religiously “unaffiliated,” a number that has gone up five 
percentage points in the past five years. And according to the Census 
Bureau, as of July 2011, 50.4 percent of America’s population under 
age 1 were minorities. The standard prediction now is that the United 
States will be officially majority-minority by 2043. 

“We’re reaching a tipping point on issues like gay marriage, 
where they’re just not viable issues between the parties,” says Ruy 
Teixeira, a senior fellow at the Center for American Progress think 
tank who cowrote The Emerging Democratic Majority with John 
Judis in 2002. Back then, in the post-9/11 Bush years, the argument 
that the country was gradually but inevitably becoming more 
progressive seemed like little more than wishful thinking. 

After Obama’s election, it became clear that the tide was starting 
to turn. “Looking back on Barack Obama’s historic victory in 2008, 
culture wars issues not only had a very low profile in the campaign, 
but where conservatives did attempt to raise them, these issues did 
them little good,” Teixeira wrote in a 2009 report published by the 
Center for American Progress. “Indeed, conservatives were 
probably more hurt than helped by such attempts—witness the 
effect of the Sarah Palin nomination.” 

Now, surveying the results of the 2012 election, it seems safe to 
straight-up declare it: We’ve won. 

VVV

It seemed like a parody of the old-boy power structure, like a Norman 
Rockwell painting had come to life and started speaking. On The Jaco 
Report, a Sunday-morning TV talk show in St. Louis, Missouri Rep. 
Todd Akin, the state’s Republican candidate for U.S. Senate, was 
being interviewed about his beliefs on abortion in August 2012. The 
host asked Akin what should be done about pregnancies resulting 
from rape or incest. “It seems to be, first of all, from what I understand 
from doctors, it’s really rare,” Akin said. “If it’s a legitimate rape, the 
female body has ways to try to shut the whole thing down.” The 
Romney campaign had realized from the get-go that the familiar 
Republican tactic of rallying the base with talk of God, guns and gays 
was a surefire failure, but some candidates further down the food 
chain apparently didn’t get the message.

By the next morning, even Romney had denounced the 
congressman’s comments as “inexcusable,” but it was too late. 
Akin’s quote had gone viral, a potent symbol of the pale, male, 
stale nature of the Grand Old Party. In his own backward way, 
Akin was a trailblazer, the first of several Republican candidates 
to make tin-eared remarks about the female body and what it 
could, couldn’t, should or shouldn’t do. Two months later, when 
the Missouri Senate race was called in favor of Democrat Claire 
McCaskill, no one was surprised.

On election night, Akin and other crusty Republicans who had 
expressed their extreme views on abortion rights were defeated one 
by one. And while the House of Representatives remained under 
Republican control, Democrats picked up seats there, while keeping 
the White House and solidifying their hold on the Senate. Female 
candidates did particularly well: A record-breaking 20 women now 
serve in the Senate. Meanwhile, Colorado and Washington voted to 
legalize recreational marijuana use. And gay-marriage advocates 
scored victories in Maryland, Minnesota, Maine and Washington—
every state where the issue was on the ballot. 

These gains are due both to who was voting and how. Minority 
voters made up 28 percent of the electorate, up from 26 percent in 
2008, according to the Pew Research Center . Obama won their 
votes by a landslide, with 80 percent of nonwhite voters casting 
ballots to reelect him. Seventy-three percent of Asians supported 
Obama, a dramatic increase from 20 years ago, when only 31 
percent voted for Bill Clinton. 

And these trends are likely to continue. Over the next four 
decades, the U.S. population could rise to be 29 percent Latino, up 

from 17 percent now. The black population, which is reliably 
Democratic, is expected to grow slightly to 13 percent, and the 
Asian-American population is projected to go from 5 percent 
today to 9 percent by 2050. “There was an awful lot of talk on the 
Republican side several weeks after the election that the party 
really needs to get busy and pivot away from particularly the more 
punitive immigration policies, like in Arizona and Alabama. That 
this party simply needs to put forth a friendlier face toward 
Latinos, and one piece of that would be backing a reform of the 
immigration laws,” says Mark Hansen, a political science 
professor at the University of Chicago. “Whether they’ll actually 
be able to accomplish that is another question. There is a part of 
the party that is going to go down fighting on this one.” Anything 
short of a total 180 on the issue probably won’t be enough to turn 
the tide when it comes to the support of nonwhite voters.

Young voters made up 19 percent of the electorate in 2012, up from 
18 percent in the last presidential election, and 60 percent of them 
voted to reelect the President. They are much more likely than the 
over-30 set to identify as Democrats (44 percent compared with 37 
percent)—the most progressive voting bloc in generations. Maybe 
this has something to do with being the first generation in recent 
history whose members believe they’ll end up earning less than their 
parents, or maybe it’s due to being raised on a cultural diet of The 
Daily Show and Will & Grace. In any case, research shows that these 
voters are likely to stay liberal as they age.

“Generally speaking, people’s political affiliation at the end of 
their twenties is what it will be for the rest of their lives,” says 
Jamelle Bouie, a staff writer for The American Prospect magazine. 
“The millennial cohort is about as large as the baby 
boomers. You have this big demographic bulge of 
people inclined to be more progressive. Even if it 
doesn’t manifest in terms of support for the welfare 
state, this is a group of people who are more racially 
tolerant, more supportive of same-sex marriage, 
more supportive of abortion rights, and so on.”

Five percent of the electorate now identifies as 
LGBT, and of those voters, a whopping 76 percent 
cast ballots for Obama—up from 70 percent in 2008. 
And the gender gap—women voters’ tendency to 
lean Democratic—was wide once again, especially among single 
women, young women and women of color. Overall, 96 percent of 
black women and 67 percent of single ladies voted for the President, 
as compared to 55 percent of women as a whole. According to the 
Voter Participation Center, single women are the nation’s fastest-
growing voting bloc.  Among women swing voters, reproductive 
choice was the primary reason they swung for Obama. 

With a Democratic President earning more than 50 percent of the 
popular vote two elections in a row, the long-predicted majority has 
finally emerged.

The progressive effect of that majority is clearest on gay rights. 
“Compared to 10 to 15 years ago, the extent to which this issue can be 
used to split the parties has just declined,” Teixeira says. “Obama at 
one point in the campaign said he was fine with the idea of same-sex 
marriage. There was speculation that would hurt him, and it would be 
a campaign issue. But Republicans stayed away from it. They’ve 
concluded this is not a winning issue in a political context, including a 
national campaign. Public opinion has moved too much.” Not only are 
younger generations drastically more supportive of gay rights, but as 
gay people become more and more prominent in society, even older 
voters find same-sex marriage less objectionable. Nearly three-
quarters of Americans between 18 and 29 would legalize gay 
marriage, compared to 39 percent of citizens 65 and older, according to 
a USA Today/Gallup poll conducted in November.

On abortion, progress is slower but also undeniable. Exit polls 
that asked voters about abortion found 59 percent wanted it to 
remain legal. In 2008, Democratic primary polls didn’t even include 
a question about abortion. “Whenever Republicans push things in 
the direction of having a different regime on abortion, people shy 
away from it pretty fast,” Teixeira says. The most extreme 
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examples—old white guys like Todd Akin whose sound bites come 
across as if they’re lifted directly from 1970s feminist dystopian 
novels—face the most extreme backlash. And rightfully so.

While immigration has been a below-the-radar issue in the last 
two presidential elections and Washington is locked in a stalemate 
over what to do about it, there’s fairly broad support for taking 
action. In 2012 exit polls, 65 percent of voters said undocumented 
immigrants should be offered the chance to apply for legal status. In 
a 2009 Washington Post/ABC News poll, 61 percent favored a path 
to citizenship. The issue is of particular importance to the growing 
Latino voting bloc—which is perhaps unsurprising, as 90 percent of 
Latinos in the U.S. have an immigrant parent or grandparent.

When it comes to drug laws, the progressive trends continue. 
Though not every state with a marijuana law on the ballot in 2012 
opted to legalize recreational pot use, a recent CBS News poll shows 
support for medical marijuana at 83 percent of respondents—up 
from 77 percent in 2011 and 62 percent in 1997. Medical marijuana is 
now legal in 18 states and the District of Columbia. 

As for gun control, it might be current events and not public 
opinion that shift the narrative. After yet another tragic school 
shooting, this time at Sandy Hook Elementary School in 
Connecticut last month, lawmakers are under pressure to  
re-examine gun laws for the first time in decades. Last week, Mark 
Kirk, the Republican who took Obama’s Senate seat, endorsed a 
new assault-weapons ban.

One by one, the traditional culture war issues are becoming…
nonissues. It would seem that the America of 2020 and beyond is a 
place where sexual orientation, fundamental abortion rights and 
low-level drug use are barely worth discussing. Other issues, like 
immigration, find Americans in broad agreement about the 
fundamentals but eager to fight over the particulars. But just because 
demographics and polling lean in one unmistakable direction doesn’t 
mean we won’t have many battles to fight as the war comes to a close.

VVV

Victory comes with its own set of complications. Progressives have 
won the culture war, but that doesn’t necessarily mean Democrats 
have won. The Democratic Party is reaping the benefits, yes, but 
Dems will have to adapt to truly serve the demographics that elected 

them—by passing immigration reform, by appointing pro-choice 
judges, by repealing outmoded laws like the Defense of Marriage 
Act. There are still anti-choice majorities in the House and a slew of 
backward legislation in the states (41 states don’t allow gay 
marriage, though the Illinois legislature was considering marriage 
rights as this issue went to press). 

“You’ve got the wind at your back, but you’ve still got to 
complete the journey,” Teixeira says. “You’ve still got to do the 
work. Understanding which way history is moving should 
increase people’s confidence and make them happier warriors. 
There’s a long ways to go. Don’t stop now.” 

Indeed, an open letter recently sent from representatives of 
dozens of grassroots conservative groups to GOP leaders in 
Congress intoned, “You have a mandate to fight for conservative 
principles that is arguably much broader than the one that 
narrowly reelected President Barack Obama claims to have for 
his leftist agenda.” By all accounts, the gridlock in the 113th 
Congress will be just as nasty as it was in the one before it.

So, this is still gonna be hard. But the best part about the culture 
war being over? The long-term demographic and cultural victory 
should free Democrats to eagerly pursue the short-term victories—
like incremental fixes to immigration law, subtle enforcement shifts 
on drug policy and expanded access to birth control—that matter to 
women, nonwhites, young people and gay Americans. More and 
more citizens have stopped pining for a rural, white, hetero, 
churchgoing past and are happily tucking into brunch with their 
same-sex partners and biracial adopted children. When we look at 
that World War II–era photo of a sailor and a nurse, we don’t wish to 
recapture that moment. At best, it’s fodder for a Pinterest board of 
retro style inspiration. At worst, it’s an icon of a long-dead, jingoistic 
American ideal. Either way, we’re certain it’s the past. 

And a revisionist past at that. The passionate kiss in that nostalgic 
victory-parade photo was recently revealed to be not so romantic: 
They weren’t a couple at all—the sailor grabbed the nurse and forced 
the kiss on her. Those on the losing side of the culture war liked to 
extol the virtues of simplicity and tradition. But again, the photo 
provides an instructive example: The past often looks better than it 
actually was. The future, for all its complications and contradictions, 
will be better for a broader, more diverse group of Americans. 
There’s no going back.


