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Some wonder why the far (and not so far) right has waged an unrelenting war on labor
unions, a war that has escalated in recent years and shows no sign of abatement. An answer
can be found in the pages of Ground Wars: Personalized Communication in Political
Campaigns, a participant’s observations of two down-ticket election campaigns in 2008.
Author Rasmus Kleis Nielsen’s campaigns were waged on the bottom rungs of the political
ladder. He followed, observed, reviewed, participated in, and synopsized his experiences as
a grunt in the trenches of the Democratic ground war.

This war was waged far from the rarified and well-manicured fields, the Hiltons and
Four Seasons, where the contending generals Obama and McCain lobbed their long-range
bombs at one another. In the ground war, you really do see the “whites of their eyes” and,
with sufficient wit and intelligence, can parry their ripostes. Here you confront your targets
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face to face—often on their home turf, their front porches and living rooms—try to make
them see the light, vote for your side, and persuade their friends to do so, too.

Pragmatic communication of this type can be exceptionally effective, as the truth
value of information provided in these circumstances may be enhanced by its mere
presentation (Wänke & Reutner, 2010). This idea that information is made compelling by its
presentation draws from Grice’s (1981) maxims of conversation, in which information
exchange is based on normative assumptions of truthfulness and clarity.

Given the massive data banks held by both major political parties, lost causes usually
are avoided, so the enemy in this war often is not a true adversary but one of those rare
individuals leaning in the right direction, or who actually is undecided about the political
candidate that ultimately will win his or her allegiance, though often this indecision is a sign
of apathy, not honest, well-considered ambivalence. Even so, although the frustrations
involved in attempting to move the uninterested or semihostile to one’s side of the political
ledger jump from the pages of this monograph, the exhilaration experienced when one has
converted a nonbeliever also is palpable and helps in part to explain the obdurate persistence
of those who would convert us, usually at dinnertime, to one or another off-brand belief
system that demands more of gullibility than of logic and reason.

The ground war is fought by unheralded enthusiasts, volunteers who because of strong
faith are willing to sacrifice their lives, fortunes, and sacred honor to see their candidate
elected to city council. Well, perhaps this is a bit of overstatement, but the volunteers do
commit to considerable hardship, often measured in terms of time lost and insults borne. Of
course, there are mercenaries in the game as well. There always are mercenaries in politics
who profess allegiance to the ticket but are unable or unwilling to work for the simple joy of
converting the unwashed. Their pay is part of the huge bills the political system runs up
every two years, with the major costs created in years evenly divisible by four.

The beauty of Nielsen’s book is that he takes you inside the ground wars, into the
mundane world of the political junkies and hangers-on who want to be close to the main
action, even if the action involves a county election. The stakes are not trivial, as the capture
of many local offices by the Tea Party and the disproportionate effects of this small group on
the Republican congressional and presidential nomination processes have shown.

The numbers involved are enormous. Canvassing door to door, phone to phone, tweet
to tweet, and blog to blog, millions of citizens are involved in the ground war, citizens who,
owing to their commitment to a candidate, usually vote for the man or woman they have
supported. If nothing else, the war on the ground heightens soldiers’ involvement in the
cause and thus heightens the likelihood that they will show up when pencil is to meet ballot.

It is easy to undervalue the ground war. After all, the big money is spent on mass
media. One carefully placed ad can subtly or not so subtly imply that one’s opponent is no
better than the registered sex offender living on the next block. Why would anyone vote for
such a person? And, though it often is effective, the proper media message need not be
delivered with a sledgehammer.



Wegner and his colleagues showed that even unsupported innuendoes can be deadly,
and the credibility of the innuendo’s source does not appear to matter (Wegner, Wenzlaff,
Kerker, & Beattie, 1981). This is why unsupported misstatements (most people call these
lies) continue to be aired even after their lack of veracity has been convincingly illustrated.
With the free press’s apparent unwillingness to call a spade a spade, when any allegation is
taken as possible, even if wildly improbable (after all, pigs might someday learn to fly), the
use of deliberate mistruths in televised political ads has become commonplace, if not
constant.

However, we have learned that the mass media can be a double-edged sword. They do
not always deliver, and they sometimes deliver in ways opposite to those intended. There’s
no doubt that skillful marketing can lessen the odds of boomerang effects, but it cannot offer
guarantees (Park, Levine, Westerman, Orfgen, & Foregger, 2007). And it costs a king’s
ransom to inundate the electorate with enough media to ensure even minor exposure to a
candidate’s message.

Of course, a central advantage of the mass media campaigns, the “air war,” is that it is
easier to lie to a camera than to one’s fellow citizens in face-to-face interactions. A quick
perusal of the electoral messaging that arrives unbidden into our homes via our ubiquitous
flat-screen TVs should be proof enough of this. In terms of personal capital, it is
considerably less costly to talk to a camera, as cameras usually do not talk back. As Nielsen
observes, “Personalized political communication is . . . very personal” (p. 70). There is a
price to be paid by the ground warriors for every rude voter they encounter. The 100th rude
response from a potential voter might not hurt as much as the first, but it hurts nonetheless.

Even so, despite the potential pain and suffering, the drudgery, the sore feet and hurt
feelings, the ground war is fought by millions. The particular power of the war is that its
warriors are not tied to a cut-and-dried stump speech, despite campaign managers’ wishes.
Thus, they are more likely to be perceived as supplying the unvarnished truth, not littered
with phrasing designed to confound those who would dare test its veracity.

It is one thing to lie, another to shade the truth, and another to tell it like it is. In the
ground war, we expect more of the last than either of the former. In the air war, the opposite
expectation holds, and usually it is confirmed. The volunteers who man the battle stations of
the ground war always have a tightly circumscribed set of policy issues and prescriptions
they are to deliver, and they rarely, if ever, actually do so. This may be due to lack of
training, lack of agreement with the script, or because the audience does not allow it, asking
questions that force the canvasser to go off-script.

This can result in an embarrassing confrontation in which the putative target knows
more than the persuader, but these occasions are rare. What often ensues is a real
conversation between two individuals who care about issues of mutual relevance, and these
encounters can do more for a candidate than many thousands of dollars spent on ad
campaigns that do not speak to the intended audience’s central concerns.



The ground war looms large in any future election of consequence, and they all are of
consequence. If sufficient resources can be brought to bear, the ground war can bring a
candidacy to life, elevating it to mythic proportion. Barack Obama’s successful first run for
the presidency was not remotely possible without the ground war, facilitated by modern
digital technology to be sure, but still won in the trenches, on phones, and through the
Internet, with acres of shoe leather worn down in the process.

Even died-in-the-wool voters can be swayed, and the non- or semiconvinced are fair
game for the motivated canvasser. If nothing else, another’s commitment to a cause often is
taken as evidence not just of the other’s beliefs, but of the beliefs’ validity. This is why the
ground war works, and if you want to know more about it, Nielsen’s book provides a useful
introduction to that arcane art.

And now, back to the original question, “Why is it that the far (and not so far) right
has waged an unrelenting war on labor unions?” and a corollary question, “What does this
question have to do with the political ground war?” The answer to both questions is found in
the early pages of this interesting monograph. It is that, despite all we might believe about
the Democrats’ prowess in mounting ground wars, derived no doubt from our recent
experience in the presidential election of 2008 when Obama’s troops stomped the
opposition, it was not always thus.

In the immediately prior campaigns, the war on the ground was won by the superior
organization imposed by Carl Rove on the Republican grunts. The Democrats’ ground
campaign had fallen into disrepair and was no match for the money and, more important, the
superior organization of George W. Bush and the GOP. Obama reversed this trend. The
AFL-CIO fielded more than a quarter million troops in the final four days of his campaign.

Would Obama have won without these volunteers? Maybe, but imagine the number of
union men and women who worked on the campaign in the period between Obama’s
nomination and the four days before Election Day. Now the calculus becomes considerably
more uncertain. And now you know why the far and near right is so adamantly opposed to
labor and why a continued weakening of the unions would spell disaster for the Democratic
Party in the United States.
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