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        “Why is there no socialism in the United States? DiMaggio’s landmark study, Unequal America, achieves
        the gold standard of theory and research, answering that question through careful review of survey data,
        interviews, considerations of American history, news media and recent social movements. His exhaustive analysis
        shows why Americans generally have little critical understanding of the class system, which is obscured by
        beliefs that most American are “middle class,” that hard work leads to success, and that the poor live well.
        His analysis is a must read for all scholars, policy makers and activists concerned with understanding
        inequality and how to change it.”
      


      
        —Lauren Langman, Professor, Department of Sociology, Loyola University–Chicago, author of God, Guns, Gold,
        and Glory: American Character and its Discontents
      

    


    
      
        “Amid the explosion of books now available on economic inequality, DiMaggio’s book is as sobering as it is
        provocative. Few studies look at how economic inequality shapes consciousness, but this book shows that false
        consciousness is an essential feature of capitalism and the inequality it breeds. DiMaggio provides us with
        something other scholars of inequality consistently overlook: that inequality creates its own system of
        justification, sealing it off from criticism and social change. His book is as rigorous as it is bold, and it
        is essential reading for anyone studying economic inequality. His political acumen is matched by his social
        scientific skill, and the result is a major step forward in our understanding of inequality.”
      


      
        —Michael J. Thompson, Professor of Political Science, William Paterson University, author of The Politics of
        Inequality: A Political History of the Idea of Economic Inequality in America
      

    


    
      
        “From a strong theoretical base and using a mixed-method empirical approach, DiMaggio presents a comprehensive
        examination of the way Americans think about economic inequality. This volume offers a glimpse into the
        American mind, fully supported from both novel and previously available data and complete with discussion of
        the COVID-19 pandemic. Readers will find the results of his interviews compelling, in conjunction with the
        public opinion data that undergirds their depth and power. DiMaggio neatly weaves discussion of trends in
        public opinion about inequality with the reasons for it, as he creates an accessible narrative that will
        inspire readers to grapple with some of the core challenges of our time.”
      


      
        —Stephen Caliendo, Dean of College of Arts and Science, North Central College, author of Inequality in
        America: Race, Poverty, and Fulfilling Democracy’s Promise
      

    

  


  
      UNEQUAL AMERICA


    
      This book examines Americans and their beliefs about the class divide in the United States. It argues that
      Americans’ beliefs about class and the economic divide develop through a multistep process. Economic affluence
      influences the development of worldview, measured in terms of ideology, partisanship, and self-identified class
      consciousness. Class consciousness in turn affects how people look at political and economic issues. This book is
      intended for scholars and students at every level who study inequality from a political, economic, or
      sociological position, along with general readers with a growing interest in and awareness of the effects of
      inequality on our democracy, especially in the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic, the resulting economic contraction,
      and the protests over racial injustice erupting throughout the world in 2020.
    


    
      Anthony R. DiMaggio is Associate Professor of Political Science at Lehigh University and the author of a
      variety of books on mass media and politics—most recently, Rebellion in America (2020) and Political
      Power in America (2019). He has remained active over the last few decades in social movements and as an avid
      social commentator in the field of American politics.
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    1
    

    INEQUALITY AND AMERICAN POLITICAL CONSCIOUSNESS


    
      The early 21st century is a historic time. U.S. income inequality has reached the greatest level in nearly 100
      years, and the richest 1 percent hold twice the wealth of the poorest 90 percent of Americans.1 Despite the U.S. having the highest income inequality
      among developed countries, 58 percent of Americans in 2019 disagreed that U.S. society was “divided into groups
      of haves and have-nots.”2 In only one year
      (2007)—at the onset of the national housing collapse—did a plurality (49 percent) recognize a divide between
      haves and have-nots, and the refusal to recognize this divide quickly reemerged in the 2010s (Figure 1.1), despite 40 percent of the country having no financial wealth, 60 percent
      holding 3 percent of all wealth, and the richest 20 percent owning 89 percent of all wealth.3
    


    
      [image: Image]

      
        FIGURE 1.1 Public Attitudes on the Economic Divide (2001–2019)
        

      


      
        Sources: Pew Research Center, Gallup, 2001–2019
      

    


    
      Americans’ awareness of inequality and the economic divide is
      underdeveloped. On the one hand, many hold critical attitudes regarding inequality.
      Most do not like inequality and want it reduced.4 Two-thirds recognize that there are “strong conflicts between the rich and poor”
      in America.5 In the early 2010s, two-thirds
      said, “the income gap between rich and poor” had “gotten bigger in the last ten years.”6 For decades, three-quarters of Americans have agreed “the
      rich get richer while the poor get poorer.”7 In
      2015, 65 percent felt “the distribution of money and wealth” in America “should be more evenly” spread across the
      nation.8 Fifty-seven percent agreed that the
      government “should do more to reduce the gap between rich and poor”; 68 percent favored “raising taxes on people
      earning more than $1 million per year” to reduce inequality.9 Only 32 percent were “satisfied” with “the way income and wealth are
      distributed.”10
    


    
      Despite these attitudes, most Americans are underinformed about the extent of inequality, with the share of all
      wealth held by the top fifth of Americans about 25 percentage points greater than what Americans
      believe.11 Nearly all  Americans see themselves as “middle-class.”12 And most do not believe inequality is a “very big problem” or a priority.13 A large majority
      say the government should focus on promoting economic growth over reducing inequality.14 Furthermore, as I document in this chapter, there are
      significant discrepancies between individuals’ incomes and how they define their class positions. As I document
      in Chapter 7, most Americans display little understanding of how poverty works,
      embracing caricatures of the poor having little to do with reality. Finally, most downplay inequality by
      accepting the myth that anyone can “get ahead” by “working hard.”15 This belief is belied by the mass insecurity accompanying rising costs of health
      care and education, rising household debt, and rising work hours and labor productivity, despite stagnating household incomes.16
    


    
      Coronavirus as a
      Historical Landmark Moment?


      
        The vast majority of data analyzed in this book were collected prior to the emergence of the coronavirus (Covid-19) pandemic in 2020. It will be many years before we fully understand what
        the impact of the crisis has been on Americans’ attitudes, as related to political economy and inequality. But
        the initial data I examine from the Covid-19 era suggest that the effects of the virus on public opinion were
        mixed. On the one hand, there was little evidence around the time of the Covid-19 outbreak in spring 2020 that
        inequality had become a top priority for Americans, compared to the months before the pandemic. Before the
        outbreak, only a minority of Americans—42 percent—ranked inequality reduction as a “top
        policy priority” for the government.17 As
        Gallup polling at the time of the outbreak documented, concern with inequality
        remained lower than concerns with other economic issues, even as the Covid-19 pandemic was rapidly worsening in
        early- to mid-March 2020. Relatively speaking, Americans were more likely to raise general concerns with the
        state of the economy, in addition to concerns with jobs, unemployment, the federal budget deficit, and federal
        debt, and view these issues as larger national problems, when compared to concerns with “wages” and the “gap
        between rich and poor.” Revealingly, concern with inequality as a top national
        problem remained stagnant from September 2019 through March 2020, suggesting that the pandemic had little
        initial impact in terms of making inequality reduction a top national priority.18
      


      
        On the other hand, my own original national polling data, as explored in Chapter
        2, documents how Covid-19 encouraged most Americans to recognize the economic divide between haves and
        have-nots and support various government efforts to reduce inequality. Furthermore, as I show in Chapters 8 and 9, rising economic anxieties and
        insecurities that emerged during the Covid-19 crisis were associated with heightened public support for a slew
        of progressive-leftist attitudes that revealed support for alleviating the financial problems faced by millions
        of Americans and increased willingness to protest worker insecurity and
        occupational-health concerns during the outbreak. The effects of economic instability,
        insecurity, and health-related anxieties on Americans’
        political and economic values undermined scholarly claims that these trends produced growing support for
        conservative, right-wing attitudes. The ways in which public
        opinion about politics changed suggest that the Covid-19 pandemic did indirectly impact how Americans think
        about inequality, as related to issues of worker insecurity, poverty, and personal financial struggles.
      

    

    
      Main Arguments


      
        Many Americans are misinformed regarding societal class divisions and inequality. As
        I document in Chapters 3 and 4, this
        misinformation flows partly from their embrace of the “Protestant work ethic,” coupled with the perception that
        the economy provides endless opportunities for those who work hard. As the thinking goes: if one can get ahead
        by working hard, why worry about those “too lazy” to work for success? I document in this book the ways in
        which this individualistic ethos misrepresents reality. I review economic trends over the last half century,
        suggesting that the U.S. economy and politics are increasingly plutocratic, contributing to mass economic
        insecurity.
      


      
        I also document how economics impacts life outcomes, political attitudes, and behavior. For many Americans,
        political-economic preferences are formed that align with their class backgrounds and
        interests. This expectation is grounded in Marxist theory—specifically “historical
        materialism.” According to this theory, economics determine how individuals see the world. Individuals’ status
        as poor, middle class, or wealthy determines their political-economic values. I capture a simple Marxist framework for explaining
        political-economic attitude formation in Figure 1.2. Adopting an
        “economic determinist” framework, we should find that economic background—one’s self-designated status as a
        “have” or “have-not”—will shape awareness, or lack thereof, of inequality. Less privileged and poorer Americans
        (“have-nots”), via their economic struggles, are more likely to recognize the divide between haves and
        have-nots. Seeing the world as economically divided, I argue, predisposes individuals to support liberal-left
        policies aimed at helping the less fortunate.
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          FIGURE 1.2 Marxist-Determinist Framework
          

        

      


      
        Affluent Americans—self-described “haves”—are less likely to recognize the economic divide, despite
        paradoxically declaring themselves as “haves.” These individuals reluctantly identify as “haves” when pushed to
        label themselves, but to recognize society is divided between haves and have-nots means potentially validating
        discussions of what government can do to address the divide. By dismissing the divide between haves and
        have-nots, affluent Americans develop an ideological tool—willful ignorance—providing them an intellectual
        defense for preserving their privilege and opposing policies designed to reduce inequality.
      


      
        In contrast to the determinist framework, many working-class Americans may form
        attitudes favoring business interests. They would be falling victim to “false consciousness”—defined by
        Friedrich Engels as working-class Americans embracing values favored by capitalist elites and contrary to the
        interests of the common person.19 False consciousness necessarily means stifling mass awareness of the
        divide between haves and have-nots.
      


      
        Why would people fall victim to false consciousness? Why would they support tax cuts for the wealthy, corporate
        deregulation, and cuts in social spending, in the process increasing inequality between the wealthy and the
        masses? To answer these questions, I draw on critical theory and the work of Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci,
        who developed a theory of “hegemony” to explain how individuals are manipulated to favor pro-business values. I
        identify various hegemonic factors that drive public misinformation on the economic
        divide. More specifically, I highlight the importance of partisanship, parental socialization, education,
        consumerism, and the media in suppressing critical economic consciousness.
      


      
        Gramsci’s hegemony, and Marx’s historical materialism, can be interpreted as in tension. One frames individuals
        as exhibiting false consciousness and holding views that run contrary to their own
        self-interest. The other depicts individuals as holding rational, self-interested attitudes. I provide evidence
        that partially confirms both theories. The United States is a divided nation, economically and ideologically,
        so neither theory entirely captures public sentiment. But considering that most Americans believe the most
        unequal country in the developed world is not divided between haves and have-nots, it seems fair to conclude
        that most have failed to develop critical economic consciousness. Millions suffer from false consciousness,
        insofar as widening inequality harms their economic prospects, while they fail to recognize it.
      


      
        Many Americans, however, form economic views that reflect their material interests. Less fortunate Americans
        are often more likely to develop critical economic consciousness, holding liberal-left policy preferences.
        Affluent citizens are more likely to downplay an economic divide that, if widely recognized, could create
        greater pressure to combat inequality.
      


      
        In a second contribution, I document how the public displays rational thinking, via the growing
        willingness of millions to challenge inequality. Contrary to the near-consensus finding in U.S. media and among some academics that rising inequality and economic insecurity foster
        right-wing values, I provide evidence of the opposite—that insecure Americans become more progressive-left in
        orientation.
      


      
        Finally, I provide a multifaceted understanding of public opinion, which examines more than the economic
        dimension of how Americans perceive inequality. Social scientists often neglect the study of how different
        components of identity—including gender, racial, and economic identities—jointly impact how Americans think
        about the world. The process through which these factors interact to impact
        consciousness, experiences, and identity is referred to as “intersectionality.” The study of intersectionality is generally neglected in sociology and political science.20 To the extent that social scientists address the
        issue, it is by nonmainstream scholars.21
        Nonetheless, I provide evidence that intersectionality—and the experiences it entails—is vital to understanding
        perceptions of inequality and politics. Critical economic consciousness, and the failure to develop it, can be
        explained in part by the processes through which race, gender, and economics interact to impact individuals’
        awareness of inequality and their political-economic attitudes.
      

    

    
      What We Know About
      Inequality and Politics


      
        The history of inequality and its effects are of growing concern to scholars. And
        attention to inequality has grown in the social sciences in recent years. Numerous
        studies document how government policies protecting unionization and increasing
        social welfare spending contribute to the well-being of poorer and middle-income Americans, while reducing
        inequality and improving human happiness.22
        So there is much government can do, if it chooses, to combat inequality and poverty.
      


      
        Social scientists spotlight how business, professional, and upper-class interests
        dominate politics.23 Inequality in
        representation is exacerbated by unequal political participation, with poorer and
        less educated Americans being less likely to vote compared to highly educated and wealthier
        Americans.24 With unequal participation,
        there is less pressure on the government to represent the needy and poor.25
      


      
        Rising inequality and insecurity following the 2008 economic crash prompted scholars
        to devote more attention to these issues. Recent research now finds white-collar professionals and upper-income
        Americans are more likely than lower-income Americans to see their preferences enacted as policy.26 Inequality matters in state politics, reinforcing the
        interests of the wealthy, as higher inequality states devote fewer resources to welfare benefits for the
        needy.27 This outcome is observed across
        developed countries.28
      


      
        The U.S. political system enables obstruction of the majority will, with the help of
        the senate filibuster, and due to political leaders’ refusal to accommodate the policy preferences of most
        Americans.29 The government leaves Americans
        to endure a “free market” system, whereby corporations suppress wages, while raising prices for consumer goods
        to maximize profits. Considering this profit motive, costs in the health-care industry have reached crisis
        proportions. With limited government efforts to protect people from the marketplace, citizens “drift” along,
        confronted with stagnant earnings amid record corporate profits and rapidly rising executive pay, thereby
        fueling inequality.30 And with rapidly rising
        unemployment rates following the onset of Covid-19, problems with affording care are greater than ever when millions of Americans’ insurance is historically tied to employment.
      


      
        Despite being the wealthiest nation on earth, millions of Americans endure low-wage work. Low-wages and poverty are accompanied by higher obesity rates,
        poorer health, declining life satisfaction, and growing frustration and stress.31 Greater inequality leads to poorer educational
        outcomes, degraded life expectancy, and violence.32 These are signals that a political system favors the wealthy over the many.
        Increased inequality is associated with rising government
        distrust and depressed political participation for poor individuals.33 In other words, rising inequality is bad for democracy.34
      


      
        Rising inequality is potentially destabilizing. It may fuel resentment, anger, and radicalism, stoking mass
        rebellion. Some researchers conclude that growing economic anxieties, poverty, and reduced earnings encourage
        the formation of progressive-leftist political values, whereas affluent individuals are more likely to support
        right-wing beliefs.35 Poorer people,
        including lower-income whites, are more likely to prefer Democratic political candidates and policy
        values.36 Some scholars predict that
        increased inequality contributes to heightened support for liberal policies aimed at reducing
        inequality.37 And various studies document
        how growing inequality heightens support for liberal redistributionist policies, while increasing sympathy for
        labor unions, which are vital to combating inequality via fighting for increases in worker pay and
        benefits.38
      


      
        Growing inequality and degraded life
        prospects may also impact voting and fuel mass protest.39 Scholars document a relationship between declining economic conditions and
        voting preferences. “Retrospective voting” refers to the process whereby rising economic insecurity, growing
        unemployment, and inflation produce displeasure with incumbent candidates and the president’s party.40 Outside of voting, social movements create a climate
        in which individuals become more likely to protest plutocratic politics and favor reducing
        inequality.41
      


      
        Strain theory emphasizes how anger at reduced life prospects and perceived threats to security fuel mass
        rebellion, creating pressure for political change.42 According to relative deprivation theory, individuals
        exhibit “cognitive dissonance” from the “status inconsistency” between their actual quality of life and what
        they believe they deserve.43 And social
        movements are more likely to materialize following rising public anger at these status inconsistencies,
        particularly when specific catalyst events impel individuals to action.44
      


      
        Some claim economic anxiety, financial insecurity, and rising inequality contribute to a rightward drift in U.S. political culture. Journalist Thomas Frank argued in What’s the Matter with Kansas?
        that working- and middle-class Americans increasingly vote Republican because of the party’s conservative
        social values, while the party delivers conservative economic reforms harming their nonwealthy
        constituents.45 Additionally, scholars
        highlight working-class whites’ migration from the Democratic Party because of its
        perceived failure to represent the needs of their constituents.46
      


      
        The assertion that economically insecure working-class whites gravitate toward the Republican Party is popular with academics and in the media.47 Numerous scholars attribute Donald Trump’s rise to political power to
        rising economic insecurities among working-class voters.48 Trump voters are said to be motivated by economic grievances, as opposed to
        being driven by racism or misogyny.49 For
        example, individuals who are allegedly suffering from “economic deprivation”—those considering themselves less
        “financially well off” than people “like” them “30 years ago”—are more likely to support Trump.50 One academic study reports that “economic, not
        social, issues were at the heart of the [2016 Trump] campaign,” and that Trump’s candidacy “capitalized on real
        trends, wage stagnation, industrial decline, job loss, mounting debt, and stifled mobility” in America. This
        research cites 2016 exit polling, showing that concerns over the outsourcing of manufacturing jobs, feelings
        that the economy was in poor shape, and concern that life for one’s children and “the next generation” will “be
        worse than today” were all statistically linked to Trump voting.51
      


      
        Other social scientists offer evidence that economic frustrations and inequality are linked to conservative
        attitude formation. Some document how growing inequality is associated with increasingly conservative “policy
        moods” and attitudes from the public.52 In
        conversations with Wisconsin residents, one scholar documents how rural consciousness and economic frustrations
        incite resentment of liberals, urban residents, and government employees, whom they see as monopolizing government benefits. This resentment fueled the rise of Republican governor Scott
        Walker and his far-right agenda.53 Another
        scholar looking at Tea Party supporters in Louisiana constructs an empathetic
        portrait of poor southerners as suffering under economic and health-related strains
        and as supporting right-wing beliefs as a result. These values are said to represent a “great paradox,” since
        conservative policies privilege the affluent, while harming the needy via welfare spending cuts.54
      


      
        Some scholars question whether income and economic insecurity matter at all in
        impacting political-economic beliefs. Some maintain the
        differences between higher-, middle-, and lower-income Americans are minimal.55 Other academics declare the death of class and
        class consciousness, citing Americans’ reluctance to think of themselves in terms of
        class divisions.56 Some research finds shifts
        in public opinion over time are parallel across different income groups, suggesting minimal distinctions
        between more and less affluent Americans.57
        And some studies conclude that growing inequality is not
        associated with voting behavior or demands for inequality reduction.58 In a nation heavily valuing individualism, some document how feelings about
        the importance of “personal responsibility” better predict political beliefs than does economic
        status.59
      


      
        I emphasize several works with the potential to undermine my claim that economics matters to impacting
        political-economic consciousness. Examining public opinion survey data, some
        researchers conclude that income is a poor predictor of ideology.60 Others find that negative changes in individuals’ finances and employment
        status are unrelated to voting preferences.61
      


      
        Some scholars believe economics are irrelevant to informing individuals’ worldviews. One study provides
        evidence that “class structuration” in America is weak since most people claim to be
        middle class.62 Other research finds that
        income and class backgrounds have little impact on political-economic consciousness, although sympathy for the
        poor and resentment of the rich are significant predictors of political preferences.63
      


      
        Academics uncover inconsistent evidence of the impact economics have on political-economic attitudes. Some conclude higher-income individuals and higher-income whites
        are more likely to support the Republican Party, whereas those with lower incomes and those suffering from
        economic insecurity are more likely to support the Democrats.64 Higher-income Americans are more likely to support tax cuts for the wealthy
        and less likely to support minimum-wage increases for the working poor.65 However, one high-profile study concludes that “people’s own economic
        circumstances have surprisingly little impact on their views about the value of
        equality” and economic redistribution.66
      


      
        Some scholars focus on geography’s impact on political attitudes.67 Recent research, for example, highlights the role of
        rural consciousness in reinforcing conservative politics.68 Others conclude that the impact of economic self-interest on political
        attitudes varies geographically. For example, one study finds that in geographic
        situations where there is higher inequality, individuals are more aware of their economic status as poor or
        affluent.69 The study concludes that
        attitudinal differences between wealthy and poor Americans vary; more densely populated areas see a reduced gap
        in values between the rich and the poor, with “the importance of intergroup contact helping to reduce
        prejudices and improve perceptions of people from different social groups.”70 Others document how living in geographic areas with higher inequality raises
        awareness of the divide between haves and have-nots.71 But even this conditional thesis is questioned. For example, some scholars
        find inequality rates by region are not associated with awareness of the economic divide between “haves” and
        “have-nots.”72
      


      
        Finally, some scholars claim economic insecurity depresses political participation.73 Some find that the “financial constraints” individuals face, or that
        they worry they will face, are significant in demobilizing the mass public. The economically insecure are less
        likely to donate to political campaigns or to volunteer their time to politics by “attending political
        meetings, rallies, speeches, or dinners, or doing any work for one of the parties or candidates.”74 These findings are reinforced by evidence that
        lower-income and less educated Americans are less likely to participate in politics.75
      

    

    
      Problems With Previous Research


      
        Many of the above studies seem to discredit the notion that economics matter in impacting mass political
        attitudes. And many studies arguing that economics matter maintain that economic strain produces greater
        support for right-wing values. But there are methodological limitations to these works, which I explore below.
      


      
        First, the studies that rely on interviews to emphasize how individuals look at inequality are useful in
        exploring how people think about their economic situations, as related to politics and society. But to be more
        authoritative, interviews should be supplemented by national surveys of Americans, to generalize about how
        interview findings may relate to the country as a whole. Questions also arise with studies claiming that
        economic insecurity produces support for right-wing populism. The claim that Trump support is driven by
        economic insecurity is undermined by a deeper analysis of polling data. As a growing number of studies reveal,
        Trump voters were primarily motivated by social concerns regarding immigration, race, and religion, which were
        linked to authoritarian attitudes.76
      


      
        Second, the limited data suggesting a link between economic anxiety and Trump support
        is suspect. Some studies claiming a link rely on abstract survey questions, which are vague measures of
        economic status—for example, asking Americans to assess their finances compared to a hypothetical person in
        years past.77 Other work examines economic
        perceptions, concern with future generations, and concerns with outsourcing.78 These economic measures are based on perception;
        none are objective measures of Trump supporters’ finances. As I document, when we look at objective empirical
        indicators of personal finances such as income, employment status, and whether communities have been impacted
        by outsourcing, there is little evidence that economic insecurity is associated with Trump support. Instead,
        economic hardship appears to push individuals to the left, alienating them from the political-economic status
        quo.
      


      
        A third problem with previous studies is that they do not consider alternative metrics for how economics impact
        public opinion. Some of these studies examine how inequality fluctuates in relation to public policy moods,
        which neglects how the economic experiences of poorer Americans may impact political-economic values.
        Furthermore, studies concentrating on income as a predictor of attitudes concentrate on only one measure of
        economic status. As I document, there are alternative measures outside of income for examining the impact of
        economics on public opinion.
      


      
        A fourth problem with previous studies is the contention that economic insecurity depresses political
        participation. This claim ignores how economics impel people to action in unconventional ways, via
        participation in social movement activism. Arguing that economic stress depresses political participation,
        recent scholarship claims the Occupy Wall Street movement was driven more by concern with inequality than by
        personal economic insecurity.79 This claim is undermined by survey data demonstrating the movement was
        directly fueled by concerns with inequality and with the economic insecurities that supporters faced.
        Other contemporary movements such as the Madison, Wisconsin labor uprising of 2011,
        the “Fight for $15” minimum-wage movement, the Covid-19 related mass protests, and
        the 2017 anti-health-care repeal demonstrations were also driven by economic
        grievances. Economic insecurity may depress voting, but it also encourages protest and social movement
        activism.
      


      
        A final problem with past scholarship is the overstated claim that class distinctions are irrelevant to how
        Americans think about political economy. Many Americans struggle to think of the world in class terms, but this
        is not the case for all. To demonstrate this point, I analyzed the Pew Research
        Center’s January 2016 poll, which asked Americans about their incomes and class status. To measure the degree
        to which income overlapped with perceptions of one’s class position, I broke down the sample by quintiles, drawing on household income data from the U.S. Census Bureau.
      


      
        The Pew survey included five class categories, measuring self-identification with
        the lower class, lower middle class, middle class, upper middle class, or upper class. Self-placement into such
        categories is known as “subjective class identity.” Classifying Americans as fitting into one of five class
        categories, based on which fifth of the income distribution they fall into, allows me to assess how people
        identify with a specific class relative to other respondents. These classifications are far from perfect. They
        do not account for individuals’ net worth, debt levels, or geographic variation in cost
        of living. Without considering these factors, our understanding of American class consciousness remains incomplete. Still, my findings provide
        some sense of how well individuals’ financial positions coincide with their economic mindsets.
      


      
        Figure 1.3 documents the percentage of Americans that fit into each
        class based on the fifth of the income distribution within which they fall and who also identify themselves as
        part of that class. There is a massive bias in favor of claiming one is middle class, whether one’s income
        actually falls in the middle or not. Only about a quarter of Americans in the bottom quintile of income earners
        see themselves as “lower-class,” and 30 percent of those in households making less than $10,000 a year—below
        the federal government’s poverty line—see themselves as “lower-class.” Forty-three percent of Americans with
        incomes in the second-poorest fifth see themselves as “lower-middle-class.” In sum, there is a large and
        significant trend of poorer Americans overestimating their class status.
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          FIGURE 1.3 Subjective Class Identification vs. Objective Class
          Position, by Income
          

        


        
          Source: Pew Research Center Poll, January 2016.
        

      


      
        Most affluent Americans deny their privilege, embracing a middle-class designation. Just 21 percent of the
        second-highest fifth of income earners self-identify as “upper-middle-class.” Most claim they are
        “middle-class.” The highest fifth of earners, making more than $150,000 a year, are the least likely to
        accurately self-identify by class; just 14 percent call themselves upper class. One might question these
        findings due to the failure to account for debt levels and geographic cost of living—factors that may impact
        one’s sense of class status. But
        such concerns may be overblown. Low-income Americans hold little to no wealth and struggle to make ends meet
        wherever they live if they earn less than $10,000 a year in household income. But the vast majority of these
        individuals refuse to identify as lower class.
      


      
        Furthermore, when wealth is controlled for, underestimates of class status persist. “Wealth denial” is rampant
        among millionaires, 84 percent of whom describe themselves as middle or upper middle class, with only 5 percent
        claiming they are upper class.80 These
        findings overlap with research documenting how upper-income Americans routinely underestimate their class
        status.81 Finally, only for the middle fifth
        of the income distribution do most respondents accurately self-identify as middle class. This success, however,
        is unlikely to arise from any superior insight that may be held by middle-income individuals in a country where
        most all people select “middle-class” as their default identity.
      


      
        Most Americans assume they live in a nation of mass affluence. Nearly everyone is “middle-class” when you ask
        them. In March 2018, 89 percent of Americans self-identified as some variant of middle class—as “middle-upper,”
        “middle,” or “lower-middle”-class.82 Only 1
        percent said they were “upper-class,” and just 9 percent said, “lower-class.” In contrast, USA Today reported in 2018 that 62 percent of U.S. jobs did not pay well enough for those
        holding them to achieve a “middle-class” lifestyle when accounting for wages and geographic cost of
        living.83 More conservative estimates also
        document mass naivete regarding class status, as Pew reported in 2018 that 52 percent of Americans qualified as
        “middle-class,” despite 89 percent claiming to be in the “middle.” Another 20 percent were “upper-income,”
        despite only 1 percent of Americans calling themselves “upper-class.”84 These numbers are not encouraging for those claiming Americans have a strong
        understanding of class identities and divisions. The findings do, however, speak to the power of hegemonic
        manipulation in limiting awareness of the economic divide. If Americans are convinced
        that most everyone is middle class, then there will be significantly less pressure to tax the wealthy in a
        nation where people are widely seen as rising or falling due to hard work or laziness.
      


      
        One could interpret the above findings as evidence of mass cluelessness pertaining to class identification. Most Americans—52 percent—self-identified with a class that did not
        correspond with the fifth of the country they fell within based on their incomes. But a closer analysis is
        needed before writing off Americans as class clueless. Before going further, it helps to provide some
        definitions with regard to class. When one speaks of “class awareness” and “class imagery,” they are referring to individuals’ ability to “perceive and define others” as
        falling into class positions within a broader “class model” of society.85 “Class imagery” refers to “the commonsense or
        everyday beliefs about social class held by ordinary members of society” and to the “characteristics of each
        class.”86 In contrast, “class identification”
        refers to whether individuals are “aware” of and “identify with aggregate classes.”87
      


      
        Class consciousness is a reference to the understanding that
        one is part of a class (“class in itself”) and that one recognizes his/her material interests (as lower,
        middle, or upper class) and how to pursue them.88 It requires “going beyond studying how someone identifies as a member of a
        class, and examines the extent to which a person’s view about class forms part of a coherent social outlook
        which can be said to be consistent and organized in terms of class.”89 Class consciousness suggests individuals perceive the conflict between classes
        as a defining trait of society.90 And with a
        “class for itself”—individuals promote their own class interests.91
      


      
        Savage distinguishes between weaker and stronger versions of class consciousness, with the latter embracing
        revolutionary politics.92 Marx, Engels,
        Gramsci, and others referred to the revolutionary consciousness of the working class in the pursuit of
        socialism.93 Marxism, Mann argues, includes
        (1) “class identity,” via self-affiliation with a specific class; (2) “class opposition” or the “perception that the capitalist and his agents constitute an enduring
        opponent to oneself”; (3) “class totality”—which includes both class identity and
        class opposition; and (4) the belief in an “alternative society” via the masses acting on a “true revolutionary
        class-consciousness.”94
      


      
        A closer examination of the 2016 Pew poll finds that, despite many Americans’ class cluelessness, many have
        developed a relatively coherent sense of class identity. Figure 1.4
        presents statistical estimates for how powerful various demographic factors are in accounting for individuals’
        identification with individual class categories. The estimates are standardized on a
        scale from −1 to 1, with “−1” representing a perfect negative association between two factors, “0” representing
        no relationship, and “1” representing a perfect positive association, after statistically “controlling” for
        other demographic factors in the figure.
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          FIGURE 1.4 Class Identification as a Function of Various
          Demographic Factors
          

        


        
          Source: Pew Research Center Poll, January 2016
        

      


      
        Based on Figure 1.4, few demographic factors are significant
        predictors of identifying with any of the five class affiliations. Younger Americans,
        the less educated, and lower-income Americans are significantly more likely to identify as lower or lower
        middle class. Older Americans, more highly educated Americans, and higher-income Americans are more likely to
        identify as upper class. Those embracing a middle-class affiliation are more likely to come from the middle
        fifth of income earners and to be older, although middle-class status is unrelated to education. In only one
        instance—those in the second-highest fifth of income earners—is income not associated with class
        identification—which is to say being in the second-highest fifth of income earners is not associated with
        identifying as upper middle class. However, higher educational achievement is associated with
        identifying as upper middle class.
      


      
        My findings for age have a class component in that older Americans tend to be more established in their
        careers, with higher incomes. Income and education are also related to class, regarding the elitism of highly
        educated, higher-income Americans. Income is a predictor of individuals’ class status in four of the five class
        identities, while age is also significant in four of five categories, and education
        predicts class status in the ways one would expect for those with higher and lower levels of education. These
        findings suggest that class divisions retain some significance in the U.S., in relation to one’s level of
        affluence.
      


      
        Based on Figure 1.4, the impact of income on
        class status varies depending on the class designation. The weakest relationships between income and class
        are observed for lower-middle-, middle-, and
        upper-middle-class identities. These findings suggest that those identifying as “middle-class” are no more
        likely to hold special insights on their class status, compared to other groups of Americans.
      


      
        While the relationships between income and class identification are stronger for
        lower- and upper-class individuals, 90 percent of Americans refuse to place themselves into these two
        categories, since they see themselves as some variant of “middle-class.” Class designations are not devoid of meaning in America; there is a significant association for four
        of five classes between falling into each fifth of the income distribution and being more likely to identify
        with one’s class category. These findings undermine claims about the irrelevance of class. But it is also
        unwarranted to conclude that class takes on a strong meaning in the U.S. Most Americans cannot accurately place
        themselves into a class based on the fifth of the income distribution into which they fall—a sign that class
        consciousness is underdeveloped.
      


      
        Following the arguments established by Marx, Engels, and Gramsci, I lay out two models to account for how
        economics impact political thought. One, following the Marxist “historical
        materialist” school of thought, depicts economic awareness as flowing from individuals’ economic backgrounds.
        More affluent Americans are more likely to identify as “haves,” while conveniently denying that society is
        divided between haves and have-nots and more likely to embrace conservative values that oppose government
        efforts at inequality reduction. These expectations are captured in Figure
        1.5, which I label the “Economic Determinist Model.”
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          FIGURE 1.5 The Economic Determinist Model
          

        

      


      
        The empirical foundation for the determinist approach springs from public opinion surveys, which suggest that
        many Americans think in class terms. They are aware of conflicts between various economic groups in
        America.95 Most Americans identify “the rich”
        as “greedy” and feel they do not pay their fair share of taxes, while most agree middle- and lower-income
        earners pay their fair share or too much.96
        Most recognize inequality has grown in recent years and feel it should be reduced through government
        action.97 Finally, most agree there are
        significant conflicts between the rich and the poor.98
      


      
         
      


      
        The model established in Figure 1.5 suggests
        many Americans have some sort of economic consciousness, as they form political-economic worldviews that
        reflect their economic backgrounds and interests. None of this is to suggest that most Americans hold a
        revolutionary class consciousness in the Marxian sense.
        Only a third of Americans in the 2010s supported “socialism.” Even among that third, the term was primarily
        defined in relation to general references to societal “equality” rather than based
        on government or collective worker ownership of the means of economic production.99
      


      
        While a determinist model envisions individuals as forming opinions that reflect their economic interests, a
        hegemonic model suggests Americans fall victim to false consciousness. A failure of individuals to form class
        identifications that reflect their economic interests is not necessarily evidence that class is irrelevant, but
        rather that elite political forces—such as political parties, educational institutions, and the media—may be
        manipulating Americans who struggle to connect their material interests with a corresponding class identity.
        But none of this is meant to suggest that all Americans lack class consciousness. The top 1 percent of
        income earners—comprising the business-corporate class—hold significantly different political-economic views
        from the masses. They are more conservative, supporting less regulation of business and lower taxes on the
        wealthy, and are less likely to prioritize reducing inequality.100
      


      
        One limit of previous survey research on business elites is that it is not representative of the entire nation,
        since it only covers corporate executives in the Midwest. My examination of elites, however, includes a
        national sample of individuals identifying as “upper-class”—a small number of Americans—1.6 percent of those
        contacted by the Pew Research Center in its December 2011 national poll. Examining
        that survey, I find upper-class Americans are different from the rest of the public
        in their economic attitudes, as related to Occupy Wall Street, Wall Street’s impact on America, whether the
        economic system is fair to most Americans (rather than favoring the wealthy), whether there is too much power
        in the hands of the rich and large corporations, whether the U.S. is divided between haves and have-nots,
        whether hard work guarantees success, and regarding concerns that American financial institutions are a threat
        to the country.
      


      
        As we see from Figure 1.6, there are large differences between the
        upper-class and other Americans on questions about who the political-economic system serves. Upper-class status
        is a significant predictor of economic attitudes across all survey questions, controlling for respondents’
        gender, age, education, race, partisanship, and ideology. These results reinforce the conclusion that there is
        an elite class consciousness for the upper class, which differs significantly from the mass public.101
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          FIGURE 1.6 Upper-Class Consciousness in America (2011)
          

        


        
          Controls: gender, age, education, race, partisanship, ideology
        


        
          Significance levels (of class status) for predicting each attitude: * = 10% ** = 5% *** = 1% **** = 0.1%
        


        
          Source: Pew Research Center, December 2011 Survey
        

      


      
        The elite-masses divide grew during the Occupy Wall Street protests (2011), suggesting that Americans were
        becoming more aware of the economic divide between the few and the many. By recognizing that elites are
        different from  the masses, with the former holding a well-developed class consciousness that overlaps with the
        interests of capitalist owners, I assess the extent to which the American masses fail to form self-interested
        political-economic views. I establish these expectations in Figure
        1.7, which I label “The Hegemonic Model.” Via Gramsci’s hegemony theory, one would expect that most
        Americans fail to develop critical economic consciousness, as related to
        recognition of the economic divide between haves and have-nots. The haves/have-nots distinction is a simple
        one. If most Americans cannot even recognize this simple divide, there is little reason to think they will hold
        more nuanced understandings of multiclass distinctions, especially when most all Americans say they are middle
        class.
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          FIGURE 1.7 The Hegemonic Model
          

        

      


      
        The hegemonic model is potentially useful for explaining mass consciousness. The media, political parties,
        parental figures, educational institutions, and consumerist norms are potentially powerful forms of
        socialization in a nation where most Americans seriously underestimate inequality.102 By claiming that hard work is enough to get ahead, most Americans
        seem to be ill informed about structural changes in the American political economy that stifle upward mobility
        due to stagnating incomes and growing inequality.103
      


      
        
      


      
        I present evidence for both the determinist and hegemonic models in explaining public opinion. I argue that
        most Americans suffer from a lack of critical economic
        consciousness, via their failure to recognize the haves/have-nots divide. However, I also find that, although
        the U.S. is an increasingly unequal nation, years of growing economic insecurity following the 2008 economic
        crash have given rise to social movements that seek to combat poverty and inequality.
      

    

    
      Critical Theory, Class, and
      Inequality


      
        There are many classic works of political theory providing potentially useful road maps on how to analyze
        politics and inequality. I look to critical theory and its proponents to better understand inequality, economic
        consciousness, and their relevance to politics. Drawing on Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, one theme I
        emphasize is economic determinism. In his essay, “The German Ideology,” Marx established a “materialist
        conception of history,” in which he saw capitalistic societies as dominated by the owners of the economic means
        of production—the “bourgeoisie” and by the capitalist economic structure. Bourgeois elites preside over the
        “proletariat”—workers who are employed within capitalist enterprises.104
      


      
        From an economics-centered approach, Marx wrote: “history is nothing but generations of people exploiting
        materials, capital, and resources handed down over the generations.”105 Economics serve “as the basis of all history.” In “A Contribution to the
        Critique of Political Economy,” Marx argued that capitalism is driven by an economic foundation or “base” of
        capitalist business institutions and a “superstructure” of other institutions serving to benefit business
        elites.106 This superstructure includes
        religion, philosophy, and politics, which function as “systems of dogma” for capitalism.107 As institutions, “law, morality [and] religion” are
        “bourgeois prejudices, behind which lurk in ambush just as many bourgeois interests.”108 For Marx, the law is a system that protects
        business interests, while religious institutions instill citizens with a “Protestant work ethic” teaching them
        to work hard, sacrifice, and not to cause trouble by engaging in labor organizing. By avoiding controversies,
        the argument goes, religious institutions stifle critical class consciousness.
      


      
        Marxism stresses the “exploitation of the laborer by the manufacturer,” with capitalists repressing the working
        class.109 By suppressing wages, cutting or
        refusing to provide employee benefits, and stifling unionization, the bourgeoisie are said to create an enemy
        in the proletariat. In its quest for ever-increasing profits, corporations exploit workers, creating the
        eventual conditions of their own destabilization by pauperizing the working class. Capitalism produces wealth for the few, at the expense of the many. Marx wrote: “labour
        produces for the rich wonderful things—but for the worker it produces privation. It produces palaces—but for
        the worker, hovels.”110 Capitalism “rendered
        the great mass of humanity ‘propertyless’ and produced, at the same time, the contradiction of an existing
        world of wealth and culture.”111 But growing
        desperation of the proletariat, Marx predicted, leads workers to develop a radical class consciousness, with “the proletariat alone” serving as the “revolutionary
        class,” leading the effort to overthrow capitalism.112 The decline of capitalism, Marx believed, was predetermined. With growing
        class conflict, the bourgeoisie would “bring death to itself,” producing “its own grave-diggers.” Its fall, and
        the victory of the proletariat,” were “equally inevitable.”113
      


      
        Economistic theories predate the rise of Marxism. James Madison believed humans were motivated by economic
        interests. He wrote of “the diversity in the faculties of men”—in reference to inequality—which was “an
        insuperable obstacle” to the formation of “a uniformity of interests” in society.
        Madison believed “the first object of government” was to protect this “diversity of faculties,” with citizens
        divided into factions of propertied and non-propertied men.114 Madison warned: “the most common and durable source of factions has been the
        various and unequal distribution of property. Those who hold and those who are without property have ever
        formed distinct interests in society.”115
        Government existed, Madison believed, “to protect the minority of the opulent against the majority.”116 By separating the government into various parts,
        Madison hoped to prohibit poor majorities from imposing their political will against the wealthy. He opposed
        “an equal division of property,” which he deemed an “improper and wicked project,” but one that is “less apt to
        pervade the whole body of the Union” in a separation of powers system.117
      


      
        Madison’s distrust of democracy was driven by his view of men as motivated by economic interests. He saw them
        as self-interested and as recognizing their material interests as members of the lower and upper classes. For
        Marxists, the notion that history is driven by economics is also central to understanding political economy.
        The historical materialist framework seeks to account for inequality and class divisions under capitalism. Over
        time, as working-class Americans’ economic situations grow increasingly dire, the proletariat is said to
        develop into a “self-conscious independent movement of the immense majority, in the interests of the immense
        majority.”118 In an era of record
        inequality, Marx would expect working-class Americans to develop increasingly critical views of corporate
        power, developing into a critical class, as the proletariat becomes a “class for itself,” working to enhance
        its material interests.
      


      
        The belief that only economics matter in determining political thought and behavior is
        referred to as orthodox Marxism, which bases political-historical developments and
        consciousness entirely on economic forces. Orthodox Marxism is rejected by numerous Marxist scholars as too
        simplistic in accounting for human relations under capitalism.119 Still, economic determinist worldviews remain prominent among leftist
        intellectuals.120 Scholars focusing on
        inequality, as related to gender, race, and sexual orientation/identity, and those emphasizing how these
        factors interact with class (via “intersectionality” studies) in order to impact interpersonal relations are
        often condemned for elitist “identity politics.” By focusing on facets of identity outside of
        class—intersectional scholars are deemed agents of the capitalist class, emphasizing (allegedly) bourgeois
        artificiali-ties that demonstrate their false consciousness and failure to discuss the issues of “real”
        significance—economics and capitalism. The “identity politics” attack is inherently problematic, however. It
        rejects analyses that emphasize gender, race, and other identity categories, while refusing to recognize that
        class itself is an “identity.” The propagandistic element of this process lies in the conditioning of
        individuals to reject, a priori, discussions of noneconomic forms of identity as illegitimate and elitist.
      


      
        The determinist approach has its roots in orthodox Marxism but is limited in its ability to account for how
        Americans think about political economy. I document the limits of economic determinism in Chapter 3, which explores how various aspects of identity, including economic status, gender,
        race, media consumption, geography, ideology, and partisanship, impact how individuals think about inequality.
        I argue that an updated version of historical materialism is useful to understanding Americans’ political-economic attitudes, one recognizing that economics are
        the primary driver of how Americans think about inequality, but that other factors also matter.
      


      
        Orthodox Marxism portrays socialist revolution as inevitable, but Gramsci’s
        hegemonic theory explores how capitalist elites, as “the dominant group” operating “throughout society,” seek
        to exercise ideological control over the masses. Business elites desire public “consent” in acquiescence to
        bourgeois political-economic power.121 This
        consent “is ‘historically’ attained by the ‘prestige’ and ‘confidence’ that business leaders enjoy because of
        their position in the world of [capitalist] production.”122
      


      
        Hegemonic theory emphasizes elite-driven ideology as guiding the masses. Business elites “lead” the people,
        utilizing manipulation, propaganda, and indoctrination. Hegemonic ideas are accepted
        as “common sense” by a public that is not consistently exposed to alternative ideas and ideologies.123 And despite his historical materialist framework,
        Marx also argued that “the ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas, i.e. the class which
        is the ruling material force in society, is at the same time its ruling intellectual force. The class which has
        the means of material production at its disposal has control at the same time over the means of mental
        production.”124 Ruling class “ideas,”
        Marx maintained, are reflexively accepted, as are bourgeois efforts to “represent them”
        as “rational” and “universally valid.”125
      


      
        For Gramsci, hegemony and economic determinism were conceptually distinct. Under
        orthodox Marxism, society’s institutions are passive vessels, operating on behalf of capital. Rejecting
        “mechanical historical materialism,” Gramsci reflected: “that every fluctuation of politics and ideology can be
        presented and expounded upon as an immediate expression of the [economic] structure must be contested in theory
        as primitive infantilism.”126 A theory that “assumes that every political act is predetermined” fails to
        account for the “errors” and miscalculations of elites, and the ways that hegemonic systems adapt to the
        demands of working-class people to stifle revolutionary change.127
      


      
        For Gramsci, indoctrination occurred within schools and other “institutes of high culture,” among which I
        include the media.128 “Intellectuals” are
        “the dominant [capitalist] group’s deputies,” exercising “social hegemony” over “subaltern” groups (the
        dominated).129 But upper-class propaganda
        may be challenged by “organic intellectuals,” who arise from the bourgeoisie to
        challenge the prestige and power of the capitalist class.130 With a mass groundswell behind them, organic
        intellectuals are a vital component of the working class organizing. As Gramsci wrote, a “crisis of the ruling
        class’s hegemony” or “crisis of the state as a whole” occurs when elites fail to maintain consent “of the broad
        masses,” which “have passed suddenly from a state of political passivity” into one of opposition.131 Public resistance may produce revolution, but prior
        to that, updated hegemonic orders may be established under capitalism, adopting
        reforms demanded by the working class.132
        For Gramsci, “Hegemony presupposes that account be taken of the interests and the tendencies of the groups over
        which hegemony is to be exercised, and that a certain compromise equilibrium should be formed—in other words,
        that the leading [capitalist] group should make sacrifices of an economic-corporate kind.” These changes cannot
        be allowed to pose a fundamental threat to the capitalist order. As Gramsci stated, “There is also no doubt
        that such sacrifices and such a compromise cannot touch the essential; for though hegemony is ethico-political,
        it must also be economic, must necessarily be based on the decisive function exercised by the leading group in
        the decisive nucleus of economic activity.”133 In other words, hegemonic systems are adaptable, responding to public
        demands, although capitalism stops short of recognizing the legitimacy of revolutionary ideologies.
      


      
        Gramsci’s discussion of reform foreshadowed capitalism’s response to the growing desperation of poor Americans
        and organized labor during the Great Depression. The “New
        Deal” regulations of corporations, the introduction of a welfare state during the 1930s, and its expansion in
        the 1960s under Lyndon Johnson’s “War on Poverty” demonstrate the adaptability of
        hegemonic systems in co-opting working-class interests. And the flexibility of hegemonic systems complicated
        Marx’s predictions about socialism’s “inevitable” emergence via rising revolutionary working-class consciousness. With government policies that reduce inequality and poverty, revolutionary consciousness is blunted in the face of hegemonic
        pressures working on the mass public.
      


      
        Marx’s concept of “alienated labor” may also be useful in analyzing mass false consciousness. Through a “labor theory” of value, Marx
        argued that the effort devoted to creating a product is the prime determinant of its value, in contrast to
        “use-value,” which values a product based on consumer demand, and its “exchange value,” via a product’s worth
        in a marketplace compared to other products.134 In Capital (Volume 1), Marx wrote about the labor theory of value:
        “that which determines the magnitude of the value of any article is the amount of labour socially necessary, or the labour-time socially necessary for its
        production.”135 For Marx, deviating from the
        labor theory means marginalizing the source of a product’s value—the work required to produce it—which means
        “alienating” the working class. The proletariat under capitalism, Marx believed, was alienated in many ways:
        (1) alienated from one’s labor due to the surplus profits of work extracted by capitalists; (2) alienated from
        others due to the solitary conditions in work, with individuals pressured to work harder for less, thereby
        producing rising inequality; and (3) alienated from the products of one’s labor, via the failure to recognize
        that products’ value springs from the labor that creates them.136
      


      
        The third form of alienation is fed by mass consumerism and the valuation of
        products based on their use value. This practice relates to what Marx called “the fetishism of commodities” or
        “commodity fetishism.”137 For Marx, the
        dominant role of labor in determining value is an open secret, “hidden under the apparent fluctuations in the
        relative value of commodities.”138 Marx’s
        theory of alienated labor was expressed via his claim that capitalism “conceals the
        estrangement (alienation) inherent in the nature of labour by not considering the direct relationship between
        the worker and production.”139 “The worker
        sinks to the level of a commodity.”140 By
        extracting surplus value from the fruits of one’s labor, the worker “becomes an ever cheaper commodity the more
        he creates.… The object which labour produces—labour’s product—confronts it as something alien, as a power
        independent of the producer.”141
      


      
        Although Marx is an influential figure in sociology, his belief that class is
        defined by workers who are alienated from their labor was not shared by all of his
        contemporaries. Max Weber, another foundational figure in sociology, recognized that factors such as education,
        prestige, and status fueled class divisions.142 “Property,” Weber argued, “is not always recognized as a status
        qualification.… [B]oth propertied and propertyless people
        can belong to the same status group and frequently they do with very tangible consequences.”143 Class status could be expressed via “specific style
        of life” behaviors that are “expected from all those who wish to belong” to a specific social
        “circle.”144 Weber distinguished between
        classes: “a property class” based on property differences between individuals, “a commercial class” of those providing goods and services, and a
        “social class” of individuals affiliating with each other through various social groups. Weber divided societies occupationally into four classes: an “entrepreneurial and propertied”
        class, the “petty bourgeoisie” (professionals who are not business owners), middle-class workers, and the working
        class.145 For Weber, “status” distinctions
        were paramount, as the individual makes “an effective claim to social esteem in terms of positive or negative
        privileges” that are founded on consumer lifestyle, “formal education,” and “occupational prestige.”146 As Weber wrote, “Status groups are stratified
        according to the principles of their consumption of goods as represented by special styles of life.”147 Sociologist Anthony Giddens reinforces this view of
        class distinctions. He argues for recognizing “the sphere of consumption” as exerting “a major influence upon
        class structuration.”148 Lockwood echoes
        this mindset by emphasizing that influence emanates from one’s “purchasing power” and “the power of a man to
        acquire things.”149
      


      
        Alienated labor, commodity fetishism, and consumer status are all important to the
        study of hegemony. Individuals who look primarily at the “use value” of goods or services may be less likely to
        recognize the labor that produced the item in question. This emphasis on the product diverts attention from the
        growing insecurity and precariousness of working Americans in the modern era. And if Americans are preoccupied
        with relatively cheap commodities such as cell phones, computers, televisions, and video games that rich and
        the poor alike can afford, they may be less likely to develop a critical consciousness regarding inequality or
        to nurture a working-class consciousness. I return to the
        idea of consumerism as a means of pacifying the masses in later chapters.
      


      
        Hegemonic theory receives support from critical theorists. Georg Lukacs placed Gramsci’s false consciousness at
        the center of his analysis, arguing that since “the rule of the bourgeoisie” “is exercised” to benefit the
        minority, “the need to deceive the other classes and to ensure that their class consciousness remains amorphous
        is inescapable for a bourgeois regime.”150
        “Reification”—or the process through which workers become alienated, commodities fetishized, and labor’s
        contribution to their value omitted—“requires that a society should learn to satisfy all its needs in terms of
        commodity exchange.” This process, Lukacs wrote, means “the separation of the producer from his means of
        production.”151
      


      
        Pierre Bourdieu emphasized “taste” as a form of cultural hegemony, with more highly
        educated and wealthier individuals setting societal standards of fashionable consumption. This process occurs
        through socialization. Bourdeiu also focused on the centrality of socialization via political
        parties.152 “Political practices” and
        “opinions,” he noted, were based on “political socialization” and the “conditionings inscribed in a particular
        socio-economic condition,” with educational institutions, media, and family
        impacting consciousness by reinforcing elitist “tastes” and political ideologies.153
      


      
        Consumerism and entertainment are vital to reinforcing hegemony and the pacification
        of critical consciousness. Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno warned of the “culture industry,” in film, radio, and print media, which was responsible for
        the “standardization,” homogenization, and commodification
        of mass culture and which “controlled” the masses through consumerism.154 The emphasis on culture as a tool of social
        control is not new.155 Neil Postman
        highlighted the dumbing down of discourse with the rise of commercial media. As viewers, we are “amusing
        ourselves to death” via entertaining and superficial media content—which television produces through its
        limited means of conveying information relative to print.156
      


      
        Herbert Marcuse saw consumerism and advertising as tools of social control and
        deterrents to critical thought. He warned of the consequences, via the emergence of a “one dimensional man,”
        who is taught he can satisfy his needs through atomized purchases in a market-based economy. “Indoctrination”
        and “manipulation” through advertising and public relations produced alienation and enabled business dominance
        “in the guise of affluence and liberty” extending “to all spheres of private and public existence.”157 This affluence, Marcuse argued, arises due to the
        availability of cheap consumer goods, making fashionable consumption available to low- and high-income earners
        alike.158
      


      
        False consciousness, Marcuse argued, means embracing consumerism, which becomes a way of life.
      


      
        It is a good way of life—much better than before—and as a good way of life, it militates against qualitative
        change. Thus emerges a pattern of one-dimensional thought and behavior in which ideas, aspirations, and
        objectives that, by their content, transcend the established universe of discourse and action are either
        repelled or reduced to the terms of this universe.159
      


      


      
        Recognizing worship of materialism and consumerism as “false needs” and drivers of “alienation,” Marcuse
        claimed, was difficult “when the individuals identify themselves with the existence that is imposed on them” by
        consumer capitalism.160
      


      
        Reflecting in 1960s’ America on consumerism as a therapeutic device for achieving fulfillment and contentment,
        Marcuse warned it was really a means of exercising hegemonic power: “people recognize themselves in their
        commodities, they find their soul in their automobile, hi-fi set, split-level home, kitchen
        equipment.”161
      


      
        Recognition of consumerism as a form of social control was difficult for many in the “golden age” of American
        capitalism and mass prosperity from the 1940s to 1960s. A half century later, the dramatic rise of inequality,
        rapidly rising costs of living (health care, education, etc.), stagnating wages, and declining worker security
        have exposed the consumerist system as a poor substitute for worker and human security. But, as I argue in
        Chapter 7, affinity toward consumer culture remains central to elite efforts
        to direct public attention away from declining living standards and from what government can do to address mass
        insecurity. Instead, an emphasis is placed on instant gratification and the worship of materialism, via
        consumption of relatively cheap and trivial goods. As I document in Chapters
        8 and 9, however, the hegemonic power of consumer
        goods as a pacifying device has declined among economically insecure and young Americans in modern times.
      


      
        The ascendancy of consumerism, advertising, and public
        relations as tools of social control traces back to the early 20th century.162 One historical account summarizes the U.S. transformation from pre-consumerism to mass consumerism as follows: “Before 1880, the United States was largely
        an agrarian economy, with most Americans living and working on farms.… Most markets were local or regional, and
        the majority of businesses were individually owned and managed.” The rise of corporate capitalism made business
        institutions “indispensable to the capitalist economy.”163 Within a few decades, the U.S. developed into “the land of desire,” defined by a “commercial aesthetic” and a “culture of consumer capitalism.”164
        This system, public relations pioneer Edward Bernays conceded, was driven by the subconscious manipulation of
        needs and desires, which were associated with consumer goods, reinforcing the notion that therapeutic
        consumerism was central to “the good life.”165
      


      
        There is good reason to conclude that consumer culture’s foundation was long in the making before the early
        20th century. Establishing a theory of “possessive individualism,” C. B. MacPherson maintained that “the
        market society of twentieth century America” drew on “seventeenth-century
        foundations,” tracing back to Western philosophers such as John Locke and Thomas Hobbes and the preoccupation
        during the “Enlightenment” period with individual freedom, will, and desires.166 Western individualism during the Enlightenment was “possessive” in “quality”; “its conception of the individual as essentially
        the proprietor of his own person or capacities, owing nothing to society for them,” meant the elevation of
        individuals over the collective. “The individual, it was thought, is free inasmuch as he is proprietor of his
        person and capacities.”167 He or she holds
        “freedom from dependence on the will of others,” as “political society becomes a calculated device for the
        protection of property and for the maintenance of an orderly relation of exchange.”168
      


      
        For MacPherson, the “modern liberal-democratic theory” emerging from the Enlightenment is fundamentally
        contradictory. Individuals supposedly hold “freedom to enter into self-interested relations with other
        individuals” within “the market society.”169
        But individual empowerment “in an atomized market society” is difficult in nations marked by stark “class
        differentiation,” when political power is held by business interests rather than the
        masses.170 Possessive individualism is fraudulent, MacPherson believed, because individuals are not
        empowered by market exchanges and consumerism. This disempowerment stems from the failure of individuals to
        control their lives in a market society characterized by highly unequal property relations and due to the
        masses’ lack of control over their labor. As MacPherson wrote:
      


      
        Those who in a market society have no land or capital have no extractive power. They also may be said to have,
        at any given time, no power of any kind. For their productive power, their ability to
        use their capacities and energies to produce goods, has continuously to be sold to someone who has land or
        capital, and sold for a wage which goes to replenish the energy which makes their capacities saleable next
        week. They are continuously left with no productive power of their own.171
      


      
        With “property” determining “political power,” labor is of paramount importance in creating the profits
        necessary for the accumulation, protection, and enrichment of wealth. Although he was a liberal theorist,
        MacPherson’s definition of political power overlapped with Marx’s. His contention
        that “one’s main property is still, for most men, one’s right of access to the means
        of labour” meant privileging the labor theory of value and elevating class conflict to the center of
        discussions of inequality and the economy.172 If control over one’s labor is necessary to holding political power, then
        capitalism empowers bourgeois elites to deny agency to the masses.
      


      
        Control of labor and property are critical components of political and economic power. As the studies cited
        earlier in this chapter suggest, rising inequality and upper-class dominance of politics are detrimental to
        democracy. Attempts to discount inequality become increasingly difficult to sustain when mass insecurity makes
        social movement uprisings more likely and as Americans rise up against the political-economic status quo. But
        social control via consumerism may persist if many individuals see themselves as “haves” due to their ownership
        of a television, video games, a laptop, or other modern conveniences. Consumer goods
        are worth little when sold on the secondary market—far from enough to sustain oneself without a job or an
        income, so possessing them is not terribly helpful for determining whether one is a “have” or “have-not.” But
        as I document in Chapters 7 and 8, many
        Americans still use ownership of such goods as the primary metric to inform their views about inequality.
      


      
        Ownership of the means of production and the ability to accrue financial assets and wealth are the main
        determinants of personal security and political-economic power. Financial wealth is
        used to generate more wealth in a financialized economy, further enriching the corporate class. In contrast,
        individuals who define security through consumer goods, without possessing financial wealth, face a precarious
        future. They work paycheck to paycheck and are subject to the discipline of a marketplace that produces massive
        inequality. Put bluntly, these individuals are one layoff away from the poor house, as economic insecurity can
        be rapidly manifested in ways that are unforeseen by the masses, as the 2008 economic crash and the Covid-19
        crisis demonstrated. And the lack of financial wealth for masses of Americans cannot be understated in a nation
        where 40 percent of Americans hold no financial wealth, while the poorest 60 percent hold a miniscule 3 percent
        of all wealth.173
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        This book engages in a mixed-methods research approach. I employ six investigative tools to analyze inequality
        and its impact on political-economic consciousness. First, I undertake a historical analysis of macroeconomic
        changes in the U.S. economy, spotlighting rising inequality and mass insecurity. Second, I utilize statistical
        “regression” analysis of national public opinion surveys, identifying how various demographic and personal
        factors are associated with the development of economic consciousness, while measuring the impact of said
        consciousness on political-economic beliefs. Third, I utilize the Nexis Uni academic news database to
        study coverage of class and inequality, to generalize about the role of media in stifling critical economic
        consciousness and progressive political-economic attitudes. Fourth, I undertake interviews with Americans of
        various economic backgrounds, documenting how individuals’ experiences lead them to acknowledge or downplay
        inequality. Fifth, I use experimental research to explore the impact of rising financial insecurity on
        political-economic attitudes. Finally, I analyze contemporary social movements to understand how economic
        stress fuels awareness of inequality and support for political-economic initiatives aimed at reducing
        inequality. Through multiple investigative tools, I increase my confidence in making cause-and-effect claims
        related to the American political-economic life.
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      Descriptions


      
        In Chapter 2, I provide a historical foundation for macroeconomic changes in
        the U.S. over the last half century, while addressing the role of neoliberal “free market” capitalism in
        exacerbating inequality. I examine how this economic system contributes to a deteriorating quality of life and
        rising insecurity for millions and how it has increased political inequality, which subsequently reinforces
        upper-class political power.
      


      
        Chapter 3 provides an empirical exploration of the variables impacting
        economic consciousness, in relation to attitudes about inequality. This chapter evaluates the
        Marxist-determinist and Gramscian-hegemonic models described in this chapter, assessing each one’s
        effectiveness in illuminating how Americans think about inequality. I supplement my analysis of national
        opinion polls in Chapter 4 with interviews of American students to understand
        how economic backgrounds and socialization impact opinions on inequality.
      


      
        In Chapter 5, I examine how economic consciousness impacts political-economic
        attitudes. I find that economics matter, alongside socialization, in molding how Americans look at public
        policy. I rely on national surveys and interviews, in a dual methodological approach that allows me to identify
        national statistical trends and supplement them with the insights of individual Americans.
      


      
        Chapters 6 and 7
        explore how the media marginalize coverage of inequality and class-related issues and depress awareness of
        inequality. Journalists’ sparse coverage of class and inequality aids in the suppression of critical economic
        consciousness. I document these findings by analyzing trends in media coverage and public opinion surveys. I
        supplement my survey findings with experimental data that demonstrate the power of media socialization in
        influencing attitudes about inequality. I also explore how attachment to mass consumerism stifles awareness of
        rising economic insecurity.
      


      
        In Chapter 8, I use national surveys to show how economic insecurity
        radicalizes the public, pulling them in a progressive-leftward direction in their political-economic beliefs. I
        examine how a worsening economy heightens economic concerns and opposition to the political-economic status
        quo. Negative changes in individuals’ personal finances, in addition to poor finances in general, have
        reinforced left-wing forms of political-economic consciousness.
      


      
        Chapter 9 reviews recent leftist social movements, including the 2011 Madison
        protests, Occupy Wall Street, “Fight for $15,” the 2017 health-care protests of the attempted “Obamacare”
        repeal, the protests accompanying the Covid-19 pandemic, and the Bernie Sanders 2016 and 2020 “revolutions.”
        These uprisings were fueled by heightened financial insecurities, and they galvanized citizens into action to
        challenge rising inequality. I find little evidence that economic anxiety produces greater openness to
        right-wing insurgency, as related to the rise of Donald Trump to political power. I supplement my social
        movement analysis with a food stamp experiment, documenting how changes in individuals’ ability to afford
        healthy foods impact their political-economic values.
      


      
        Finally, my conclusion examines prospects for democracy and increasing public awareness of inequality. I argue
        that citizens are capable of challenging hegemonic systems of dominance under the “right” economic
        circumstances and that Americans’ false consciousness on inequality may be increasingly unsustainable moving
        forward in an era of rising inequality and economic crisis.
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    2
    

    RISING INEQUALITY


    
      A History of Political-Economic Change
    


    
      American culture is premised on the belief that we live in the land of opportunity—that
      success comes to those who work for it. In 2018, 63 percent of Americans were satisfied with “the opportunity for
      a person in this nation to get ahead.”1 Over the
      last few decades, between two-thirds to three-quarters of Americans have consistently agreed that opportunities are commonly available for those who work hard to “get ahead.”2 America is the land of Horatio Alger stories, a reference
      to the famous writer of “rags to riches” tales of teenage boys who worked hard to pull themselves out of poverty.
    


    
      But Americans historically have been wildly overoptimistic about their prospects for economic mobility. They have consistently overestimated the ease of mobility from lower to higher class
      positions. Americans overestimate how much additional work hours improve one’s economic status, the number of
      people who move from the bottom fifth to the top fifth of the income distribution, the value of a college degree
      in pulling one out of the poorest fifth of income earners, and they overestimate how many students at elite
      universities come from lower-class backgrounds. In short, Americans’ attitudes have
      long been quite naive regarding prospects for economic mobility.3
    


    
      The U.S. is the most unequal of all wealthy countries.4 Numerous factors contribute to rising inequality, including growing competition
      with foreign businesses, which has driven manufacturing job outsourcing; the deteriorating power of labor unions;
      technological advances that contribute to automation and down-sizing; the growth of executive compensation that
      outpaces corporate profits and median household incomes; corporations’ refusal to increase worker pay to keep
      pace with increased labor productivity; tax policies that favor the wealthy; and
      government’s failure to prioritize health care and higher education funding, the costs of which have increased
      beyond average household income growth.5
    


    
       Neoliberalism Defined


      
        The last half century has witnessed the rise of neoliberal political economy. Neoliberalism is the
        manifestation of a plutocratic political-economic system that serves upper-class interests over those of the
        middle class, working class, and poor. I define neoliberalism as the privileging of business interests in
        politics and society. Central tenets include support for business deregulation; embrace of “free market”
        rhetoric, demanding that individuals reduce social welfare dependency and be “personally responsible”;
        defunding public goods such as libraries, education, and infrastructure in favor of
        reliance on private and forprofit goods; tax cuts for the wealthy; attempted privatization of welfare services;
        resistance to raising the minimum wage in favor of businesses setting pay rates; opposition to government
        protection of unionization and collective bargaining;
        opposition to socialized programs such as “free” college tuition and nationalized health care; and opposition
        to government regulating CO2 emissions to combat climate change. These developments
        speak to a pro-business agenda in American politics—one endorsed by both political parties and contributing to
        growing inequality. I track the impact of these neoliberal developments on inequality below.
      

    

    
      Deindustrialization


      
        Journalists point to manufacturing outsourcing as driven by competition between U.S.
        and foreign corporations.6 But outsourcing is
        also a function of capitalism, with profit motive driving this labor cost–cutting effort. Labor is an expense and to the extent
        that corporations minimize expenses, this aids in maximizing profits. Figure 2.1 tracks the decline of manufacturing jobs from the 1950s through the 2010s.
        Not only have the absolute number of U.S. manufacturing jobs fallen but so have these jobs relative to
        other jobs. As a percentage of the entire workforce, manufacturing accounted for a quarter of U.S. jobs in the
        1950s, but less than 20 percent by the 1980s and less than 10 percent after 2000.
      


      
        [image: Image]

        
          FIGURE 2.1 U.S. Deindustrialization (1950–2017)
          

        


        
          Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Manufacturing Jobs and Civilian Workforce Jobs, Bureau of
          Labor Statistics, 2018, https://data.bls.gov/pdq/SurveyOutputServlet
        

      


      
        Deindustrialization significantly impacted inequality. Industrial jobs were heavily unionized, providing
        workers democratic representation, with union representatives elected by workers. Through collective
        bargaining, unions secured higher wages and benefits for workers, with union workers historically earning more
        than nonunion workers for those employed in the same occupation fields.7 There are also ancillary benefits to unionization, as union membership is
        associated with greater life satisfaction in nations with higher union densities.8 Unions were instrumental in building a liberal voting bloc, historically
        pressuring Democratic officials to support minimum-wage increases and other pro-worker policies. Organized labor was a force in get-out-the-vote drives, and in raising campaign donations for
        electoral candidates.9 Unions contribute to
        declining poverty rates  by
        increasing the wages of working-class individuals.10 By raising the earnings of workers, unions reduce inequality between the
        wealthy and the masses.11
      


      
        The decline of organized labor and growing inequality are linked. Figure
        2.2 suggests a relationship between union decline and the percentage of income captured by middle-income
        earners. This should be expected, since collective bargaining is how blue-collar workers secure pay increases
        and benefits, thereby expanding the share of the economic pie going to working people. Figure 2.2 also suggests that deunionization and middle-class
        economic decline produce a rapid increase in the fortunes of the capitalist class. Some research suggests that
        as many as one-third of U.S. middle-class jobs have disappeared due to union decline.12 This evidence undermines claims that the economy
        provides endless opportunities for success. The rising wealth of the capitalist class is inversely related to
        the fates of others. With the decline of organized labor, working Americans struggle to negotiate for pay
        raises amid steadily growing profits for the corporate class.
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          FIGURE 2.2 Deunionization and the Declining Middle Class
          (1967–2016)
          

        


        
          Center for American Progress, www.americanprogressaction.org/issues/economy/news/2017/09/14/168583/without-strong-unions-middle-class-families-bring-home-smaller-share/
        


        
          Sources: Michael Wolff, “Has Middle Class Wealth Recovered?”
        

      


      
        The government shares responsibility for deindustrialization. Outsourcing of jobs proceeded steadily for
        decades, without leaders from either party protesting or threatening these companies with tariffs for goods
        produced in sweatshops. U.S. officials promoted the North American Free Trade
        Agreement (NAFTA), making it easier for manufacturers to relocate abroad. In the 2016 election, Republican
        presidential candidate Donald Trump lamented the decline of manufacturing jobs. Trump’s criticism of free trade
        was echoed by his supporters, resulting in the demise of the Trans-Pacific
        Partnership (TPP), which threatened  to further intensify
        outsourcing. Trump rose to prominence highlighting the nation’s loss of manufacturing jobs, but he did nothing
        to reverse decades of outsourcing.
      


      
        Work in America is also increasingly insecure due to the rise of contingent labor. From 2005 to 2015, 94
        percent of the 10 million jobs created in the U.S. were either temporary or contract based.13 Such positions speak to the increasing precariousness
        of American workers, since these jobs provide little security and do not guarantee occupational benefits such
        as health insurance, pensions, or 401ks. The rise of contingent labor undermines the notion that employers
        should provide for employees’ retirement needs.
      

    

    
      The Minimum Wage’s Decline


      
        The decline of unions has harmed low-income earners, as related to the minimum wage. When unions were strong in
        the decades following the Second World War, it meant greater pressure on the
        government to regularly raise the minimum wage. But with union decline, the government faces reduced electoral
        pressure from a labor-led voting bloc to raise the wage. Without a promise of regular minimum-wage raises, the
        working poor increasingly struggle to make ends meet.
      


      
        Only 701,000 workers earned the minimum wage in 2016, out of nearly 80 million hourly-wage workers.14 But these numbers underestimate the importance
        of the minimum wage. It is not
        simply “a minimum wage” in a static sense, because inflationary pressures mean its value fluctuates over time.
        If the government is unwilling to raise the minimum wage to keep pace with inflation, then those at the bottom
        of the income distribution will face declining wages. This is clear after looking at fluctuations in the
        minimum wage over time. Figure 2.3 chronicles the changing value of
        the wage from 1938 to 2018 after adjusting for inflation, in 2018 dollars. It suggests wages for low-income
        Americans are not determined in a “free market,” where corporations pay employees their “natural market value.”
        The government sets a floor for wages, and that floor varies depending on how often officials raise the minimum
        wage. At its weakest, the minimum wage held a value of $4.34 (2018 dollars) in 1944; in contrast, it reached
        its highest value in 1968, of $11.82. So there is tremendous variability in how much this wage guarantees
        low-income workers, depending on the actions of the government.
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          FIGURE 2.3 The Declining Minimum Wage
          

        


        
          Source: U.S. Department of Labor, “History of Federal Minimum Wage Rates under the Fair Labor
          Standards Act, 1938–2009,” U.S. Department of Labor, 2018, www.dol.gov/whd/minwage/chart.htm; Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Consumer Price Index
          Inflation Calculator,” Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2018, https://data.bls.gov/cgi-bin/cpicalc.pl
        

      


      
        Conservatives claim corporations should be free to determine employee pay and, if released from minimum-wage
        constraints, that markets will reward workers commensurately with the state of the economy.15 But available data suggests that the wages of the
        working poor have barely increased in recent decades, despite growing worker productivity. From 1968 to 2018,
        the inflation-adjusted value of the minimum wage declined by 39 percent (Figure 2.3), from $11.82 to $7.25 (2018 dollars).
      


      


      
        This decline harmed low–wage earning adults (nonteenagers), who comprise more than
        two-thirds of minimum-wage earners.16 The
        minimum-wage decline occurred during a period when labor productivity more than
        doubled, while the incomes of the poorest 20 percent of earners increased just 19 percent after
        inflation.17 In contrast, the average income
        of the top 5 percent of income earners increased by 118 percent, and executive salaries, from the mid-1960s to
        the mid-2010s, increased 17.5 times.18
        Keeping wages low for poor Americans was lucrative for corporate executives, who captured the rising profits
        from increased labor productivity, thereby contributing to rising inequality. Amid these developments, the
        federal government contributed to a declining minimum wage.
      


      
        Government inaction has clearly suppressed earnings for the poor. In 2014, 3 in 10 workers earning hourly
        wages—23 million people—earned less than $10.10 an hour, or the equivalent of $11.02 an hour (2018 dollars). If
        the federal government had raised the minimum wage to its highest historic value of $11.82 an hour (1968), this
        would have meant an increase in incomes for all 23 million of these earners.19 Furthermore, it would mean raises for millions of other workers
        earning an hourly rate of $11 or more, since minimum-wage increases create pressure to adjust salaries for
        those earning wages above the legal minimum.20
      


      
        Recognizing that the minimum wage affects more than just low-wage workers, it is clear that millions are harmed
        by the government’s refusal to mandate regular pay raises for the working poor. As the Economic Policy Institute (EPI) estimates:
      


      
        Between 1979 and 2009 the erosion of the minimum wage explained about two-thirds (65.5 percent) of the large
        expansion of the wage gap between median-wage workers and workers at the [top] tenth percentile in wages—known
        as the 50/10 wage gap.… For workers overall more than half (57 percent) of the increase in the 50/10 wage gap
        from 1979 to 2009 was accounted for by the erosion of the minimum wage.21
      


      
        As EPI’s analysis suggests, the minimum wage’s rise and fall affects tens of millions of working adults.
      

    

    
      Executive Pay


      
        Rising executive compensation and limited government interest in regulating executive pay contribute to
        inequality, especially when “average” workers are seeing incremental pay raises at best. Figure 2.4 documents growing inequality between workers and executives from the 1960s
        onward. From 1965 to 2017, CEO compensation increased more than 2,500 percent, while average worker pay
        increased only a third. Conservative think tanks and intellectuals celebrate “free
        markets” as determining appropriate compensation for executives, claiming high salaries are necessary to
        recruit sufficient “talent” to run America’s corporations.22 But these claims are unrelated to business performance over the last half
        century. Corporate profit margins in America increased from the 1960s through the 2010s, but from a yearly rate
        of 6–9 percent in the 1960s to a high of 11 percent in the 2010s.23 This is meaningful growth, but a far smaller increase than the average CEO pay
        increase of more than 25 times during this period. Also problematic for the “talent” claim is the spectacular
        failure of these executives during the 1990s–2000s, the decades that were defined by the largest spikes in
        executive pay. CEO compensation (Figure 2.4) reached its height from
        1999 to 2007, the period when two economic bubbles burst: the 2000 “dotcom” stock bubble and the 2007–2008
        housing bubble.
      


      
        [image: Image]

        
          FIGURE 2.4 Diverging Compensation: CEOs vs. Workers (1965–2017)
          

        


        
          Source: Ruth Umoh, “CEOs Make $15.6 Million on Average—Here’s How Much Their Pay Has Increased
          Compared to Yours over the Year,” CNBC.com, January
          22, 2018, www.cnbc.com/2018/01/22/heres-how-much-ceo-pay-has-increased-compared-to-yours-over-the-years.html
        

      


      
        Both economic bubbles were fueled by Wall Street speculation over internet stocks
        and housing-related investments called “derivatives,” including “credit default swaps” and “collateralized debt
        obligations.” These convoluted financial assets drew their value from a housing market fueled by unsustainable
        lending to home-buyers, many of whom purchased homes more expensive than they could afford. When the housing
        bubble crashed in 2008, the full extent of executive overcompensation became clear, as Wall Street firms used
        millions in taxpayer bailout funds to pay executive bonuses. Conservatives claimed the bonuses were necessary
        to attract “talent” to run major corporations. The 2008 collapse laid waste to this claim, with major Wall
        Street investment firms and banks no longer able to function due to reckless investing. Skyrocketing pay
        under these circumstances was fueled by corporate greed, not
        by merit or performance.
      


      
        What about executive compensation rates outside Wall Street? One 2017 study concluded on the basis of 10 years
        of shareholder-return records that 61 percent of “large public companies” showed CEO compensation rates “out of
        whack” with company profit margins. The Washington Post reported, “From 2006
        through 2015, 23 of the 423 companies in the study had underpaid CEOs who delivered high performance … while 18
        companies overpaid their CEOs for below-average returns. Only 163 of the companies, or about a third, had
        shareholder returns that were ‘generally well aligned’ with CEO pay.” This misalignment suggested executive pay
        models were “broken.”24
      


      
        The broken compensation system has been the subject of public anger. Eighty percent of Americans expressed
        anger with the investment firm AIG and its use of taxpayer bailout funds following
        the 2008 housing collapse to pay executive bonuses.25 But the government did little to regulate executive pay or reduce
        discrepancies between CEO and worker compensation. The “Dodd Frank Wall Street Reform and Consumer Protection
        Act of 2010” did not reign in executive overcompensation. The bill required that corporations provide shareholders a vote every three years on executive compensation levels. Shareholders could
        cast a nonbinding vote to reject “golden parachute” packages for executives leading their companies to
        financial ruin, while requiring that shareholders be informed of compensation levels when assessing a
        corporation’s economic performance.26 With
        these limited provisions, the CEO-worker pay imbalance persisted. While CEOs earned 20 times as much as their
        average worker in 1965 that imbalance had risen to 281 times by 2017.27
      

    

    
      Policy Inaction and Rising Costs of Services


      
        Channeling journalist Walter Lippmann, political scientists warn about the problem of “drift.”28 It refers to how citizens may drift toward disaster due to “the failure of government to respond to new economic realities”
        amid rising political “gridlock and stalemate.”29 Government inaction means siding with corporations in their quest to maximize
        profits in a “winner-take-all” economy favoring the rich.30 The government fails to serve working people—for example, by refusing to index
        the minimum wage to inflation or growing labor productivity.
      


      
        Drift also includes government disinterest in funding public goods, via state funding cuts to higher education.
        These cuts produced large increases in tuition costs and student loan debt, which reached $1.5 trillion in
        2018, with average debt per student at $39,000.31 In 1980, a minimum-wage earner could make enough in six weeks to afford annual
        tuition at a state university. By 2010, that same earner had to work 23 weeks to cover tuition.32 The inflation-adjusted cost of higher education
        increased by nearly 110 percent from 1997 to 2016, despite post-inflation income gains
        for Americans being 2 percent for the poorest fifth of income earners, 5 percent for the second-poorest fifth,
        7 percent for the middle fifth, and 11 percent for the second-highest fifth.33 Household debt has also become unsustainable. As Figure 2.5 summarizes, household debt-to-income ratio and student debt increased
        significantly from the 1980s through the 2010s, despite median household income being largely stagnant.
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          FIGURE 2.5 Household Income and Debt (1980–2014)
          

        


        
          Sources: Michael Ahn, Mike Batty, and Ralf R. Meisenzahl, “Household Debt-to-Income Ratios in the
          Enhanced Financial Accounts,” U.S. Federal Reserve, January 11, 2018, www.federalreserve.gov/econres/notes/feds-notes/household-debt-to-income-ratios-in-the-enhanced-financial-accounts-20180109.htm;
          FRED, “Real Median Household Income in the United States,” Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, 2018,
          https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/MEHOINUSA672N; Phil Izzo,
          “Congratulations to Class of 2014, Most Indebted Ever,” Wall Street Journal, May 16, 2014, https://blogs.wsj.com/numbers/congatulations-to-class-of-2014-the-most-indebted-ever-1368/
        

      


      
        Drift includes government disinterest in regulating health-care costs, despite runaway price increases beyond
        inflation. Cost increases have grown steadily beyond household earnings. Family contributions to out-of-pocket
        deductibles increased by nearly 250 percent beyond workers’ wage gains from 2005 to 2015.34 Much celebration took place among Democrats after
        Obama signed the 2010 “Affordable Care Act.” But the law did not roll back large increases in health-care
        costs. The legislation’s Democratic supporters assumed competition in health-care markets would reduce costs.
        This “hands-off” approach to rising costs meant the government sided with insurance providers, allowing
        consumers to drift along amid spiking prices. “Obamacare’s” failure to provide affordable care was evident by
        the late 2010s, with health costs increasing by 3.6 percent per year.
      


      
        
      


      
           
        
      


      
        The extent to which the government has failed in containing health-care costs is captured in Figure 2.6,
        contrasting the consumer price index (CPI) with growing health-care costs and income
        growth by quintile. The CPI grew less quickly than income for all quintiles. But
        health-care costs exceeded CPI increases and rose beyond income growth for all but the top 20 percent of
        earners. Drift, then, is apparent in runaway health-care costs that have harmed the vast majority of Americans.
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          FIGURE 2.6 Health Care, Consumer Prices, and Worker Insecurity
          (1997–2016)
          

        


        
          Sources: FRED, “Healthy Inflation? Inflation in the Healthcare Industry vs. General CPI,” St. Louis
          Federal Reserve, July 13, 2017, https://fredblog.stlouisfed.org/2017/07/healthy-inflation/; U.S. Census
          Bureau, “Mean Household Income Received by Each Fifth and Top 5 Percent,” U.S. Census Bureau, 2018,
          www.census.gov/data/tables/time-series/demo/income-poverty/historical-income-households.html
        

      

    

    
      Tax Policy


      
        Tax cuts for the rich have become a dominant policy tool in Washington. Recent waves
        of tax cuts, however, produced growing inequality. The Bush tax cuts reduced income and corporate taxes for the
        wealthy, mainly benefitting the top fifth of earners. The Trump tax cuts were also heavily geared toward the
        wealthy. As documented in Figure 2.7, the Bush tax cuts enriched the
        top 1 percent of income earners, whose fortunes grew even more quickly than the top fifth of earners.
        Thirty-eight percent of the Bush tax cuts from 2001 to 2011 went to the top 1 percent of earners, while the top
        fifth captured 65 percent of all cuts. Just 1 percent of the cuts went to the poorest fifth of Americans, and
        only 7 percent to the second-poorest fifth, while the middle fifth received 11 percent, and the second-highest
        fifth received 16 percent of the cuts.35
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          FIGURE 2.7 Tax Cuts for the Wealthy in the 21st Century
          

        


        
          Sources: Siobhan Hughes, “TPC Sees Average $900 Tax Cut for Those in Middle Quintile of Income
          Ladder,” Wall Street Journal, December 18, 2017, www.wsj.com/livecoverage/tax-bill-2017/card/1513633344; Chye-Ching Huang and
          Nathaniel Frentz, “Bush Tax Cuts Have Provided Extremely Large Benefits to Wealthiest Americans Over Last
          Nine Years,” Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, July 30, 2012, www.cbpp.org/research/bush-tax-cuts-have-provided-extremely-large-benefits-to-wealthiest-americans-over-last-nine
        

      


      
          
      


      
        According to Figure 2.7, Trump’s tax cuts also privileged the
        affluent. The top 20 percent of income earners were the primary beneficiaries, capturing two-thirds of the cuts
        in 2018, with a planned 83 percent of the cuts going to the top 1 percent by 2027.36
      


      
        Supporters claim that tax cuts ensure widespread prosperity and economic growth. But the Bush and Trump tax
        cuts privileged the wealthy and exacerbated inequality. The Bush tax cuts did little to increase economic
        growth—annual GDP growth under Bush was the weakest of any recovery period following a recession from the 1940s
        through the 2000s.37 Similarly, the economic
        growth rate and the unemployment decline following the Trump tax cuts were generally in line with the rates
        observed in the late Obama years.38 Both the
        Bush and Trump tax cuts, however, enriched the wealthy and intensified inequality.
      


      
        National unemployment reached a half-century low by late 2018.39 But inequality continued to grow. Americans’ median
        weekly earnings increased by just $11 in the year and a half from early 2017 to mid-2018 and fell by 1.9
        percent after inflation.40 In contrast,
        corporations saw much larger after-tax profit increases in 2018, in significant part from Trump’s tax
        cuts.41
      

    

    
       Growing Inequality, Declining
      Opportunity


      
        Union decline, a deteriorating minimum wage, runaway
        executive compensation, and multiple tax cuts for the rich have fueled inequality. Looking at income gains over
        the last four decades, we see a divergence between the top 20 and bottom 80 percent of income earners. Per
        Figure 2.8, incomes for the top fifth of the nation increased from
        1980 to 2015. The top 5 percent of earners saw their incomes grow by 95 percent after inflation from 1980 to
        2017, while the top 20 percent increased their incomes by 68 percent.42 Incomes for the other four quintiles were largely stagnant, although the second-highest 20 percent of earners saw their
        incomes grow more quickly than the middle fifth, second-lowest fifth, and the bottom fifth. From 2009 to 2012,
        incomes of the top 1 percent of earners grew by 31 percent, while 95 percent of all gains were monopolized by
        the top 1 percent.43 From 2007 to 2014,
        median household incomes declined by 7 percent, despite increased labor productivity
        and record corporate profits.44
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          FIGURE 2.8 Income Fluctuations by Quintile (1980–2015)
          

        


        
          Source: Sarah A. Donovan, Marc Labonte, and Joseph Dalaker, “The U.S. Income Distribution: Trends and
          Issues,” Congressional Research Service, December 8, 2016, https://fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/R44705.pdf
        

      


      
        Focusing on the top 20 percent of earners obscures how unequal income gains have been. Figure 2.9 documents income shifts by separating the top 20 percent into the top 1
        percent and the next 19 percent. Incomes for the top 1 percent grew by more than 200 percent between 1979 and
        2016. The gains were more far more modest for the next 19 percent of earners, for the middle 60 percent, and
        the bottom 20 percent. The biggest divide is between the top  1–5 percent of earners
        and the rest of the country, not between the top 20 and bottom 80 percent.
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          FIGURE 2.9 Growing Income Inequality in
          the U.S. (1979–2016)
          

        


        
          Source: Chad Stone, Danilo Trisi, Arloc Sherman, and Roderick Taylor, “A Guide to Statistics on
          Historical Trends in Income Inequality,” Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, August 29, 2018,
          www.cbpp.org/research/poverty-and-inequality/a-guide-to-statistics-on-historical-trends-in-income-inequality
        

      


      
        As an alternative measure of inequality, Figure 2.10 provides estimates for the shares of all income going to each group of
        Americans. From the early 1960s through the 2010s, the top 1–5 percent of earners saw large gains in income
        compared to the bottom 95 percent.
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          FIGURE 2.10 Growing Income Inequality, 1962–2015
          

        


        
          Source: Edward N. Wolff, “Has Middle Class Wealth Recovered?” New York University, November 29,
          2017.
        

      


      
        Outside of the top 5 percent, the next 5 percent of earners saw their income shares stagnate. Shares declined
        for all other groups, including the next 10 percent of earners, the second-highest 20 percent, the middle 20
        percent, and the bottom 40 percent.
      


      
        Claims about “working hard” to “get ahead” ring hollow when comparing the fortunes of the masses to the top 5
        percent of earners. Decades of income growth concentrated within the upper-class fueled growing inequality (Figure
        2.11), as wealth gains were monopolized by the top 5 percent of income earners. The next 5 percent saw
        their wealth remain stagnant, while the next 10 percent, the second-highest fifth, and the middle fifth of
        Americans saw declining wealth shares. The bottom 40 percent had almost no wealth in 1962 and 1983, and that
        wealth was zero by 2016. In sum, 40 percent of Americans, financially speaking, were have-nots by the 2010s;
        the next 20 percent were nearly have-nots, with only 2.4 percent of all wealth.
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          FIGURE 2.11 Growing Wealth Inequality, 1962–2016
          

        


        
          Source: Edward N. Wolff, “Has Middle Class Wealth Recovered?” New York University, November 29,
          2017.
        

      


      
        
      


      


      
        One might argue that, although inequality has grown, there has been income growth of some kind for all
        Americans (Figure 2.9).45 But this obscures how little additional income has been captured by most
        Americans. Figure 2.12 documents the miniscule gains for the typical
        household from the 1980s through the 2010s, compared to GDP growth, rising corporate profits, and income growth
        for the highest earners. GDP growth more than doubled, while corporate profits (after taxes) and the incomes of
        the top 1 percent of earners increased by nearly 200 percent. In contrast, the median household saw less than
        20 percent income growth. Data from the 2000s paints a bleaker picture for the middle class. Those earning from
        two-thirds to twice the national median income faced stagnant earnings, with the
        “median income for middle-class households” being the same in 2016 as in 2000, and the median wealth for
        “middle-income” families falling 28 percent from 2001 to 2013.46
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          FIGURE 2.12 A Richer Economy, but Mass
          Stagnation (1980–2015)
          

        


        
          Source: Dave Gilon and Edwin Rios, “11 Charts That Show Income Inequality Isn’t Getting Better Anytime
          Soon,” Mother Jones, December 22, 2016, www.motherjones.com/politics/2016/12/america-income-inequality-wealth-net-worth-charts/
        

      


      
        Conventional definitions of poverty failed to capture the extent of American insecurity. As the New York Times reported in 2011, a third of Americans were poor or “near poverty,”
        earning less than or up to 150 percent of the federal poverty threshold.47 These trends reveal a broken economy—functioning for the wealthy, but
        providing few gains for the rest. As captured in Figure 2.13, median
        household income and the minimum wage’s value (2014 dollars) were out of line with increased worker
        productivity, whether measured through manufacturing occupations or nonfarm,
        nonmanufacturing business-sector jobs. While the minimum wage’s value fell slightly
        from 1984 to 2014, the median household income grew by less than 20 percent, but worker productivity increased
        by approximately 60 percent for manufacturing workers and by more than 80 percent for business-sector workers
        overall. In sum, there is little indication that Americans were “getting ahead” when profits were monopolized
        by the top 1 percent of earners. These trends speak to the rise of alienated labor in
        an economy defined by growing inequality and worker insecurity.
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          FIGURE 2.13 Income Stagnation and Labor Productivity
          (1984–2014)
          

        


        
          Sources: Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Labor Productivity and Costs,” U.S. Department of Labor,
          May 3, 2018, www.bls.gov/lpc/prodybar.htm; FRED, “Real Median Household
          Income in the United States,” St. Louis Federal Reserve, 2018, https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/MEHOINUSA672N; U.S. Department of Labor,
          “History of Federal Minimum Wage Rates Under the Fair Labor Standards Act, 1938–2009,” U.S. Department of
          Labor, 2018, www.dol.gov/whd/minwage/chart.htm;
        

      


      
           
      


      
        American workers are increasingly stressed and have been barely seeing income gains in recent decades. Growing
        inequality was not inevitable. Figure 2.14 documents the change in
        compensation for American workers from the late 1940s through the early 1970s and
        then from the mid-1970s to the mid-2010s. The New York Times refers to the first period as the age of
        “great prosperity” and the second as the “great regression.”48 During the “great prosperity,” strong unions and a higher minimum wage ensured
        that workers were compensated for their labor in line with a doubling of labor productivity, with average
        hourly compensation increasing proportionately. But labor productivity and compensation diverged from 1973 to
        2015. In the neoliberal era, with labor unions under assault and with a declining minimum wage, average hourly
        compensation, in comparison to labor productivity, barely increased. These findings reveal the growing stresses
        and insecurities of modern workers, who are increasingly efficient in their labor but have little to show for
        it in financial rewards.
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          FIGURE 2.14 Productivity and Income: The Golden Age vs. the
          Neoliberal Era
          

        


        
          Source: Dylan Matthews, “You’re Not Imagining It: The Rich Really Are Hoarding Economic Growth,”
          Vox, August 8, 2017, www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2017/8/8/16112368/piketty-saezzucman-income-growth-inequality-stagnation-chart
        

      


      
        With rising labor productivity, families are putting increased hours into the private economy. As documented in
        Figure 2.15, in 1970, a third of households had two full-time working
        parents, while less than 20 percent had fathers working full-time and mothers working part-time, and nearly
        half had a full-time working father and stay-at-home mother. By 2015, the number of families with two full-time
        working parents was nearly half. The number of households with  a father full-time employed and a part-time employed mother had
        not changed, but the percentage of families with a full-time father and stay-at-home mother fell from almost
        half to a quarter of households. As the Hamilton Project reports, by 2009
        “the average two-parent family worked 26 percent more hours than  in 1975, with families working about 3,500 hours, on average, compared to 2,800
        hours.”49
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          FIGURE 2.15 Shifting Family-Work
          Dynamics
          

        


        
          Source: Eileen Patten, “How American Parents Balance Work and Family Life When Both Work,” Pew
          Research Center, November 4, 2015, www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2015/11/04/how-american-parents-balance-work-and-family-life-when-both-work/
        

      


      
        What did the average family get for these increased work hours? Figure
        2.16 captures the state of working households with the rise of female earners. Between 1975 and 2009, the
        number of women working increased 50 percent, accounting for most of the growth in household work
        hours.50 While the median income for women
        increased, male incomes stagnated, and family incomes increased only about 20 percent.
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          FIGURE 2.16 Growth in Family Work Hours Outpaces Pay Gains
          

        


        
          Sources: FRED, “Median Family Income in the United States,” St. Louis Federal Reserve, 2018,
          https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/MEFAINUSA646N; U.S. Census
          Bureau, “Median Income and Sex,” U.S. Census Bureau, 2018, www.census.gov/data/tables/time-series/demo/income-poverty/historical-income-people.html;
          Robert Reich, “The State of Working America,” New York Times/Economic Policy Institute, September 4,
          2011, https://archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/imagepages/2011/09/04/opinion/04reich-graphic.html?pagewanted=all;
          Hamilton Project, “Median Earnings and Annual Hours Worked for Two-Parent Families,” Hamilton Project,
          July 8, 2011, www.hamiltonproject.org/charts/median_earnings_and_annual_hours_worked_for_two-parent_families
        

      


      
        These statistics suggest economic stagnation for American families. Most found themselves working more hours
        and more efficiently, but household incomes did not grow as quickly as work hours. The average family’s growing
        contributions to the economy did not produce the returns one would expect, comparing income changes to the
        incredible income gains of corporate executives and the top 1 percent of earners. Working Americans have not
        “gotten ahead” based on their added workplace contributions.
      


      
        Measures of intergenerational mobility speak to the expectation of “living better” than one’s parents, but they
        are also not encouraging. Figure 2.17 reproduces findings from the
        economist Raj Chetty, who examined changes in family income for individuals born in the 1940s (baby boomers)
        through the mid-1980s (millennials).
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          FIGURE 2.17 Intergenerational Income Comparisons: Parents vs.
          Children Born From 1940–1985
          

        


        
          Source: Raj Chetty, David Grusky, Maximilian Hell, Nathaniel Hendren, Robert Manduca, and Jimmy
          Narang, “The Fading American Dream,” Equality.org, December 2016, www.equalityofopportunity.org/assets/documents/abs_mobility_summary.pdf
        

      


      
         
      


      
        There has been a significant decline in prospects for upward mobility over time. While 92 percent of those born
        in 1940 earned more than their parents, only one in two said the same for those born between 1980 and 1985. In
        short, opportunities for advancement fell drastically in the neoliberal era.
      


      
        Skeptics may cite Chetty’s finding that 50 percent of millennials earn greater incomes than their parents as
        evidence of improved living standards. But again, it is important to look at what level of income growth
        is achieved by various groups compared to the large gains in GDP and corporate
        profits over the last half century. Figure 2.18 documents growth
        rates across the income distribution, examining the 1980–2014 period.
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          FIGURE 2.18 Declining Opportunities for Income Growth: The Top
          5% vs. the Rest
          

        


        
          Source: David Leonhardt, “Our Broken Economy, in One Simple Chart,” New York Times, August 7,
          2017, www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/08/07/opinion/leonhardt-income-inequality.html
        

      


      
        Income gains were meager for the large majority of Americans in the 2010s. In 1980, the gains were broadly
        distributed, with the poorest 5–10 percent of earners seeing annual inflation-adjusted income growth of 3
        percent or more, with middle-income Americans in the 50th–70th percentile seeing 2 percent growth or greater,
        and the top 10 percent capturing 1–2 percent annual income growth. Opportunities abounded across the economic
        spectrum, with the greatest income growth concentrated among the middle and lower classes.
      


      
        By 2014, most Americans’ fortunes had reversed. The poorest 5 percent of earners saw no annual growth in their
        incomes after inflation, while the bottom  tenth to third saw less than 1 percent growth. Middle-income
        earners—those in the 50th–70th percentile—saw 1 to less than 2 percent growth. In contrast, the top 5 percent
        of earners achieved between 2 and 6 percent annual income growth. These findings reveal a divide between the
        bottom 95 percent of Americans and the top 5 percent with regard to intergenerational mobility. The bottom 95
        percent of households in 2014, despite working longer hours and more productively, saw dramatically reduced
        opportunities for income growth compared to 34 years earlier. Only the top 5 percent were in a relatively
        better position compared to 1980.
      


      
        From the 1940s to the 1970s, the U.S. was characterized by strong unions, a higher minimum wage, an ascendant welfare system under the Great Society,
        and higher taxes on the wealthy to pay for those benefits. Inequality was much lower than that in later
        decades. But from the 1980s onward, unions were weakened, the minimum wage declined, the welfare state came
        under assault, and tax cuts for the wealthy were the norm. The declining value of the minimum wage and stagnant
        pay for male workers meant declining opportunities for upward mobility.51
      


      
        With deindustrialization, deunionization, the declining
        minimum wage, growing costs for education and health care, rising household debt, increased family work hours,
        heightened labor productivity, and relatively stagnant household incomes, Americans
        found themselves facing greater stress and working harder for diminishing returns. Significant growth in
        occupational stress, when not coupled with substantive financial gains, suggests that
        working Americans were worse off in the 2010s than in previous decades. Americans have been working
        harder, but there is little evidence they have “gotten ahead.” This rising insecurity is caused by neoliberal
        capitalism. With increased workloads and growing indebtedness, the public faces
        diminished prospects for upward mobility.
      

    

    
      Coronavirus and
      Economic Collapse: Inequality Intensifies


      
        Most of this book’s statistics predate the rise of the 2020 coronavirus (Covid-19) pandemic. But this simply
        meant that the economic crisis accompanying the pandemic threatened to intensify preexisting trends, with
        regard to the struggles of millions of Americans. The emergence of the Covid-19 pandemic posed tremendous,
        generation-defining problems for the U.S. economy and for the American people. It had significant implications
        for the study of inequality. For one, it meant that the economic situations of lower-income Americans worsened
        dramatically, with millions filing for unemployment claims—3.3 million by late March 2020 alone. The March
        jobless applications were by far the worst in post–World War II history, with 2 percent of the workforce filing
        for unemployment, up from the previous high of 0.78 percent in 1982.52 Job loss intensified over time, with more than 16 million Americans claiming
        unemployment between late March and early April, and with worst-case estimates predicting as many as 50 million
        unemployed by midyear, in the absence of effective federal action to prevent a depression.53
      


      
        The fallout from Covid-19 meant the intensification of inequality. While Congress initially set aside $560
        billion in payments to Americans, including one-time $1,200 payments to individuals and $500 to children, the
        subsidies for businesses large and small were even larger, at $877 billion.54 Furthermore, the Federal Reserve and U.S. Treasury Department committed to upward of another $1 trillion cash infusion in aid to
        purchase short-term corporate debt and in order to stabilize U.S. credit
        markets.55 These subsidies to corporate
        America, when taken in total, reveal a government that committed far more resources to bailing out business and
        corporate interests, as opposed to those of “main street” America.
      


      
        Speaking to the intensification of inequality, Covid-19 hit disadvantaged Americans the hardest, including poor
        people and people of color, as they were in the weakest position to weather the storm when it came to securing
        quality medical care and other basic needs.56
        Speaking to the relevance of intersectional identities as related to Covid-19, poor blacks were among the most
        negatively impacted. For example, black Chicagoans were six
        times more likely to die of Covid-19, compared to the rest of the city’s white population. As the Chicago Tribune reported:
      


      
        “About 68 percent of the city’s deaths” by early April “involved African Americans, who make up only about 30
        percent of Chicago’s total population.… [S]ome of the hardest hit communities on the
        South and West sides have struggled with unemployment and health care access for generations. As a result,
        residents have higher baseline rates of diabetes, heart disease, lung disease, and high blood pressure—the
        chronic conditions that make the coronavirus even more deadly.”57
      


      


      
        As the virus wreaked havoc on the U.S. economy and lives in March 2020, Americans with low incomes were
        particularly vulnerable. They were twice as likely to say “they or someone in their households” were “laid off
        or lost a job,” while twice as many low-income Americans reported they “had to take a pay cut,” compared to
        high-income earners.58 And poorer Americans
        were much less likely to be able to adapt to the crisis, occupationally, by shifting to online work, compared
        to higher-income Americans.59 This does not
        mean that the wealthy were unimpacted, for example when it came to investment losses. Global markets, and those
        in the U.S., experienced historic losses in spring 2020, with the Dow Jones
        industrial average declining by 24 percent in the first three months of the year alone and the Standard and
        Poor’s 500 index losing 21 percent of its value within the same period.60 These losses were felt most by wealthier Americans, considering that 84
        percent of stocks were owned by the top 10 percent of income earners prior to the Covid-19 pandemic.61 When surveyed, affluent Americans confirmed they were
        the most likely to say they had been negatively impacted by the stock market decline, with 62 percent of those
        earning more than $100,000 a year reporting that their finances were affected, compared to 55 percent of those
        earning $50,000–$100,000 and 39 percent of those earning less than $50,000.62
      


      
        In summary, Covid-19 had negative effects on all income groups in America, although those effects were felt
        differently depending on one’s level of affluence. Poorer Americans suffered the most economically when it came
        to the immediate effects on their employment and earnings, while higher-income and wealthier Americans were
        better able to weather the storm, as they were harmed less by job or income loss but more by declining
        financial assets and lost wealth. But there was little reason to think that the long-term trend toward rising
        inequality would not continue in the Covid-19 era, especially when the government
        was granting larger subsidies to wealthier Americans and businesses, compared to the more limited resources
        devoted to the poor, working class, and middle-income earners.
      

    

    
      Public Opinion on Inequality


      
        With record inequality, stagnant-to-deteriorating living and working conditions, record government distrust,
        and with a third of Americans supporting “socialism,” one might suspect that a radical class consciousness exists in the U.S.63 But the evidence is mixed at best. Many Americans do
        not comprehend the severity of inequality and overestimate the opportunities available
        to them. Many Americans hold some awareness of class-inequality issues. In 2016, 78 percent agreed that “the
        rich are getting richer and the poor getting poorer,” up from 73 percent in 2011.64 In 2011, 77 percent believed that “there is too much power in the hands
        of a few rich people and large corporations,” and in 2014, 60 percent said, “the economic system unfairly
        favors the wealthy.”65 By 2012, two-thirds
        believed there were “strong conflicts” between the rich and poor.66 In 2014, 65 percent recognized “the gap between the rich and everyone else”
        grew in the previous decade, and in 2015, two-thirds agreed America’s “distribution of money and wealth should
        be more evenly distributed.”67 Finally,
        two-thirds concurred in the 2000s and 2010s that “differences in income in America are too large.”68 These findings lead some scholars to conclude that
        Americans are aware of class and inequality issues and are suspicious of the wealthy in favor of the
        poor.69
      


      
        Most Americans recognize inequality exists and say it is a problem. But a closer examination raises questions
        about the extent of class-inequality awareness. As discussed in Chapter 1,
        most Americans do not believe there are have-nots in the U.S., despite nearly half of the public having no
        financial wealth. Most struggle to recognize how their incomes situate them within a specific class and
        subscribe to a “middle-class” identity, even when their incomes do not warrant it.70 Income is not a strong predictor for most regarding their ability to
        accurately place themselves into an economic class (Figure 1.4). And
        up to 40 percent of “working-class” Americans overestimate their class position to appear more affluent, while
        70 percent of “upper-middle-class” Americans deflate their status to appear less wealthy.71 Finally, 87 percent of Americans see themselves as
        middle class, despite only 52 percent living in families earning middle-class
        incomes—a discrepancy of 35 percentage points.72
      


      
        The reluctance of the large majority of upper-income earners to identify as upper class speaks to an anti-elitist culture that envisions all Americans as having equal
        opportunities to succeed. It does not suggest a critical class consciousness, in which most recognize that the
        neoliberal political-economic system is biased against Americans who are not part of the top 5 percent of
        earners. The refusal of most low-income Americans to identify as lower class speaks to the lack of critical
        self-awareness among many of the less fortunate. If poorer Americans fail to engage in political activities
        like voting and do not possess a critical economic consciousness, they cannot develop political agency to
        challenge inequality. Most may agree that there is a growing conflict between the rich and the poor, but if
        nearly all Americans see themselves as middle class, then the perception of increased conflict between the rich
        and poor is not a very meaningful development. This “conflict,” to the extent that it exists, applies to
        undefined “other” groups that exist in some far-off setting, with their struggles not directly relating to most
        Americans’ lives.
      


      
        Most Americans’ grasp of the severity of class inequality is thin. According to a 2011
        Duke-Harvard University study, most underestimated the extent of inequality, with
        survey respondents believing the top fifth of Americans held 59 percent of wealth, despite them really owning
        84 percent of all wealth.73 Low public awareness of the economic divide, coupled with the
        romantic notion that widespread opportunity and hard work guarantee success, speak to mass public ignorance.
        Most Americans tacitly accept class-inequality divisions, placing efforts to reduce inequality at the bottom of
        their priority list.74 Many believe the poor
        are simply lazy, and that perception appears to fuel opposition to economic redistribution from rich to
        poor.75 The feelings that hard work
        determines success and that laziness leads to failure are endemic in American culture. As Figure 2.19 documents, two-thirds to three-quarters of Americans have consistently
        subscribed to the “hard work equals success” view in recent decades. Only a third to less than half agree “hard
        work” is no “guarantee of success,” despite this assessment fitting U.S. macroeconomic trends described in this chapter.
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          FIGURE 2.19 Beliefs About Hard Work and Economic Mobility
          (1994–2017)
          

        


        
          Source: Pew Research Center, “Most See Inequality Growing, But Partisans Differ Over Solutions,” Pew
          Research Center, January 22, 2014, www.people-press.org/2014/01/23/most-see-inequality-growing-but-partisans-differ-over-solutions/1-23-2014_05/
        

      


      
        The public’s ignorance to the extent of inequality, their lack of concern with inequality compared to other
        priorities, their refusal to look at the nation in terms of divisions in class identities, and their excessive
        optimism about prospects for economic mobility, all speak poorly to the idea that Americans are highly
        conscious of class-inequality issues. Comparatively, Americans are poorly informed about
        economic issues. In a survey of 44 nations, Americans were among the most likely to agree that “working hard”
        was vital to individuals “getting ahead” and among the most likely to disagree that “success in life is pretty
        much determined by forces outside our control.”76 These feelings persist despite the U.S. having the highest inequality and one
        of the lowest escape-rates from poverty of all wealthy countries.77 U.S. intergenerational
        economic mobility is restricted and is one of the lowest in the first world.78
      


      
        Americans display strikingly little concern with inequality compared to other people. A 2013 multinational
        survey of wealthy countries found Americans fell 12 points below the median response for all wealthy countries
        in agreeing that inequality is “a very big problem.” Most Americans—53 percent—did not see the issue as a
        serious problem. The U.S., compared to other wealthy countries, was among the least concerned with inequality,
        despite having the highest inequality of all wealthy nations.79 The U.S. is unique in its level of denial on the issue of inequality. In
        contrast, although other wealthy countries are significantly less unequal, their residents are more concerned
        with inequality, speaking to a greater critical economic consciousness.
      


      
        Americans are the least grounded in terms of class informing their voting. “Class voting,” defined by members
        of lower classes being more likely to vote for left-wing parties and higher classes being more susceptible to
        supporting conservative parties, is weak compared to 19 other countries.80 Despite having the highest inequality and among the weakest prospects for
        economic mobility, Americans are more likely to express optimism about their economic chances and to succumb to
        mythic celebrations of economic meritocracy.
      


      
        Gramsci would likely interpret the above statistics as reinforcing hegemonic theory, with most Americans
        expressing limited understandings of how class divisions relate to their and others’ lives. But how many
        Americans are susceptible to false economic consciousness? To answer this question, I examined national polling
        from CNN (2015), which asked Americans whether they recognized the economic
        divide between haves and have-nots. I assessed how many Americans who were not elite in their incomes held
        misperceptions of the economic divide. I separated respondents into the top 20 percent of earners—making more
        than $117,002 a year—and the rest of the public.81 The survey included a measure for Americans earning more than $125,000 a year;
        these individuals fall within the top fifth of national earners. After excluding this group, I focused on
        individuals reporting a household income of less than $100,000 a year, all of whom fell into the bottom 80
        percent of earners.82
      


      
        By examining the bottom 80 percent of earners, I assess how many non-elite Americans suffer from false
        consciousness by failing to recognize the economic divide. The 80-20 divide is useful, considering the bottom
        80 percent of earners have fallen behind in the last five decades due to stagnant incomes, cost-of-living
        increases, rising family work hours, and record household debt, in contrast to the growing incomes for the top
        20 percent of earners. The bottom 80 percent can plausibly be categorized as the
        economic “losers,” relative to the affluent, in an age of growing inequality and worker insecurity.
      


      
        Figure 2.20 provides estimates for Americans in different demographic
        groups falling within the bottom 80 percent of earners and expressing false consciousness by refusing to
        recognize the economic divide. I examine Americans based on age, party, ideology, education, race, and gender.
        Large numbers in the bottom 80 percent of earners expressed false consciousness. A majority of 18-to
        29-year-olds, 30- to 45-year-olds, and 46- to 59-year-olds agreed that the U.S. is not economically divided,
        while it was less than half for those 60 and older. Most Republicans did not see the divide, although this was
        not the case for independents and Democrats. Most conservatives failed to see the divide, but not most
        moderates and liberals. False consciousness was evident among most people with “some” college education or a
        four-year degree, but not for most with a postgraduate degree, a high-school diploma, or less. A majority of
        white and LatinX Americans did not recognize the economic divide, although most
        African Americans did. Most men denied the divide, although most women did not. In total, a slim majority (51%) of the individuals from households earning less than
        $100,000 annually failed to recognize the economic divide.
      


      
        [image: Image]

        
          FIGURE 2.20 False Consciousness across Demographic Groups
          (2015)
          

        


        
          Source: Pew Research Center, January 2015 Survey.
        

      


      
        These results are mixed in what they tell us about Americans. Many people, despite seeing their economic
        positions deteriorate in the neoliberal era, failed to recognize the economic divide. But large numbers of
        Americans avoided falling into this false consciousness, recognizing the inequality between haves and
        have-nots. Still, most Americans—58 percent in 2019—claimed there was no divide in society between haves and
        have-nots. My analysis provides a partial confirmation of hegemonic theory, suggesting that as many (non-elite)
        Americans had embraced false consciousness by the late 2010s as had rejected it. This division means the
        development of critical economic consciousness—let alone a revolutionary class consciousness—is difficult to
        establish in America. And as I document in this book, this weakened sense of economic consciousness blunts mass
        pressure for progressive-left reform.
      

    

    
      The Coronavirus
      Pandemic and Inequality Recognition


      
        Did Covid-19 have a meaningful impact on how Americans think about inequality and the U.S. economic divide? As
        of early 2020, it was difficult to know with any certainty how much attitudes had changed as a result of the
        virus and the negative effects it exacted on Americans’ lives and finances. But the data available at the time
        suggested that Americans continued to be split in their recognition of the severity of the economic divide
        between haves and have-nots, even if Covid-19 galvanized public support for inequality reduction. The vast
        majority of Americans—85 percent in late March—agreed that Congress should “send checks to middle and
        lower-income Americans to try to help offset some of the economic impact of the outbreak.” But this sentiment
        had little to do with inequality reduction, since the question was premised upon the notion that the subsidies
        would “offset” the negative economic effects of the pandemic.83
      


      
        When asked how Covid-19 impacted their thoughts about inequality and the economic divide, Americans were split,
        suggesting that while many held a critical economic consciousness, others were less critical of inequality,
        despite a rising public health and economic crisis exacerbating the suffering of the poor, vulnerable, and
        disadvantaged. To measure public opinion about inequality in this period, I designed two survey questions that
        were included in a national Harris poll in early April 2020 administered to 2,018
        Americans. The questions asked were:
      


      
        	“Considering the spread of coronavirus in the United States and its impact on the economy and the American
        people, how important is it that the U.S. government commit to reducing economic inequality (i.e., the unequal
        distribution of income and opportunity between different groups) in this country within
        the next year? For example, by raising the minimum wage, and taxing households making more than $250,000 a year
        to guarantee health-care coverage to all Americans who lack access.”


        	“Again, considering the spread of coronavirus in the United States and its impact on the economy and the
        American people, which of the following statements do you think is more accurate at this time?:

          
            	In a time of growing economic instability and rising unemployment claims, the U.S. is increasingly
            divided between the ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots.’


            	Recent economic troubles are only temporary, and the economy will soon bounce back, so it makes little
            sense to speak of ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots.’”

          


          

        

      


      


      
        My results suggest that Covid-19 had a significant impact on encouraging Americans to prioritize inequality
        reduction, even if the public remained split on whether the nation was divided between haves and have-nots. An
        overwhelming 78 percent of Americans felt it was either “somewhat” or “very important,” “considering” the
        effects of Covid-19 on “the economy and the American people,” that the government should commit to reducing
        inequality by raising the minimum wage and taxing higher-income Americans more to provide health insurance to
        the uninsured. Only 21 percent felt that reducing inequality through these actions was “not very important” or
        “not at all important.” Public support for inequality reduction was pronounced across the board, although it
        was even more popular among economically disadvantaged Americans. For example, while 73 percent of homeowners
        supported government inequality reduction, support reached 84 percent among renters. And while 73 percent of
        Americans earning more than $100,000 a year supported government inequality reduction efforts, support stood at
        82 percent among those earning less than $50,000 a year.
      


      
        The above results suggest that the Covid-19 pandemic served as a push factor in terms of encouraging mass
        support for inequality reduction between the rich and poor. But as I argue throughout this book, there were
        also limits to public recognition of the severity of inequality. While my survey results found that 57 percent
        of Americans agreed that “in a time of growing economic instability and rising unemployment claims, the U.S. is
        increasingly divided between the ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots,’” a large number—43 percent—felt that Covid-19-related
        “economic troubles” were “only temporary,” and since the economy would “soon bounce back, it makes little sense
        to speak of ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots.’” Americans who were more economically privileged were even more likely to
        deny the economic divide. For those earning more than $100,000 a year, 47 percent said the U.S. was not divided
        between haves and have-nots, compared to 39 percent of those earning less than $50,000 a year.
      


      
        A majority of Americans in the decades prior to the Covid-19 crisis never once conceded
        that the U.S. was divided between haves and have-nots.84 It took a virus that represented an existential threat to the economy and that
        endangered the livelihoods of hundreds of millions of people, for most Americans to finally recognize that
        divide. And even then, public recognition was not strong or overwhelming, since it did not even reach the 60
        percent threshold, let alone a two-thirds or three-quarters threshold. This point speaks to the enduring power
        of hegemony and false consciousness—among even lower-income Americans (earning less than $50,000 a year)—39
        percent of whom claimed during the worst economic crisis in modern history that the U.S. was not divided
        between haves and have-nots. In sum, while Covid-19 appeared to sensitize the public to inequality, many
        Americans were reluctant to recognize the severity of that inequality, even amid skyrocketing unemployment and
        the worst economic collapse in modern history.
      

    

    
      Consciousness for
      the Capitalist Class?


      
        Some question whether a unified upper class exists. They emphasize the disjointed nature of business elites,
        referencing a “hollow core” at the center of the capitalist class, rather than a unified business
        elite.85 Business interests were historically
        said to operate within “clientelistic” spheres, with industries impacting public policy in their respective
        interest areas, but not outside of them.86
        Others claim a “fracturing of the American corporate elite,” depicting the corporate class as “ineffectual” and
        failing to act collectively.87
      


      
        Whatever disagreements members of the capitalist class have, it is inaccurate to say they do not hold a common
        consciousness reflecting their material interests. This common consciousness drives members of the upper class
        to advocate for public policies that benefit the corporate rich. As Phillips-Fein documents, rather than being
        disjointed, business elites since the days of the Great Depression resisted liberal
        policy reforms, such as the New Deal, which encroach upon corporate profits and power.88 Phillips-Fein’s account suggests a class war between
        the corporate class and the masses, with the former retaining its own substantive interests.
      


      
        Contemporary data reinforces Phillips-Fein’s historical account. The first political survey of the top 1
        percent of income earners concludes that the rich hold a well-developed class consciousness favoring
        conservative economic policies. The views of the business class contrast with the public across many
        policies.89 My findings (Figure 1.6) reinforce the conclusion that the upper class has its own economic
        consciousness.
      


      
        The psychological profiles of different classes also reveal a conflict between the
        affluent and poor. One study finds upper-class Americans are less attuned to others’
        struggles, less effective at gauging the emotions of strangers, and less able to “infer” emotions by looking at
        others’ facial expressions.90 Upper-class
        Americans behave differently toward others. Luxury-car drivers are “more likely to cut
        off motorists instead of waiting for their turn at the intersection,” and “to speed past a pedestrian trying to
        use a crosswalk, even after making eye contact with the pedestrian.”91 Ironically, those from higher socioeconomic status backgrounds are more likely
        to claim they are empathetic, despite displaying less empathy toward others.92
      


      
        An upper-class bias is pronounced in government. Most legislators and presidents are millionaires, and most all
        are from upper-class professional-business backgrounds.93 These “white-collar” legislators are more likely
        than “blue-collar” legislators to hold conservative views.94 Other studies also document an upper-class public
        policy bias. The federal government is significantly more likely to pass policies benefitting the top 10
        percent of earners over the bottom 90 percent or “median income” earners.95 These results speak to the importance of an upper-class consciousness in
        driving political officials.
      

    

    
      Conclusion


      
        The “American dream” is driven by the expectation that one’s children will “live better” than their parents.
        But younger Americans face declining quality-of-life prospects compared to older generations. The economy of
        the 2010s offered fewer opportunities for upward mobility than the economy of 50 years earlier. And the
        Covid-19 crisis eviscerated the American economy, threatening the health of millions and fueling massive growth
        in unemployment, and imposing poverty and misery on the American people. Workers today are worse off than in
        the “golden age” of post–World War II capitalism. Neoliberal capitalism produced heightened insecurity, while
        generating massive profits and wealth for the wealthiest Americans. Most Americans are critical of the growing
        inequality, generally speaking, but with most tacitly tolerating this inequality via their overly optimistic
        beliefs about prospects for economic mobility and by failing to recognize the economic divide. Most Americans
        are not very concerned with inequality compared to other social problems. I explore public opinion of the
        economic divide in detail in Chapter 3.
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    THE FORMATION OF ECONOMIC CONSCIOUSNESS


    
      Despite long neglecting inequality in America, the Republican Party raised the issue
      during the 2016 presidential election. Several Republicans capitalized on voters’ economic anxieties, attacking
      the Democrats for failing to help the needy. Ben Carson lamented that a “stampede of regulations” meant increased
      cost of goods for “the poor and the middle-class.” Jeb Bush warned: “people are really struggling right now. In
      this economy, the disposable income of the great middle is down.”1 Marco Rubio acknowledged: “if you’re the cashier at Burger King, of course you
      make less than the manager or even the CEO. The issue is whether you’re stuck being a cashier for the rest of
      your life. So what we need to do is figure out, what is it that’s holding people back? And try to do what we can
      to address it within the confines of what limited government should be doing.”2 Republican candidates did not alter their positions in response to growing inequality, but the above comments suggest the topic was
      increasingly salient in politics.
    


    
      Growing inequality further empowers the wealthy, who are more likely to see their interests reflected in
      government policy over the many.3 Due to this
      lopsided representation, policy outcomes further exacerbate inequality.4 Rising inequality further depresses political participation, with Americans
      sharing massive distrust of the political system and with voter turnout among the lowest in the world.5
    


    
      I assess the hegemonic and economic determinist models, evaluating evidence for how well each accounts for public
      opinion of the economic divide. I analyze national surveys and incorporate interviews with Americans in a
      multi-method approach that helps improve my confidence in assessing causal claims with regard to what factors
      impact inequality awareness. My findings validate both models, documenting how socialization and personal
      economic interests influence views of inequality.
    


    
      Concerning hegemonic pressures, multiple factors deter public knowledge of inequality.
      These include socialization, partisanship, and ideology. Conservative ideology and
      refusal to recognize the economic divide is fueled by parental socialization, as I document in my interviews.
      Additionally, political parties are mediums through which individuals act to translate ideologies into action.
      But they are also an important indoctrinating force, impacting public beliefs on economic issues.
    


    
      There is also evidence that economics have a large impact on thinking about inequality. Partly affirming economic
      determinism, Americans’ incomes impact their self-identification as more or less
      affluent (as self-designated “haves” or “have-nots”), and that self-identification subsequently impacts their
      willingness to recognize the economic divide between haves and have-nots. A second economic factor—the
      availability of well-paying jobs within communities—also impacts awareness of the economic divide.
    


    
      Previous Research


      
        Scholars adopt competing approaches to studying political attitudes and behavior.6 Gramsci’s hegemonic model is potentially relevant to explaining how
        Americans are socialized to form political-economic attitudes. Additionally, the “social psychological
        approach” to studying public opinion examines how partisanship influences political-economic attitudes in
        addition to voting.7 “Social” influences from
        “individual families” reinforce specific forms of partisanship and “create enduring attitudes and behaviors in
        adulthood.”8 Partisanship’s impact on
        policy attitudes and voting behavior is also documented in
        political science studies.9 Other research focuses on how social networks, friends, family, and coworkers
        influence political preferences.10
      


      
        Ideology also matters in impacting public opinion.11 Parties are mediums through which ideologies are translated into action, and
        the parties have become increasingly ideologically polarized in recent decades.12 Political scientists document increasing polarization and its impact on
        people’s attitudes and behavior and on Congress.13 Ideologies shape American thought, identities, and action.14 As Gramsci understood, ideology is central to the
        indoctrination process and to the imposition of elite control over the masses. Considering these points, I
        expect that ideology is vital to impacting political-economic attitudes and in deterring awareness of
        inequality.
      


      
        How people form their ideologies is to a large extent determined by their upbringing. Numerous studies document
        parental socialization’s impact on political attitudes.15 Most Americans—nearly three-quarters—inherit partisan views from their
        parents.16 Although the survey data I examine
        in this chapter contain little information about parental partisan pressures, my interviews (Chapter 4) allow me to examine parental influence on how their children think about
        inequality.
      


      
        Aside from partisan, ideological, and parental forces, economics also drive economic
        consciousness. Through a historical materialist framework, Marx declared in The Communist Manifesto that
        “the history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles.” Following from this
        assertion, society’s institutions and the effects they exert over public consciousness are shaped by the
        capitalist system. Gender-based and racial inequality are
        historically seen by many on the left as secondary in importance compared to economics and class. Leftists who
        criticize “identity politics” see emphases on gender and race as superficial manifestations of upper-class
        dominance, with capitalist elites, political officials, and the media depicted as using these “wedge issues” to
        fragment and manipulate Americans.17
      


      
        According to hegemony theory, media outlets are first and foremost corporations, dedicated to selling
        consumerism and manipulating public beliefs in support of a political-economic system serving profit
        interests.18 Through the indoctrination
        process, families and parents convince their children that the economic system rewards those who “work hard,”
        thereby reinforcing the myth of meritocracy.
      


      
        For Marx, religious institutions reinforced the political-economic power structure. And Marxism is compatible
        with the position that religious organizations prop up the political-economic status quo for fear of “making
        waves” or that they celebrate conservative market principles and right-wing ideologies. Marx argued that
        religion is an ideological weapon to be used against the masses by elites. “Religion
        is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world, and the soul of soulless conditions. It
        is the opium of the people.”19 I do not
        emphasize the study of religion in this book, although in my preliminary statistical analyses, church
        attendance was not significantly linked with opinions on if there is an economic divide between haves and
        have-nots. For those subscribing to Marxist theory, one might argue that the seeming irrelevance of church
        attendance to economic consciousness is evidence of a softer hegemonic role that religion plays in suppressing
        inequality awareness. If religious institutions consistently avoid discussion of the economic divide, then they
        are implicitly reinforcing a neoliberal system that drives growing inequality.
      


      
        Some social scientists adopt a Marxian analytical framework, so this approach should be taken seriously in
        examining how economics impact public opinion.20 But one does not need to be a Marxist to agree that economic factors influence
        consciousness and behavior. Numerous non-Marxist social scientists emphasize how economic backgrounds influence
        one’s thoughts and actions.21 And some
        scholars argue that citizens form economic attitudes reflecting their own self-interest, with less affluent
        Americans favoring liberal policies and Democratic officials, while more affluent individuals support
        conservative beliefs and Republican leaders.22 Other research emphasizes the role of work, with higher- and lower-paying
        occupations shaping the ideologies of more and less affluent Americans.23 In the post-2008 era, scholars increasingly examine
        how economic factors influence politics, government, and political-economic attitudes. Still, the emphases on party cues and ideology are dominant in
        examining attitude formation.24
      


      
        Geography is also potentially important to understanding political-economic
        attitudes. Americans live in an era of growing economic segregation, via shrinking middle-class neighborhoods
        and growing poorer and wealthier ones. If Americans are economically segregated, it may impact their opinions
        on inequality. Previous research finds place is a significant predictor of political beliefs and partisan
        attachments.25 Individuals in more affluent
        parts of metropolitan regions are more likely to identify with conservative causes and the Republican Party, whereas those from poorer areas are more likely to identify with liberal
        beliefs and the Democratic Party.26 Individuals growing up in affluence may be less sympathetic to the poor, while
        living among other poorer people may encourage support for progressive policies aimed at reducing inequality.
      


      
        Some scholars emphasize an intersectionality-based approach to understanding
        politics and society.27 They emphasize the
        confluence of multiple factors—race, gender, and class—in influencing identities, beliefs, and behavior. Angela
        Davis emphasizes the racial and class barriers to women’s liberation throughout American history.28 Similarly, bell hooks explores oppression of minority
        groups by combining class, race, and gender analysis.29 Contemporary texts on inequality emphasize the importance of gender, race, and
        class in relation to government economic policy and inequality.30 Of course, a large volume of research also examines racial inequality and
        gender differences and their relevance to political attitudes and behavior.31 Some research finds political attitudes are shaped by education. While
        conservatives widely claim a liberalizing effect of education, some scholarship implicates higher education in
        promoting a neoliberal market-oriented mindset.32 Still other research concludes political education allows those already
        holding conservative or liberal orientations to more consistently develop political attitudes in line with
        their ideologies.33 Based on this research,
        we should consider whether race, gender, and education impact attitudes about inequality.
      


      
        Numerous social scientists agree intersectionality is useful for examining racial, gender, and class-based
        inequalities.34 Other research concludes that
        various factors such as race, occupation, income, and education influence the classes people identify with,
        while class effectively predicts political attitudes.35 Some scholarship finds race and gender interact in influencing policy
        attitudes related to gender and race-based inequality in pay.36 Finally, multinational research concludes that class and ideology are shaped
        by “political, economic, racial, and social institutions.”37
      


      
        Media consumption is also a significant factor in influencing political and economic
        attitudes. Scholars emphasize the power of media to influence what Americans think about (“agenda setting”),
        how they think (“priming”), and their political attitudes
        (“framing effects”).38 And much research
        examines the impact of partisan media on political beliefs.39 From a “hegemonic” approach, some scholars emphasize
        how political-economic elites seek to influence public attitudes on politics through the media.40 But not all studies find a hegemonic effect or even a
        consistent media bias favoring conservative economic positions.41
      


      
        The many factors above are thought to impact political and economic attitudes and behavior, but not all
        intellectuals agree that class and economic factors are vital to explaining political thought and behavior, as
        discussed in Chapter 1. Finally, some argue that most Americans hold
        progressive views on government welfare policy, suggesting a “class war” between citizens is
        nonexistent.42 The persistence of scholarship
        that downplays class divisions suggests researchers must consider claims that economic factors have little
        impact on public consciousness.
      

    

    
      Measuring Economic
      Consciousness


      
        I adopt a multi-method approach to exploring economic consciousness and its impact on political attitudes. I
        rely on national surveys to establish a picture of attitudes about inequality that is nationally generalizable.
        I utilize surveys from the Pew Research Center from 2005 through 2011, from
        CNN in 2015, and my own national survey in 2018, which query Americans about
        their attitudes on inequality, as related to education, gender, partisanship, ideology, media consumption,
        race, and economic background. In measuring media attitudes, I examine the consumption of Fox News and
        MSNBC, since these outlets are said to exhibit conservative-Republican and
        liberal-Democratic biases. I analyze other news outlets in Chapters 6 and
        7, where I flesh out the relationship between news consumption and economic
        consciousness.
      


      
        I employ statistical “regression” analysis to measure associations between survey respondents’ backgrounds and
        opinions about inequality.43 I examine
        individual demographic factors, measuring whether they are associated with economic consciousness—in
        terms of public awareness of inequality. I also measure the relationship between economic status and economic
        consciousness. I incorporate other predictive factors as well: partisanship, ideology, gender, race, age, and
        education.44
      


      
        I utilize a simple measure of economic consciousness/awareness of inequality: whether Americans agree or
        disagree an economic divide exists between “haves” and “have-nots.” And I adopt a simple measure for assessing
        economic status: whether individuals self-identify as haves or have-nots. The recognition of a division between
        haves and have-nots is a much stronger measure of public recognition of inequality, compared to questions
        asking if inequality is growing or if “the rich get richer and the poor get poorer.” These questions are quite
        broad and do not suggest the public is aware of the growing chasm between the wealthy
        few and the masses in a nation with record inequality, where nearly half the citizenry hold no financial wealth
        and the top 10 percent control 75 percent of all net worth.45 With such extreme inequality, I am less interested in general awareness of
        inequality than I am in probing the depths of awareness of the economic divide.
      


      
        I avoid the classic five-category scheme used in surveys for measuring economic identity, which asks
        respondents if they identify as “lower,” “lower-middle, “middle,” “upper-middle,” or “upper-class.” It is not
        clear that this measure of subjective class identification is the most effective way to measure consciousness
        regarding the extent of American inequality and the economic divide. Most Americans (Chapter 1) struggle to accurately place themselves in one of these categories, as related to
        the fifth of America they fit into, income wise. Lower-income Americans routinely overestimate their class
        status, and higher-income Americans systematically underestimate theirs, in a nation where most all Americans
        believe they are “middle-class.” In light of these circumstances, a five-category scale is incongruent with how
        Americans see the world, so it is not ideal for measuring how Americans look at the economic divide.
      


      
        One problem with the five-category class scheme is it assumes individuals believe
        they hail from a variety of different classes. I do not assume this kind of variation in class
        identities. Most Americans reject the notion that society is divided between haves and have-nots, and the vast
        majority of poor and wealthy Americans reject “lower” and “upper-class” self-designations.46 If most all Americans claim to be part of one
        class—the middle class—then they do not think of their country in terms of class divisions. It should not be
        taken for granted that people accept multiple class designations, when large numbers overestimate the
        opportunities available for upward mobility. Most Americans do not possess a strongly developed sense of class
        consciousness, if they possess class consciousness at all. Following my initial analysis of the origins of
        economic consciousness (in Chapters 3 and 4), I examine whether awareness of inequality is significantly associated with various
        policy-related questions (Chapter 5). In this analysis, the predicting factor
        is awareness of inequality and the economic divide (“is the U.S. divided into haves and have-nots or not?”),
        while the dependent factor is political-economic attitudes and behavior, with statistical “controls” included
        for respondents’ income, education, age, gender, partisanship, ideology, and race.
      


      
        I measure respondents’ economic status via the question “If you had to choose, which of these groups are you
        in, the haves or the have-nots?” I use this measure of one’s economic background as an alternative to
        self-reported income. The simple reason for avoiding income is because income is not a reliable predictor of
        economic consciousness, political-economic attitudes, or behavior.47 In analyzing Pew surveys, I never observed a significant relationship between
        income and awareness (or lack thereof) of the economic divide between haves and have-nots. But one’s economic
        background may influence one’s beliefs, even if income does not.
      


      
        Validating the above arguments, I examine the relative power of each economic
        factor—income, self-designated class status on a five-point scale, and self-designated status as a “have” or a
        “have-not”—in predicting opinions on the economic divide. Figure 3.1
        provides estimates, drawing from the December 2011 Pew survey, of the predictive power of each of factor,
        controlling for respondents’ gender, race, age, education, partisanship, and ideology.
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          FIGURE 3.1 Competing Measures for Predicting Economic
          Consciousness
          

        


        
          Significance Levels: *** = 0.1% ** = 1% * = 5%
        


        
          Controls: Gender, Race, Education, Age, Partisanship, Ideology
        


        
          Source: Pew Research Center, December 2011 Monthly Survey
        

      


      
        The results are ordered on a scale from 0 to 1, after accounting for “control” variables, assessing the power
        of each factor in predicting opinions on the economic divide.48 A value at or near 0 means there is little to no relationship between each
        factor and opinions on the economic divide, while a 1 indicates a perfect relationship. The subjective
        identification of individuals as “haves” or “have-nots” is the only significant predictor of opinions on the
        economic divide. Income is not a significant predictor nor is self-designated class status, which I expected,
        considering Americans’ reluctance to place themselves on a five-point class scale. In contrast, a two-point
        scale that simply separates individuals into “haves” and “have-nots” is apparently a more manageable
        classification scheme for many Americans, since large numbers of people struggle to think in class terms.
      


      
        One might argue that using self-designated status as a “have” or “have-not” is a questionable measure of
        individuals’ economic backgrounds. It is possible that such designations mean little and are reflections of
        individuals’ optimism or pessimism about their economic positions, independent of
        incomes. Those designating themselves as “haves” may simply possess a more positive outlook, due to family or
        peer socialization. Conversely, “have-nots” may be socialized to “look at the glass” as “half empty.” An
        analysis of the incomes of self-designated “haves” and “have-nots,” however, finds this criticism is unfounded.
        An individual’s economic status as a have or have-not is closely tied to his/her income (Figure 3.2).
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          FIGURE 3.2 Relationship Between Income and Self-Described
          Economic Status (December 2011)
          

        


        
          Source: Relationship between income and class status is significant at the 0.1% level Statistical
          controls: gender, age, education, race, partisanship, ideology
        

      


      
        The usefulness of the haves/have-nots classification overlaps with my claim that most Americans do not possess
        a well-developed sense of class consciousness, but that many have some kind of understanding: (1) of inequality
        more generally and (2) About how their economic situation fits—in terms of their relative privilege or lack
        thereof (as a have or have-not)—within the national economic landscape.
      


      
        One might claim there is no intelligible distinction between identifying as a “have” or “have-not” on the one
        hand and recognizing an economic divide between haves and have-nots on the other. If people admit they are
        haves or have-nots, does it not follow that they see the world in terms of a divide between these groups?
        Despite the intuitive nature of this claim, it is a mistake to assume there is a tautological relationship
        between how one sees himself/herself (as a have or have-not) and one’s willingness to recognize a divide
        between haves and have-nots. Many Americans see themselves as “haves” but refuse to recognize a divide between haves and have-nots—for example, those arguing that America is the
        land of plenty and that all Americans are some variant of a “have.” This perspective speaks to individuals who
        see the U.S. as a nation of “haves” and “have-mores,” or as former Republican presidential candidate Marco
        Rubio prefers—a nation of “haves” and “soon-to-haves” in a land of endless opportunity.49 Many fall into this type of thinking, as evidenced by
        my analysis of the Pew Research Center’s December 2011 survey, with 68 percent of
        Americans who identify as “haves” refusing to see a divide between haves and have-nots. Most of these
        respondents—53 percent—also believe in the meritocracy myth that Americans who work hard get ahead.50
      


      
        Fanciful thinking is also rampant among disadvantaged Americans. Many may reluctantly identify as have-nots
        when Pew forces them to take a side by asking: “if you had to choose” between the “have” and “have-not”
        options, and when no other options are presented. But respondents’ answers do not always overlap with their
        opinions on the economic divide in ways we might expect. For example, in Pew’s December 2011 survey, 40 percent
        of Americans who identified as have-nots refused to recognize a divide between haves and have-nots. This
        finding is at first puzzling; how can one identify as a have-not and refuse to see the world as being divided
        between haves and have-nots? A simple answer is that many less fortunate Americans will reluctantly admit, when
        pushed, that they are have-nots (Figure 3.2), even if they do not
        want to see themselves this way. This point is reinforced by the finding that poor Americans
        overwhelmingly overestimate their class status by refusing to identify as lower class.
      

    

    
      Competing Approaches to Studying Economic Consciousness


      
        I present three competing models for explaining the formation of mass economic consciousness. Figure 3.3 draws on the first—the hegemonic model. Echoing Gramsci’s claims about mass
        indoctrination by capitalist elites, it predicts that education, media consumption, and conservative-Republican socialization account for
        the failure of large numbers of Americans to recognize the economic divide. I explore in Chapter 7 the power of the media and consumerism to cultivate mass false consciousness.
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          FIGURE 3.3 The Hegemonic Model
          

        

      


      


      
          
      


      
         
      


      
        Figure 3.4 establishes the orthodox-determinist model of economic
        consciousness, its origins, and its impact on mass attitudes. The model understands public opinion as “determined” by individuals’ material-economic self-interests, with
        wealthier Americans defending the political-economic status quo and poorer Americans rejecting it. In contrast,
        Figure 3.5 presents an intersectionality model, incorporating
        partisanship, ideology, education, race, gender, media consumption, and economic status to conceptualize how
        multiple factors interact to impact economic consciousness. Via an intersectional approach, Figure 3.5 predicts that numerous factors interact to predict economic consciousness
        and, subsequently, one’s political-economic attitudes. Based on intersectional theory, these identities will
        converge to reinforce privileged ways of thinking among relatively affluent groups.
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          FIGURE 3.4 Economic Determinist Model for Attitude Formation and
          Political Behavior
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          FIGURE 3.5 Intersectionality Model
          

        

      


      
        In contrast, less privileged identities will converge to make the less fortunate more likely to recognize the
        economic divide. The reason for expecting a causal relationship between economic status and consciousness is
        straightforward. Most Americans agree there is no economic divide in society, and as I
        document in Chapter 4, one reason why is because they think poor people are
        lazy and unwilling to work, despite the economy (allegedly) affording them many opportunities for success.
        Flowing from these assumptions is the conclusion that the government is wasting valuable resources by
        supporting welfare programs that “enable” idle lifestyles. Since individuals supposedly have ample
        opportunities to succeed through hard work, welfare programs worsen inequality by encouraging laziness. If the
        cause of inequality is poor people refusing to work, then it follows that there is no real economic
        divide and that the government should not be wasting tax dollars taken from “the makers” to benefit “the
        takers.”
      


      
        In contrast, other Americans recognize that hard work no longer guarantees success when family work hours have
        increased, despite stagnant incomes, rising household debt, and soaring costs for vital services.51 With the cost of higher education and health care
        growing beyond inflation, many Americans sense that they face declining life prospects. And with the rise of
        the Covid-19 economic crash, these economic anxieties will only continue to grow. So if it is becoming harder
        and harder to “make it,” then it follows that the country is increasingly divided between haves and have-nots.
        Americans who see themselves as have-nots will be more likely to recognize the economic divide and favor more
        generous welfare programs that redistribute wealth from the upper class to the middle class, working class, and
        poor.
      


      
        Outside of domestic political-economic issues, Chapter
        5 examines the relationship between economic consciousness and foreign policy
        beliefs. With foreign policy, the calculations citizens make will vary in relation to how individuals’ economic
        backgrounds predispose them to form conservative-rightist values that celebrate America or progressive-leftist
        values that challenge U.S. power in the world. Self-designated “haves” will be more likely to deny the economic
        divide, and denial of the divide will have implications for how they assess U.S. policies abroad.
      


      
        The writings of English thinker John Winthrop served as the foundation for depictions of America as a “shining
        city on a hill,” via the rise of American exceptionalism. For those seeing the U.S. as an exceptional nation,
        U.S. foreign policy is vigorously defended. Drawing on biblical text, Winthrop celebrated the colony of Massachusetts as “a model” that he believed was divinely
        inspired. The colony held a moral responsibility to pious living—to be merciful, humble, and united,
        demonstrating “brotherly affection,” empathy, and a devotion to communalism. The “eyes of all people are upon
        us,” Winthrop sermonized, to stand up in favor of “good” and against “evil,” for which Massachusetts would be
        blessed with prosperity.52
      


      
        Echoing Winthrop’s “city upon a hill,” American exceptionalism has since become a dominant part of the American
        myth, as reflected in the rise of “Manifest Destiny”—the notion that Americans held a unique and divine mission
        to “civilize” North America against native “savages.”53 American exceptionalism persisted in the early
        20th century, with President William McKinley, when the U.S. embarked on its imperialist military campaign in
        the Philippines and Cuba.54 The dogma of American exceptionalism persevered in subsequent wars,
        including the First and Second World Wars, the Cold War
        and the wars in Korea and Vietnam, and the “War on
        Terrorism.” Presidents John Kennedy, Ronald Reagan, George W. Bush, and Barack Obama drew on the imagery of the
        shining city upon a hill, speaking to the enduring propaganda power of the metaphor.55
      


      
        I argue that there is a link between the two myths: the first, that the U.S. is a special nation because it is
        not defined by haves versus have-nots, but instead by boundless opportunities for success—and the second, that maintains that because the U.S. is a
        unique nation, it has a responsibility to promote human rights, peace, prosperity, liberty, and democracy
        abroad. By a “clear link,” I mean that the rejection of the existence of the economic divide directly relates
        to many citizens’ commitment to American exceptionalism. As the thinking goes, if the U.S. is unique in the
        world because it is a land of endless opportunity, where those who work hard “pull themselves up by
        their boot straps” and achieve success, then Americans share a special burden to share this prosperity and
        freedom with the world. Such views are commonplace on the American right and among those embracing militant
        nationalism while downplaying inequality and plutocracy in U.S. politics.
      


      
        Acceptance of American exceptionalism, I argue, produces stronger support for U.S. foreign policy, including
        U.S. wars fought in the name of freedom and democracy. In contrast, rejection of the myth that the U.S. is a
        unique, classless nation will be associated with reduced support for militaristic foreign policy. If the U.S.
        is not a unique “city upon the hill,” it has no special claim to civilizing and protecting the world. To the
        contrary, American wars will be viewed as counterproductive, destructive, immoral, and as a waste of resources.
        If the U.S. is not an exceptional nation, what exclusive moral obligation does it have to impose its will on
        others? These perceptions tend to be more common on the American left, among those lamenting rising inequality
        and plutocratic politics.
      


      
        A shortcoming of much social science research is that it relies on statistical
        correlations to make “cause and effect” claims about the world. It is also known, however, that correlation is
        not causation. We may infer that correlation suggests causation is at work, but it is possible that confounding
        factors have not been accounted for, which could suggest a false correlation between one’s economic status,
        economic consciousness, and political-economic attitudes
        and behavior.
      

    

    
      Interviewing Americans on Inequality


      
        To better guard against the false-causation possibility, I adopt a qualitative analysis in the next two
        chapters, based on interviews with Americans, to document cause-and-effect
        relationships between individuals’ economic backgrounds, opinions on the economic
        divide, and political-economic attitudes. I include interviews with 147 students at a Midwestern college,
        completed in two separate waves, in 2012 and from 2015 to 2016. Participants’ discussions and reflections on
        how their economic backgrounds influenced their awareness of the economic divide increase my confidence in
        making claims about the causes of economic consciousness and its impact on political-economic attitudes and
        behavior. In my first wave of interviews (2012), I engaged in short 20-minute conversations with 45 students.
        In these interviews I asked participants whether they were conscious of the economic divide between haves and
        have-nots, and second, why they felt the way they did. The second wave of interviews (2015–2016) were of
        similar length to the first and included 102 students. They analyzed in more depth whether one’s economic
        status or background was causally related to his or her economic consciousness.
      


      
        My student samples were not statistically representative of the entire public. They were overwhelmingly white
        (more than 90 percent); young (most between 18 and 25); an approximately equal mix of males and females, and a
        blend of economic backgrounds, with 43 percent from families earning under the national median income for a
        family of four (in the early 2010s) of $50,000 a year, and 57 percent from families earning over $50,000 a
        year. The samples were drawn from individuals living within a smaller metropolitan area (population
        approximately 150,000), with most coming from within the metropolitan area, but some from outlying rural
        communities. This sample was weighted toward individuals with poorer, working, and middle-class backgrounds,
        rather than students from upper-middle to upper-class ones. But securing a statistically representative sample
        of the nation was not my goal, since I already utilize nationally representative surveys in this chapter and
        the next. Rather, my goal was to flesh out through conversational inquiry whether the correlations analyzed in
        national surveys may be indicative of cause-and-effect relationships.
      

    

    
      Examining Predictors of Economic Consciousness


      
        I examined eight Pew surveys to assess potential drivers of economic consciousness (10/2005, 9/06, 7/07,
        1/08, 10/08, 4/09, 4/10, and 12/11), and eight surveys exploring the relationship between economic
        consciousness and political-economic attitudes and behavior (10/05, 9/06, 1/08, 4/09, 4/10; 12/11; 4/15; 1/18).
        My analysis produced consistent results across surveys in identifying factors that predict (and fail to
        predict) attitudes about the economic divide. I examine the July 2007 Pew survey first, since it was the only
        survey that included media consumption measures. Figure 3.6 explores predictors of opinions on whether the U.S. is divided between haves
        and have-nots. These predictors included race (white, LatinX, and black Americans),
        economic status (self-designated “have” or “have-not”), media consumption (Fox News, MSNBC), ideology (conservative, moderate, or liberal), gender, education, and partisanship (Democrat, Republican, Independent).
        Partisanship, media consumption, race, and economic status were significant predictors of economic
        consciousness. Whites, Republicans, and “haves” were more likely to deny that the economic divide is real,
        while blacks, MSNBC viewers, and “have-nots” were more likely to recognize
        it.
      


      
        [image: Image]

        
          FIGURE 3.6 Predicting Economic
          Consciousness
          

        


        
          Significance Levels: **** = 0.1% *** = 1% ** = 5% * = 10%
        


        
          Source: Pew Research Center, Monthly Poll July 2007
        

      


      
        Figure 3.6 addresses the power of each factor in predicting economic
        consciousness, controlling for the other factors included in my analysis. Economic status was the strongest
        predictor of awareness of the economic divide.56 “Haves” were more likely to deny the economic divide, while “have-nots” were
        more likely to recognize it. Race and partisanship were nearly equal in their predictive power, albeit less
        powerful than economic status. Whites were more likely to deny the economic divide, while blacks were more
        likely to recognize it. Republicans were more likely to reject the divide, while Democrats were more likely to
        acknowledge it. MSNBC consumption was a significant predictor of economic consciousness. In contrast,
        Fox News consumption was not significant in predicting awareness of the divide. All other factors were
        not significant in accounting for economic consciousness, including age, race (LatinX Americans), ideology,
        education, and gender.
      


      
        The results from Pew’s survey allow for some preliminary conclusions regarding what factors may drive economic
        consciousness. “Economic determinism” receives initial validation, as Americans
        express opinions about inequality in line with its expectations and as related to the primacy of economics in
        impacting one’s beliefs. But economic determinism, by itself, is hardly sufficient in
        accounting for how people think about inequality. Although gender is not a significant factor, race (for blacks
        and whites) does appear to impact opinions about the divide, after controlling for respondents’ economic status
        as “haves” or “have-nots.” The “race” finding demonstrates that public beliefs about inequality cannot simply
        be chocked up to economics as a single-cause explanation.
      


      
        Partisanship was also a significant predictor of economic beliefs. This speaks to the hegemonic power of
        socialization, since partisanship is largely inherited from one’s parents. Although
        ideology was not a significant predictor of economic consciousness in 2007, it was strongly associated with
        partisanship, since parties are institutional venues that implement ideology. Education was not associated with economic consciousness. The failure to find a relationship
        between higher education and recognition of the economic divide could be interpreted as a challenge to
        hegemonic theory, which depicts higher education as integral to capitalist indoctrination. But this conclusion
        seems unwarranted. Sometimes, insignificant findings are themselves significant. The results here suggest that
        educational institutions play a role in the socialization process, not so much in terms of what they actively
        emphasize, but what they do not emphasize. By this, I am referring to the apparent failure of schools to
        discuss the economic divide. This trend is consistent with hegemony, in that educational institutions stifle
        economic consciousness by way of their apparent reluctance to emphasize inequality. This point is reinforced by
        the data in Chapter 2, which showed that for the bottom 80 percent of income
        earners, a majority of those with “some college” or a four-year degree refused to recognize the economic
        divide.
      


      
        There was mixed evidence that consumption of cable news impacted attitudes on inequality. Fox News
        consumption was not associated with opinions on the economic divide. MSNBC
        consumption was associated with heightened awareness of the divide. This could be interpreted as undermining
        the hegemonic model, since critics of corporate media claim they suppress discussions of class and inequality.
        But I would argue against rejecting the hegemonic model based on this analysis, since a more detailed
        investigation must wait until Chapters 6 and 7.
      


      
        The Pew 2007 survey did not allow me to assess how geography impacts opinions on inequality. But Pew’s October
        2008 survey did include a measure of place-based economics—the frequency of “good paying jobs” in communities
        across the country. Geographic variation in job availability was associated with attitudes about the economic
        divide (Figure 3.7).
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          FIGURE 3.7 Place Matters: Community Job Availability and
          Economic Consciousness
          

        


        
          Statistical Significance Level: 0.1% level
        


        
          Controls: gender, age, education, race, income, partisanship, ideology
        


        
          Source: Pew Research Center, October 2008 Monthly Survey
        

      


      
        Those in communities with “plenty of good jobs” were over 20 percentage points less likely to agree that the
        U.S. is divided between haves and have-nots, compared to communities where “good jobs” “are difficult to find.”
        Those who did not experience occupational adversity in their communities were less likely to recognize the
        economic divide, making it more difficult for them to  empathize with the disadvantaged. This finding provides a second
        confirmation of economic determinism, since individuals’ economic-geographic backgrounds appear to shape how
        they look at inequality.
      


      
        The conclusions above are pulled from only two surveys, and only two years of data. To better generalize, I
        examined eight Pew surveys from the 2005 to 2011 period, all including measures for public opinion of the
        economic divide. The analysis is summarized in Table 3.1, which
        provides estimates for the power of each predictive factor, controlling for all other factors in the analysis.
        The estimates tell us how well each factor accounts for fluctuations in economic consciousness, on a
        standardized scale from −1 to 1, with a 1 suggesting a perfect positive relationship and a −1 suggesting a
        perfect negative relationship. As with Figure 3.6, a 1 represents
        agreement that the U.S. is divided between haves and have-nots, while a −1 signifies the feeling that the U.S.
        is not divided.
      


      
        
          
            TABLE 3.1 Explaining Economic Consciousness: Is the U.S.
            Divided Between Haves and Have-Nots? (2005–2011)
          

          
            
              	

              	Econ. Status (Have-Not)

              	Race (White)

              	Party (Dem)

              	Ideology (Liberal)

              	Gender (Men)

              	Age (Older)

              	Education (Higher)

              	MSNBC

              	Fox News

              	Good Jobs Avail. (More)
            


            
              	
                

              
            

          

          
            
              	10/05

              	0.22****

              	−0.12**

              	0.27****

              	0.27**

              	−0.01

              	0.20**

              	0.11*

              	–

              	–

              	–
            


            
              	9/06

              	0.22****

              	−0.07

              	0.19****

              	0.15*

              	−0.06

              	0.1

              	0.15**

              	–

              	–

              	–
            


            
              	7/07

              	0.29****

              	−0.20****

              	0.22****

              	0.07

              	−0.02

              	0.17*

              	−0.08

              	0.25****

              	−0.08

              	–
            


            
              	1/08

              	0.26****

              	−0.07

              	0.24****

              	0.41****

              	0.01

              	0.18**

              	0.08

              	–

              	–

              	–
            


            
              	10/08

              	0.19****

              	−0.26****

              	0.17**

              	0.29***

              	−0.01

              	0.15***

              	−0.11

              	

              	

              	−0.21****
            


            
              	4/09

              	0.21****

              	−0.28****

              	0.20***

              	0.32****

              	−0.01

              	0.22***

              	−0.10

              	–

              	–

              	–
            


            
              	4/10

              	0.25****

              	−0.15****

              	0.13**

              	0.30***

              	−0.01

              	0.07

              	−0.18***

              	–

              	–

              	–
            


            
              	12/11

              	0.27****

              	−0.04

              	0 22****

              	0.34***

              	−0.05

              	0.19**

              	−0.01

              	–

              	–

              	–
            


            
              	Average

              	0.24

              	−0.15

              	0.21

              	0.27

              	−0.02

              	0.16

              	−0.01

              	–

              	–

              	–
            

          
        


        
          Significance levels: **** = 0.1% *** = 1% ** = 5% * = 10%
        

      


      
        Both economic status and partisanship were significantly associated with economic
        consciousness in all eight surveys, while age and race were significant in five, and ideology in seven.
        Education only predicted economic attitudes in three surveys, while gender was significant in none of them.
      


      
        I provide averages across the eight polls, to give readers a sense of how well each factor accounts for
        attitudes about the economic divide throughout the mid-2000s to early 2010s. Economic status and ideology were
        the most powerful predictors of beliefs about inequality, followed by partisanship, age, race, gender, and
        education. Taken in total, these surveys suggest that both economic determinism and hegemony were effective in
        predicting attitudes—determinism as
        related to economic status and the geographic distribution of jobs, and hegemony as related to ideology and
        partisanship.
      


      
        The significance of race and age suggest that economic consciousness cannot be
        explained simply as a function of economics. One might expect gender to be a significant predictor of economic
        consciousness, considering the long-standing inequality in earnings between men and women.57 Although gender has historically been an important
        force in impacting politics, political beliefs, and behavior, it does not account for how Americans think about
        the economic divide. This is not to suggest that gender is irrelevant. As I discuss in my analysis of intersectionality, gender works in interaction with other factors
        to influence economic attitudes.
      


      
        Finally, the relationship between education and economic attitudes is complex. In two of the surveys, higher
        education was positively associated with agreement that the U.S. is economically divided. But in a third survey
        (4/2010), increased education cut was associated with rejection of the divide. And in five of the surveys,
        education had no impact on beliefs about inequality. Averaged across the eight surveys, education appeared to
        have little to no effect on economic attitudes. These results do not suggest education is irrelevant to
        opinions about inequality. Education appears to play a subtler role in deterring critical economic
        consciousness. If educators systematically fail to emphasize inequality, as seems to be the case, large numbers
        of Americans—including high school graduates and those with college degrees will be unaware of the economic
        divide.
      

    

    
      Intersectionality and Economic Consciousness


      
        
          
            TABLE 3.2 Economic Consciousness and Intersectionality: The
            Combined Role of Economic Status and Race
          

          
            
              	Econ. Consciousness →
              

              Race and Econ. Status ↓

              	% agreeing the U.S. is not divided between haves and
              have-nots

              	% recognizing the divide between haves and
              have-nots
            


            
              	
                

              
            

          

          
            
              	White, Affluent (Haves)

              	82%

              	18%
            


            
              	Black, Poorer (Have-Nots)

              	38%

              	62%
            

          
        


        
          
            Source: Pew Research Center, Monthly Survey, July 2007
          


          
            Significance Level: 0.1%
          


          
            Controls: gender, education, age, partisanship, ideology
          

        

      


      
        An intersectional analysis of Pew’s surveys suggests that multiple factors may be working together to impact
        economic thought. I examine seven variables in Pew’s 2007 survey, including economic status (identifying as a
        have/have-not), race, gender, media consumption, education, partisanship, and ideology, assessing their joint
        potential to predict economic consciousness. First, I present a simple analysis of race and economic status,
        captured in Table 3.2, with relatively affluent whites (earning more than $50,000 a year) more likely to claim that the U.S. is not
        divided economically and poorer blacks more likely to recognize the economic divide.
      


      
        The interactive relationship between race and economics suggests these factors operate jointly to impact
        Americans’ beliefs. Attitude formation is not as simple as economic determinism
        suggests. An analysis that focuses exclusively on economics is too narrow because it neglects the ways people
        of color experience discrimination and how these experiences impact their thoughts on inequality. Economically
        disadvantaged Americans struggle to “make ends meet” in the neoliberal economy, but
        those dealing with multiple levels of repression—including racism and classism—face unique challenges, ranging
        from racial profiling and police brutality to discrimination in the legal system, banking, educational, and the
        occupational realms. By ignoring the intersection of race and economics, we limit our understanding of how
        Americans think about inequality.
      


      
        I include a total of 13 intersectional identities in Figure 3.8. The
        results confirm the expectations established via an intersectionality approach.
        Multiple components of identity appear to work together to influence economic attitudes. Those from
        intersectional social groups that are, generally speaking, more privileged—including the
        highly educated (four years of college or more), those with a higher socioeconomic status (or SES, as
        determined by one’s self-designation as a “have”), whites, and men—are more likely to reject the economic
        divide.
      


      
        [image: Image]

        
          FIGURE 3.8 Intersectionality and
          Economic Consciousness: A Comprehensive Analysis
          

        


        
          Control variables: Economic status, partisanship, ideology, age, race, gender, and education
        


        
          Significance levels: *** = 0.1% ** = 1% * = 5%
        


        
          Source: Pew Research Center Monthly Poll, July 2007
        

      


      
        Conservatism and Republican partisanship, as forces of hegemonic socialization, also appear to have an
        interactive effect on economic consciousness, when combined with other more privileged economic groups.
        Finally, although Fox News consumption and education are not associated with opinions on the economic
        divide, both factors appear to impact economic consciousness, when coupled with other factors. Figure 3.8 suggests intersectional identities for more privileged groups vary in
        their potential impacts on opinions on inequality. Independent of any one intersectional identity,
        intersectional analysis enriches our understanding of how economic consciousness is formed. This point is
        reinforced by the finding that, for more privileged demographic groups, four of the five intersectional
        identities that include an interaction between SES and other factors are more powerful predictors of public
        opinion, compared to SES alone.
      


      
        In contrast, intersectional identities for less privileged groups are more likely to be associated with
        recognizing the economic divide. Women are no more likely than men to recognize the economic divide, while
        black women, lower SES black women, and less educated lower SES black women are more likely to acknowledge it.
        Black men and lower SES black men are also more likely to recognize the divide, providing evidence of the
        importance of gender, when combined with race, in predicting economic consciousness. Intersectionality enriches
        our understanding of how less privileged groups form opinions on inequality. This conclusion is apparent when
        looking at SES alone as a predictor of opinions, compared to intersectional identities. All four of the
        intersectional identities (Figure 3.8) that include a measure for
        lower SES groups are more powerful predictors of economic consciousness than SES alone. The largest differences
        are between Americans who are of lower SES, compared to lower SES blacks, with the latter being the most likely
        of all groups to agree the U.S. is economically divided.
      

    

    
      Conclusion


      
        There are three major lessons from this chapter—the first regarding intersectionality and the second and third
        related to economic determinism and hegemony. Intersectionality-based analysis provides significant value to
        understanding how we think about inequality. Multiple factors are at play in predicting how Americans look at
        the economic divide. Economic status is important, but examining it alone limits our understanding of economic
        consciousness. Other factors also matter: partisanship, ideology, gender, race, media consumption, and
        education.
      


      
        Under capitalism, we should expect that economic factors shape how people think about inequality. But economics
        alone cannot account for individuals’ economic views and behavior. Other factors such as
        racism, homophobia, and sexism drive how people engage with each other, while reinforcing inequality and may
        even work contrary to individuals’ economic interests. Although a measure was not available in the surveys for
        sexual orientation or prejudice against gay and lesbian individuals, it remains the case that homophobia-driven
        discrimination impacts life experiences. Homophobic businesspersons deny services to gay and lesbian
        individuals—such as wedding photos and wedding cakes—despite the potential of such behavior to hurt
        sellers’ profits.58 Banks and employers
        historically discriminated against black applicants with comparable incomes to white applicants, despite such
        prejudice reducing banks’ profits.59
        Businesses such as Walmart reportedly discriminate systematically against women, condoning sexual harassment
        and denying women management promotions, despite the company losing out to other big box stores in cultivating
        a better pool of skilled employees.60 These
        practices limit companies’ ability to function more effectively in the capitalist marketplace, especially if
        empowering chauvinists creates a toxic environment for female workers, harming the company’s public image.
        Finally, the xenophobic, sexist, and racially charged statements of officials like Donald Trump and news
        outlets like Fox News may restrict the Republican Party’s ability to get candidates elected in pursuit
        of a pro-business agenda, as the nation saw in the 2018 Democratic midterm swing. Republican donors and
        officials expressed anxiety about Trump’s presidency, his polarizing rhetoric, and feared he would damage the
        party’s ability to get candidates elected. All these findings suggest that how individuals experience and think
        about inequality-related issues cannot be boiled down solely to economics.
      


      
        A second lesson from this chapter is that while economistic accounts of public opinion are too simplistic,
        economics do appear to have a dominant impact in shaping attitudes. Individuals are creatures of their
        environment—particularly their economic backgrounds. As I argue in Chapters 4
        and 5, coming from a lower-income family affects how people look at the
        economic divide and whether they support progressive-left or conservative-right policies.
      


      
        A final lesson is that one must look to socialization, in addition to economics, to understand how Americans
        think about inequality. Partisanship and ideology impact how people look at the economic divide. These factors
        are based in childhood and adolescent socialization, transferred from parents to children. Outside of family
        influences, education also matters in influencing consciousness, but the impact is indirect. Elementary,
        secondary, and higher educational institutions appear to have consistently avoided drawing attention to the
        rise of record inequality in their curricula. By suppressing this discussion, teachers and professors help
        deter critical economic consciousness.
      


      
        There is a tendency among many left intellectuals to dismiss issues that are not primarily economic, framing
        them as bourgeois or elitist. Many on the left and right dismiss those who spotlight racism, sexism,
        homophobia, and other social struggles for practicing “identity politics.” A simplistic reading of Marx’s
        writings and his historical materialist framework may lead one to conclude that only
        economics matter to their discussions of politics and society. But this parochialism is out of line with the
        intent of early Marxist writers, such as Marx’s collaborator, Friedrich Engels. Engels provided his own
        reflection regarding the meaning of historical materialism:
      


      
        According to the materialist conception of history, the ultimately determining element in history is the
        production and reproduction of real life. Other than this neither Marx nor I have ever asserted. Hence if
        somebody twists this into saying that the economic element is the only determining one, he transforms
        that proposition into a meaningless, abstract, senseless phrase. The economic situation is the basis, but the
        various elements of the superstructure—political forms of the class struggle and its results, to wit:
        constitutions established by the victorious class after a successful battle, etc., juridical forms, and even
        the reflexes of all these actual struggles in the brains of the participants, political, juristic,
        philosophical theories, religious views and their further development into systems of dogmas—also exercise
        their influence upon the course of the historical struggles and in many cases preponderate in determining their
        form. There is an interaction of all these elements in which, amid all the endless host of accidents
        (that is, of things and events whose inner interconnection is so remote or so impossible of proof that we can
        regard it as non-existent, as negligible), the economic movement finally asserts itself as
        necessary.61
      


      
        Engels was no scholar of intersectionality. But his admission that various institutions in society “interact”
        to impact history is potentially compatible with an intersectional analysis that places economics at the front
        of one’s analysis of inequality. The evidence explored throughout this chapter is compatible with the theory of
        historical materialism, in addition to hegemonic theory and intersectional theory. Americans form opinions
        about inequality based on economics, socialization, and a confluence of other factors.
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    THE DEVELOPMENT OF ECONOMIC CONSCIOUSNESS


    
      As a 24-year-old mother of three, Desiree Metcalf’s story is symbolic of the struggles poor families face and the
      impact these struggles have on Americans’ consciousness and political beliefs. A single parent, Metcalf has seen
      her share of adversity. She was shuffled from home to home and school to school after entering the foster care
      system to escape an abusive parent. Becoming an unexpected teen mother, Metcalf lost a scholarship she earned
      from a Florida university and was forced to find low-wage work. Despite earning a nursing assistant
      certification, Metcalf struggled to find employment because of the scarce opportunities in her small,
      economically depressed town in western New York. Furthermore, a car accident left her unable to secure transit to
      her job because of the lack of public transportation in her rural town.
    


    
      Metcalf reflects on the difficulty of “getting ahead” in neoliberal America, working in an economy with dwindling
      opportunities for upward mobility. “I just feel like I get one piece of good news that makes me [think] life
      isn’t gonna be that bad, and then here comes 30 things to basically push me right back down in this hole that I
      feel like I’ve been trying to dig myself out of for the last probably 15 years.” Her struggles led Metcalf to
      become increasingly critical of the government, which she views as failing to help the poor. She recognizes the
      “poverty trap” problem endemic in welfare programs, for those with rising incomes risk loss of welfare benefits.
      As Metcalf reflects regarding this cycle of poverty: “it’s not a chosen lifestyle. Certainly, there is abuse out
      there. There’s abuse no matter what it is. But it is not a chosen lifestyle.… I guess to me the system seems
      backward. They [the government] should be more for helping you, not setting you up to fail.”1
    


    
      Metcalf’s struggles fueled her frustration with the political-economic status quo and informed her desire for the
      government to better assist the poor. As I document here, Metcalf’s experiences are
      hardly unique. Personal economics influence how Americans look at political-economic
      issues. The last chapter examined numerous factors that impact opinions about
      inequality. In this chapter, I provide interview-based evidence of the finding that economics and socialization impact views of inequality.
    


    
      Interviews: The First Wave


      
        The first wave of interviews, conducted in 2012, provided nearly four dozen participants with an open forum to
        discuss whether they saw the U.S. as divided between haves and have-nots and to explain why they felt the way
        they did.2 Table 4.1 provides a summary of the reasons provided by participants for why they
        felt the U.S. is or is not divided. Participants justified their responses in two ways.3 One related to socialization—speaking partly to the
        power of hegemonic pressures to stifle critical economic consciousness. A second response emphasized economic
        factors—with inequality, poverty, and economic struggles influencing their beliefs.
      


      
        
          
            TABLE 4.1 Factors Influencing Formation of Opinions About
            Inequality (2012) N = 45 participants
          

          
            
              	Socialization Factors

              	
            


            
              	
                

              
            


            
              	

              	% of all reasons cited for why individuals acknowledge
              or reject the economic divide
            


            
              	
                

              
            

          

          
            
              	1. Parental socialization: work hard/land of opportunity

              	23%
            


            
              	2. Parental socialization: welfare as a waste

              	11%
            


            
              	3. High school and college education

              	4.5%
            


            
              	4. Impact of the news

              	4.5%
            


            
              	5. Union socialization

              	3%
            


            
              	Total sociological reasons cited as a % of all reasons

              	46%
            


            
              	Economic/Materialistic Factors

              	
            


            
              	1. Wage/job struggles

              	23%
            


            
              	2. Communal/school poverty

              	12%
            


            
              	3. Family/community background and experiences

              	8%
            


            
              	4. Cheap consumer goods

              	4%
            


            
              	5. Student loan debt

              	3%
            


            
              	6. State of the economy

              	3%
            


            
              	7. Global poverty

              	1%
            


            
              	Total economic reasons cited as a % of all reasons

              	54%
            

          
        

      


      
        Five major sociological reasons were articulated for opinions on the economic
        divide. The two most common (Table 4.1) were hegemonic. The most
        prominent was parental socialization. Respondents denying the divide reflected that
        their parents taught them if they worked hard and sacrificed, they would “get ahead.” Often accompanying these
        feelings was the claim that poor Americans made bad financial choices, squandered their money, and were lazy.
        The real divide, these participants believed, was between those who work and sacrifice and the idle abusers of
        government programs. These feelings were fueled by a general sense that upward mobility was possible because
        the economy offered boundless opportunities for individuals to succeed. These
        claims speak to the power of conservative hegemony, which drives misperceptions about the opportunities
        available in the U.S.
      


      
        The “wasteful government spending” rationale was the second most common reason cited by those rejecting the
        economic divide. This mindset complements beliefs that hard work guarantees success in an economy that offers
        Americans plentiful opportunities. Within a hegemonic framework of thinking about the economy, there are
        “makers,” who work diligently to achieve “the good life,” and “takers,” who victimize taxpayers by “gaming the
        system” and taking advantage of “generous” welfare spending. According to the neoliberal paradigm, laziness is
        the preferred path of those who choose not to take advantage of the opportunities for success provided
        to them.
      


      
        The associations between opinions about opportunity, hard work, and the economic divide are statistically
        observable. My analysis of the December 2011 Pew survey demonstrates that those
        believing Americans can “get ahead” if they “work harder” are nearly 30 percentage points less likely to feel
        that the U.S. is divided between haves and have-nots, compared to those feeling “hard
        work and determination are no guarantee of success for most people.” Refusal to acknowledge the divide is also
        associated with feelings that the economy provides opportunities for Americans to achieve their aspirations
        (for more on this, skip ahead to Figure 4.3). As I document in this
        chapter, such feelings of optimism are more likely to be shared by those who are more economically
        fortunate—specifically those with higher incomes and those defining themselves as “haves.”
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          FIGURE 4.3 Economic Attitudes and Economic Consciousness
          

        


        
          All relationships are tabulated after statistically controlling for each of the attitudes and demographics
          included within each poll and listed in this figure.
        


        
          Significance levels: **** = 0.1% *** = 1% ** = 5% * = 10%
        


        
          Sources: Pew Research Center Monthly Polls: July 2009, December 2011
        

      


      
        Refusal to acknowledge the economic divide may be more about feelings of optimism regarding available
        opportunities than about perceptions of the effects of hard work. As I document in Figure 4.3, in Pew’s December 2011 survey, the feeling that the U.S. economy is fair to
        most Americans is a stronger predictor of the refusal to recognize the divide between haves and have-nots, when
        compared to the opinion that hard work guarantees success. Furthermore, in Pew’s April 2009 survey (Figure 4.3), the attitude that the economy provides limitless
        opportunities—specifically the feeling that there are “no limits” to growth in America—is a significant
        predictor of opinions about the economic divide, while the belief that hard work guarantees success is not.
        These findings do not suggest
        that the “hard work gets you ahead” mantra is insignificant so much as that opinions
        about the fairness of the economy are relatively stronger predictors of feelings about the economic
        divide.4
      


      
        The third most common sociological reason cited for participants’ opinions about the economic divide related to
        the impact of education. These comments came from students who had completed a civics, history, or sociology
        course in which the topic of inequality was addressed. These comments were clearly counterhegemonic, suggesting
        some interview participants were socialized by educators to recognize the economic divide. Although discussions
        of education’s impact did appear in my interviews, they were not common. This finding overlaps with Chapter 3’s results, since education was not a consistent predictor of economic
        consciousness.
      


      
        The fourth most common sociological factor to impact economic attitudes was the news. Those recognizing the economic divide recalled seeing reports about a stagnating economy and the decline of well-paying jobs. Both those acknowledging and
        rejecting the divide cited Republican presidential candidate Mitt Romney’s comment about the “47 percent of
        Americans” who allegedly feel entitled not to work or take responsibility for their lives. For those
        recognizing the divide, this comment validated their belief that society was divided between the successful,
        represented by Romney, and the poor, who were denigrated in his comments.5 Those refusing to acknowledge the divide felt Romney’s comments demonstrated
        that no divide existed, since poverty was the result of laziness and failure to take responsibility for
        “self-imposed” conditions.
      


      
        Those denying the economic divide cited news reports about declining unemployment and economic growth. Others
        emphasized seeing stories about poverty and inequality as confirming the economic divide. As I find in
        Chapter 6, these competing findings are reinforced by examining American
        media coverage, with the liberal outlet MSNBC emphasizing problems facing
        the working poor, but with other outlets neglecting inequality-related issues. Media consumption was not one of the main reasons people cited as impacting opinions on the
        economic divide. This trend overlaps with my conclusion (Chapter 6) that most
        news outlets fail to consistently cover class and inequality-related issues. My findings reinforce a hegemonic
        portrait of the media as implicitly stifling awareness of inequality.
      


      
        The last socializing force at work was unionization. Unions provide a venue for
        workers to collectively assert themselves in the economy. Considering their role in stoking conflict between
        workers and management, one might expect union membership to increase awareness of inequality. But unions have
        long been in decline, with just one in 10 Americans in a union by the late 2010s. With union decline, we should
        not be surprised if they exert a weak impact on economic consciousness. In line with this expectation, my
        interviews found that few individuals drew on experiences as union workers when
        describing why they thought there was an economic divide. This finding is
        reinforced in national surveys. Being in a union or from a union household was not associated with opinions on the economic divide in Pew’s 2005 survey and was only weakly significant in
        Pew’s 2007 survey, controlling for respondents’ partisanship, ideology, income,
        gender, race, age, and education.6 While union
        socialization plays a counterhegemonic role by drawing attention to inequality, unions’ power in encouraging critical economic consciousness is weak.7
      


      
        Socialization plays directly into reinforcing hegemonic and counterhegemonic dispositions. Family and other
        venues of socialization are the primary means through which individuals develop beliefs and ideologies. No
        participants in the interviews stated outright that “ideology” was the reason they felt there was or was not an
        economic divide. Instead, it was clear that socialization informed their ideologies, as their economic outlooks
        reflected deep-seated values instilled in them by their parents. Considering these findings, it makes sense to
        talk about socialization and ideology as linked when discussing Americans’ opinions about inequality.
      


      
        Economics also mattered in influencing opinions on inequality. Sixty-eight percent of all interview
        participants agreed that the U.S. is divided between haves and have-nots. This finding speaks to the importance
        of economics in influencing attitudes about inequality, since my sample was drawn from a community college and
        drew heavily on poor and working-class students. For many respondents, economic anxiety fueled awareness of the
        divide. Most common among the economic grievances expressed was the struggle to find well-paying jobs. A
        widespread feeling among participants was that the communities they lived in did not provide enough
        opportunities for upward mobility. The concern about job opportunities overlaps with my previous survey finding
        that variation in the number of “good paying jobs” available is a significant predictor of opinions regarding the economic divide.
      


      
        The second most common economic reason cited for recognizing the economic divide stemmed from poverty in high schools and communities. These concerns did not always come from those who
        were economically disadvantaged. At times they were voiced by those describing themselves as economically
        secure but insisting they were not blind to the suffering of the less fortunate. Some participants learned
        about the economic divide via their educational experiences, not because their schools prioritized critical
        lessons on inequality, but because these students were on the losing end of the economic divide. Attending
        resource-starved schools, poor people gain firsthand experience with inequality, which harms their chances for
        securing quality education.
      


      
        A third economic reason cited was participants’ experiences with financial struggle during childhood,
        adolescent, and adult years. These experiences left them with little uncertainty about the existence of
        inequality. As one student reflected: “I know that there are have-nots because I’m one
        of them.” One major driver of critical consciousness was occupational struggle.
        Numerous participants endured low-wage work, citing a lack of opportunities for well-paying jobs for
        those without a college degree. Recognizing the problem of low-wage work runs contrary to idealistic claims
        that hard work guarantees success in the land of “endless opportunity.” Many interview participants noted that
        they worked hard but failed to achieve success due to a lack of decent pay raises
        or opportunities for promotions.
      


      
        Not all personal experiences reinforced recognition of the economic divide. Some participants noted that
        declining prices of consumer goods have improved Americans’ standard of living (see reason four).8 How can anyone be a “have-not,” they maintained, when
        Americans live so well with access to affordable consumer goods—save perhaps the homeless? The emphasis on
        cheap goods reinforces the hegemonic power of consumer capitalism to stifle critical economic consciousness and
        to divert attention from the issue of alienated labor. Fixating on the affordability
        of consumer goods as a sign of mass affluence, some failed to recognize the precarious state of work in the
        neoliberal economy, despite Americans being increasingly insecure and earning
        stagnating pay, amid growing costs for services such as health care and education. The marginalization of
        alienated labor and the subsequent suppression of critical economic consciousness are explored in Chapter 7.
      


      
        Global poverty also impacted how participants looked at inequality. Some recalled
        their experiences traveling abroad or doing missionary work, noting worse living conditions in poorer
        countries. These participants were reluctant to see poor Americans as have-nots, rather, seeing the U.S. as
        divided between “haves” and “have-mores.”
      


      
        Finally, other economic factors influencing opinions on inequality centered on student loan debt and the poor
        economy of the early 2010s. Some complained about rising student debt, which was deemed unsustainable for those
        seeking a decent standard of living. Participants noted the divide between parents being able to afford their
        children’s education and others struggling to pay for college or pay back loans because of low-paying jobs. On the economy, participants cited the feeling that the U.S. was in poor
        shape, reinforcing their belief that many struggle to make ends meet. This finding is hardly surprising, as I
        document in Chapter 8, with rising economic insecurity in the early to
        mid-2010s associated with recognizing the economic divide.
      


      
        In Table 4.1, material economic factors were somewhat more common
        than sociological ones in accounting for opinions on the economic divide. Material and socialization-based
        factors accounted for 54 and 46 percent, respectively, of the reasons for why participants felt how they did
        about the economic divide. These interviews reveal that both economic factors and socialization
        influence opinions about inequality.
      

    

    
       Economic Privilege


      
        In the first wave of interviews (2012), participants included those citing socialization and those citing
        personal economic factors as the primary influences on their attitudes. I refer to those recognizing the
        economic divide as “economic realists,” or simply “realists,” and those refusing to
        recognize the divide as “American exceptionalists,” or “exceptionalists.” Realists
        recognize the divide between haves and have-nots at a time when nearly half of Americans hold no financial
        wealth. Exceptionalists downplay the growing economic divide under neoliberalism, relying on mythic notions
        that the U.S. guarantees upward mobility for those who “work hard.” They see the U.S. as exceptional among
        nations—as defined by Horatio Alger–style stories about Americans “pulling themselves up by their bootstraps”
        and climbing the economic ladder.
      


      
        The interviews highlighted how economics and socialization interact to shape Americans’ views of inequality. Do
        economic realists—those socialized to recognize the divide between haves and have-nots—recognize inequality
        because of their economic struggles? Are exceptionalists socialized in disproportionately privileged
        backgrounds? Is their refusal to recognize the economic divide an ideological tool to reinforce their
        privilege, aiding them in opposing redistribution of wealth from the privileged to the poor? If socialization
        reinforces economic privilege, then affluence fuels willful ignorance to the struggles of others. The hallmark
        of privilege, then, is not having to think about one’s privilege.
      


      
        My findings suggest exceptionalists are often socialized in environments divorced from economic struggle. Of
        those denying the economic divide, and citing parental socialization to justify their position, just 7 percent
        acknowledged facing personal economic struggles. Most exceptionalists admitted growing up in family
        environments where they were economically fortunate. Most lacked for want or need. One participant explained:
        “I came from a middle-class family. I’ve been presented with plenty of opportunities to get a college degree. I
        didn’t have to go through loans and got support in getting my degree.” That respondent rejected the existence
        of the economic divide, claiming:
      


      
        People have more than they think. Americans are more entitled than people in the rest of the world. My parents
        taught me, if you’re willing to work hard you can make it in this world. If you’re consistent and keep going
        after what you want, something will eventually come up. It may not be your dream job, but it’ll be a start. You
        can’t always start with the perfect job, but you can work your way toward something better if you’re willing to
        try.9
      


      


      
        Those citing personal economic struggles as the primary influence on their attitudes of the economic divide
        less often embraced claims that working hard guaranteed success. Just 29 percent of those acknowledging the
        economic divide, while also referencing personal struggles, embraced the belief that
        hard work ensured financial success. But 57 percent of participants citing personal hardships felt the economy
        was rigged against the disadvantaged or that poverty within communities and a lack of decent paying jobs were
        primary impediments to their success. One economic realist reflected:
      


      
        My mother worked in the same company for 20 years and has not seen a significant change in salary. She simply
        isn’t rewarded for her work. I’m broke and it seems like no matter how hard I work I just can’t get out of my
        situation. I work at County Market [grocery store]. If you work here 10 to 15 years, maybe you could become
        store director and get that elite status. But even these people aren’t making great money. The boss might be
        middle class and have worked hard to be where he is, but most will never get to that position, and without a
        college degree, you won’t be well off.10
      


      

    

    
      Interviews: The Second Wave


      
        The stories above suggest that socialization, ideology,
        and economic consciousness are interrelated. But the participants in the first wave
        of interviews (2012) were never explicitly asked if their economic struggles or privileges impacted their
        beliefs about the economic divide. In the second wave of interviews (2015–2016), including 102 students from
        the same Midwestern college, I asked participants if their economic backgrounds influenced their views of
        inequality.11 I asked if they believed the
        U.S. is divided between haves and the have-nots and whether they came from a poorer family background (with
        parents earning under or more than the average annual family income of approximately $50,000 for a family of
        four). Finally, I asked participants whether their economic background influenced their opinions on the
        economic divide. Alternatively, participants were asked if they agreed that their economic backgrounds were
        irrelevant to their opinions on inequality. This alternative helped to avoid predetermining participants’
        answers.
      


      
        Allowing interview participants to speak for themselves provides a window into how Americans think about
        inequality. I provide excerpts from the second wave of interviews, adding depth to my findings. Participants
        drew on their economic experiences, and parental socialization, explaining how they formed opinions on
        inequality. Participants described how their families’ personal finances pushed them to recognize the economic
        divide. One realist explained:
      


      
        I come from a family of twelve brothers and sisters and a single mom and eight grandchildren living on welfare.
        I’ve been on the side of poverty. Wealthier people would consider me a have-not. I struggle to pay for what I
        want and need. Many of my friends and peers growing up had families that were wealthy and I remember a lot of
        times being excluded, talked about, or looked at and laughed at because of my
        background. Being poor had a big effect on my outlook.… I’ve become more economically successful over the
        years, but I still think society is divided based on my experiences. I’ve personally
        seen the separation of what money can bring people and how people with bigger pockets are treated differently.…
        So I think a person’s economic background is important to how they see the world. I’ve seen how hard both my
        mother and father have worked in their lives to make sure my brothers and sisters and I were all taken care of,
        and I know they deserve much more than they have. I’ve also struggled financially, paying for 100 percent of my
        college education while working a full-time and part-time job, but know that while
        I’m struggling to work and study, there are frat guys partying it up, while their moms and dads have paid for
        college.12
      


      
        This reflection reveals an acute awareness of how society does not equally reward work, since those from more
        affluent families secure college educations with less economic sacrifice than those paying their own way with
        little to no parental assistance. This individual’s family and occupational experiences encouraged her to
        challenge the hegemonic norm associating “hard work” with success.
      


      
        Even when enjoying opportunities to improve their lives, less privileged
        participants recognized their hard work did not negate the reality that the poor face serious barriers to
        vocational success. Acknowledging society’s economic divide, one realist reflected:
      


      
        I grew up in a lower-class family, earning less than the average [household] income. Being a have-not, I’ve got
        no choice but to acknowledge the differences in classes and opportunities. In my
        situation, the case was glaringly obvious due to the fact that, although they were poor, my parents managed to
        secure a free education for me and my sisters through the generosity of the Catholic
        Diocese of Peoria [IL].… Education is a blessing, but it also put us in a situation where we were surrounded by
        haves. It was impossible not to notice the differences every January when teachers assigned us to write about
        our favorite Christmas gift and again each August when we were asked to tell about how we’d spent our summer
        vacation. Most of the kids talked about their latest video game console, something my parents couldn’t afford.
        I saw countless freshly tanned faces talking about their latest trips to Disney World, Sea World or some other
        resort like it was no big deal. We had no vacations. Ever. It was painful. I was expected to socialize and even
        compete with these kids, but my parents couldn’t even afford a computer for me to type papers. Their parents
        gave them state of the art PCs.… It may sound weird, but today I am thankful for those experiences. Growing up
        a have-not in a have-world motivated me to be more and to work smarter at giving my children the opportunities
        I never had.13
      


      
        This response suggests that economic struggle is associated
        with increased awareness of one’s disadvantaged position, compared to more privileged peers.
      


      
        Experiences in schools—where individuals of different economic classes sometimes come together—shaped some
        students’ opinions on inequality. One realist echoed the concerns expressed by the above participant, regarding
        the struggles of poorer students:
      


      
        I went to a private school until fifth grade on a scholarship. I was constantly made fun of because I didn’t
        wear nice clothes like all the other kids and my parents were never able to attend PTA meetings or go on class
        field trips with me because they were working. The other kids wore all the name brand clothes and had the
        latest games. Their parents were always involved with the class and the school because almost every mom was
        stay-at-home. I didn’t understand it then, but now know why I was harassed and how big of a gap there really
        was between me and my classmates.14
      


      
        Another participant reflected on her experiences compared to more affluent individuals:
      


      
        My background factored into how I feel about different economic groups. My family has always been working-class
        and works really hard to provide and make ends meet. If I came from a family with a background better than
        average, I think I’d be less likely to see the divide between economic groups in America. People less exposed
        to poverty tend to forget that poverty is real and it’s a huge problem we face.15
      


      
        Another participant acknowledged that the economic divide exists, reflecting on his experiences growing up in a
        poor Chicago neighborhood:
      


      
        I think sometimes rich people are ignorant to the lives poor people live. I grew up on the south side of
        Chicago, which is very poor. I wrestled in high school and going to meets at different schools and different
        neighborhoods showed me how different my life was from theirs. They had things in their school I couldn’t
        imagine. They had multiple computer labs, books for each student to take home and a book for class. The
        buildings were newer and up to date. My school was the complete opposite. It was over a hundred years old and
        it looked that way. We had everything up to code, but it didn’t change the appearance of it. The bricks were
        stained and the windows were vintage.… My school didn’t have air conditioners. We had a policy that if the
        temperature was too high the students were let out at noon. We missed out on class because there was no way my
        school could afford air conditioners that wasn’t [sic] too expensive, that wouldn’t require much
        reconstruction. We had cheap lunch and a bunch of mystery meat. We barely had books for
        each student, let alone a copy for home. We barely had computers that could do what we needed them to. Our
        computers were dinosaurs. At events we even looked different as far as our uniform. Ours was old and faded and
        theirs [other schools] was new and shiny. I remember our coach begging for money for us to compete at
        events.16
      


      
        In the above case, claims about work ethic determining success ring hollow when applied to children struggling,
        through no fault of their own, to make ends meet. This account spotlights how place matters in building
        critical consciousness for those in poor communities.
      


      
        Family background was not the only economic factor cited by those recognizing the economic divide. One
        complaint among poorer participants was that the economy did not provide enough well-paying jobs to ensure a secure living for many Americans. One realist described his
        experiences living paycheck to paycheck:
      


      
        I live in the have-nots category. I made only $30,000 this year working two jobs while going to school. It’s
        not easy living to buy food, gas, pay for insurance. My mom struggles even more being a single parent and
        raising two kids for the past eleven years and working 4–5 jobs. She leaves around 5am and doesn’t come home
        until 8pm. We struggle to stay afloat. We almost had to declare bankruptcy on more than one occasion, we had to
        get rid of cable because we can’t afford it, the power has been shut off a few times because we couldn’t pay
        the bill, and it was so bad one time where we almost lost the house.17
      


      
        This response was representative of numerous interviews in which women spoke of the intersection between gender
        and class in stoking critical economic consciousness. The financial disadvantages imposed on single mothers
        reveal how individuals’ struggles on multiple fronts combine to impact individuals’ worldviews.
      


      
        Another participant who recognized the economic divide stated that occupational success was not necessarily
        linked to “hard work.” He explained:
      


      
        When I graduated high school I started work at a machine shop at minimum wage. Over the years I came to work
        every day, I worked overtime. I did everything I could to succeed in my job. In that shop I turned a minimum
        wage job into $60,000 dollars a year.… Due to no fault of my own I was laid off a few years back. Times were
        tough, and I struggled to find work, but by using the resources provided to me because I’m considered a
        have-not, I’m on my way to becoming a have again. So my life experiences of being on both sides have influenced
        the way I think about this.18
      


      
        In the neoliberal economy, the problem of underemployment
        for contract workers, seasonal employees, and part-time workers without benefits has polarized how individuals
        view the economy. One realist reflected on how contingent work impacts perceptions of society:
      


      
        My mom works year-round as a maid while my father works as a carpenter with a local union. Due to the nature of
        his work, he tends to be laid off a few months every year. Both of them work very hard to provide the best
        education and life for me and my brother. Despite their hard work, they can’t afford to send me to college. So
        I rely on grants and scholarships, having a summer job and saving all the money I earn. This isn’t an easy way
        to pay for college.… My reality is part of why I believe the U.S. has a stratified class system. My family’s
        lack of resources means I’m at a disadvantage getting an education and the skills I need to move up the ladder.
        Hard work alone doesn’t enable people to move to a higher class. It also depends on being lucky enough to be
        born with money.19
      


      
        Poor personal finances also affected other participants. One nontraditional student reflected on her conflicted
        relationship with her stepfather, and the discomfort she felt around more affluent schoolchildren:
      


      
        The haves were very easy to spot when I was a child. While I was wearing hand-me-downs; there were girls in the
        latest fashions. They were dressed in pretty little dresses and bows. I took a can of potted meat and 3
        crackers in my lunch. That was it. While the girls with comforts took things for granted and never had time to
        be around those of us with less; we were all still in the same social circle in public classrooms. Like it or
        not. I remember three girls who were well off constantly talking about this trip or that sleepover. They had
        vacation homes. My friends and I couldn’t afford to buy each other a candy bar.… When I was 11 my step-father
        lied about my age and made me apply for a job de tasseling corn. For the next two summers I worked from sun up
        to sun down five days a week. He told me I had to pay my own way if I wanted new clothes and supplies for
        school. He charged me rent. I would get to pick out 3 new outfits and my supplies for the year; the rest went
        to him. This was my normal. Talk about have-not.… I never associated that my circumstance had anything to do
        with my mother and her horrible choice in men. I learned from an early age that I just had to survive long
        enough to become an adult and get out of this living hell she chose for herself.20
      


      
        This individual’s story also speaks to how intersectional identities influence economic consciousness. The
        feminization of poverty significantly impacts how poor women see the world. As they
        struggle to make ends meet, they develop more realistic views about the economic divide.
      


      
        Summarizing the above findings, it appears that a cause-and-effect relationship exists between economic
        hardship and awareness of inequality. Growing up in a disadvantaged family or toiling in an occupation with few
        prospects for upward mobility impact how people look at the world. These stories reinforce the survey findings
        in Chapter 3, which documented how disadvantaged Americans are more likely to
        recognize the economic divide.
      


      
        Coming from a higher-income family was significantly associated with denying the
        economic divide. One believer in American exceptionalism, who grew up in a family earning an above-average
        income, embraced the power of positive thinking in discussing class mobility:
      


      
        I don’t think my upbringing affected how I think about this country. I was brought up in a family making well
        over $50,000 a year. How you perceive what you have is what matters. You can make a lot of money and not be
        happy. Things can go wrong at any point, no matter what your finances are. It’s how you put yourself out in the
        world and how you perceive what you have that counts. Too many people base everything they have off material
        position and what other people have.… They don’t look at what they have and appreciate it. This country isn’t
        divided between haves and have nots, I believe there are people who appreciate what they have and people who
        don’t.21
      


      
        Another exceptionalist from a higher-income background rejected the haves/have-nots distinction, claiming hard
        work ensures success. As he argued, only the homeless and desperately poor are have-nots:
      


      
        People can support a family by hard work and dedication, even if they come from a poorer background. I
        volunteer at St. John’s [hospital] breadline and the Washington Street Mission and I’ve seen how tough life is
        for some. I can’t imagine having to endure and suffer through the things these people go through. At the same
        time, I see people who take advantage of free things. They’re not even trying to get to a better place. They
        accept defeat and are not willing to put in the effort to change it. Society is not divided. I understand that
        some have better chances at achieving their goals than others, but people should be willing to put in the work
        to create a better life for themselves.22
      


      
        Some claimed that poor Americans lack conviction. Fixation on the economic divide, some argued, reflects a
        loser’s mentality, with the undeserving poor blaming the productive rich for their own excesses:
      


      
        Some people on the lower end of things want to have nicer stuff, or maybe waste all their money on dumb things,
        instead of saving for what they need. Then they realize they don’t have everything they
        need and consider themselves “have-nots,” when in reality they could live a good life if they didn’t waste
        money.23
      


      
        The reference this person made to “have-nots,” using air quotes, reveals contempt for the poor as deserving of
        their financial position and with the economic divide being a figment of people’s imaginations. This sort of
        hegemonic rhetoric is pervasive in conservative-Republican rhetoric. But this
        perceived “power of the will” in my interviews was amorphous, since supporters did not identify specific
        personal skills leading to economic success. Rather, this rationalization of
        inequality occurred ex post facto, based on each individual’s economic status and
        distinguishing between more and less fortunate individuals based on economic life outcomes. Participants
        assumed someone’s behavior was reflective of hard work because they were wealthy, while condemning
        others as lazy because they were poor. This refrain has been commonly repeated in American culture in the era
        of Donald Trump.24
      


      
        According to conservative thinking, inequality is inevitable, natural, or even
        desirable. It is a motivator for people to work hard and sacrifice. This view of the world is reflected in the
        comments of one interview participant celebrating American exceptionalism:
      


      
        I think that everyone, to a large degree, has the same opportunities available to achieve their goals. A lot of
        poorer people blame their problems on being poor, but they don’t do anything to get out of their situation. If
        you work hard enough and want to succeed, then nothing is stopping you from achieving your goals and breaking
        the barriers between rich and poor.25
      


      
        Not all efforts to deny the economic divide stemmed from the meritocracy myth. Some exceptionalists claimed the
        have/have-not categories were too ambiguous and that specific gradations between classes were necessary:
      


      
        It’s much more complex than haves and have-nots. We have lots of income and wealth levels in the U.S. Some
        people need government aid to get by, others are well enough off to barely make it on what they have, others
        are well enough off that they can have a few luxuries, and others are so well off that most of their spending
        is on luxuries. There are a lot of different economic states.26
      


      
        This sentiment was expressed by more affluent interview participants, but not by poorer ones.
      


      
        Economic status was significantly related to individuals’ perceptions of inequality. Figure 4.1, drawing on my interviews, documents how individuals from families earning
        above the national median income were less likely than those earning less than the median to agree the U.S. is
        divided between haves and have-nots.27 Less
        affluent participants were twice as likely as affluent ones to be conscious of the divide. This pattern echoes
        what I observed in the first wave of interviews.
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          FIGURE 4.1 Affluence and Economic Consciousness
          (2015–2016)
          

        


        
          Relationship is significant at the 1% level
        


        
          Correlation = 0.3
        


        
          Source: N = 102 participants
        

      


      
        Furthermore, affluent participants were more likely to be oblivious to their privilege and how it influenced
        their views. Figure 4.2 elaborates on this point.28 Affluent participants were twice as likely to deny
        their family economic backgrounds influenced their consciousness, when explicitly asked. Their embrace of the
        hegemonic position that hard work is rewarded by the economy overlapped with a refusal to acknowledge how
        privilege influenced their views of inequality.
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          FIGURE 4.2 Affluence and Denial of Economic Privilege’s
          Influence 2015–2016
          

        


        
          Relationship is significant at the 0.1% level
        


        
          Correlation = 0.49
        


        
          Source: N = 102 participants
        

      


      
        In contrast, poorer participants were more than three times as likely to recognize that their disadvantages
        impacted their views on inequality. Rejecting hegemonic notions that Americans sink or swim based on work
        ethic, those from poorer backgrounds displayed greater awareness of those struggling in the neoliberal economy. They were aware of how poverty impacted their lives and how it
        influenced their perceptions on the economic divide. In contrast, more affluent participants avoided my
        question about whether their background influenced their views of inequality. They simply refused to answer it,
        instead  talking about the meritocracy myth and personal
        success. Being oblivious to their privilege was advantageous for those on the winning side of the economic
        divide, as it provided a means to rationalize unequal life outcomes, while avoiding efforts at inequality
        reduction.
      


      
        Not all participants fit the generalizations above. Sometimes, more privileged individuals acknowledged their
        status and how it influenced their views, while criticizing those who remained blissfully unaware of the economic divide. One participant responded:
      


      
        A lot of these people [fellow students] have no idea how split America is. A lot of people who are younger
        won’t ever be informed of this split, because their information comes from their parents. I know my parents
        never really talk about how split America is, and it might be because they come from a higher socioeconomic
        background.29
      


      
        Other more affluent participants felt their financial position did not influence perceptions of the economic
        divide, while recognizing that it exists:
      


      
        I’m securely positioned in the middle-class, but I’m not blind to the inequality plaguing the U.S. My parents
        encouraged me not to look down on people poorer than us, so I don’t think my privilege
        made me unaware of the haves versus have-nots.… This country preaches utopian ideals that everyone is bound by
        common commitment, and the belief that the more successful should help the poor through charity, but this is
        far from reality.30
      


      
        It was also evident among some adherents to American exceptionalism that—while they denied the economic
        divide—they acknowledged this denial might be related to their economic position. I provide two examples
        from my interviews:
      


      
        
          Coming from an upper-middle class family influenced my decision about America and everyone having an equal
          chance. I guess I believe that there’s no divide because I haven’t been on the lower end of the spectrum
          financially. I haven’t suffered discrimination from wealthier people that may look down on me because I’m not
          as wealthy as they are. I have seen this type of behavior from people I know. I have been places where people
          have been denied access to a lake club based on attire.31
        


        
          I believe my personal experiences impact the way I view society’s divisions. I grew up in a
          middle-upper-class family making more than a $100,000 a year and around friends’ families who made around
          that. In being fortunate enough to be where I’ve been, I probably have a completely different mindset than
          someone who’s been lower class their whole life, even with the open mind that I have.… In not experiencing
          poverty, it’s easy for me to divide society into the poor, the middle, and the rich. As for someone in the
          lower class, they probably see it as all those who have more than them, while they’re at the bottom with
          other poor people.32
        

      


      
        These reflections, however, were relatively uncommon among affluent respondents, as Figure 4.2 suggests. Most interview participants—62 percent—said their economic
        backgrounds influenced their economic consciousness, even if most of this awareness came from poorer people.
        Still, this admission suggests that economics influence how individuals are socialized, with less privileged
        individuals more likely to reject the hegemonic position that the U.S. is not economically divided.
      

    

    
      The Importance of
      Economic and Social Attitudes


      
        My interviews suggest that economic attitudes drive perceptions of inequality.
        Beliefs about hard work, opportunities in the U.S., and the structure of the economy relate to how Americans
        look at the economic divide. But are these findings generalizable to the American public? In this section, I
        further explore how economic attitudes may impact opinions on the economic divide. I
        look outside my interview participants, drawing on Pew’s April 2009 and December 2011 polls, which examined
        economic and social attitudes about American society, including:
      


      
        	The claim that the “rich get richer, and the poor get poorer” (2009), suggesting a general awareness of
        growing inequality.


        	The meritocracy myth that “most people who want to get ahead can make it if they’re willing to work hard”
        (2011).


        	Opinions on whether the “economic system in this country unfairly favors the wealthy” or “is generally fair
        to most Americans” (2011), speaking to Americans’ sense of whether opportunities exist for those who “work
        hard.”


        	Beliefs about whether “Wall Street only cares about making money for itself” (2009), suggesting that
        financial elites enhance their wealth at the expense of others.


        	The feeling that “Wall Street often hurts the economy more than it helps it” (2009), suggesting that
        financial elites endanger the economy for the many.


        	The claim that “women get fewer opportunities than men for good jobs” (2009), as related to gender-based
        inequality.


        	The belief that “there is too much power concentrated in the hands of a few big companies” (2009), speaking
        to corporations’ production of unequal political outcomes favoring the wealthy over the masses.


        	The conclusion that there are not “any real limits to growth in this country today” (2009), relating to the
        beliefs that the economy provides endless opportunities and that growing corporate wealth poses no threat to
        workers’ economic mobility.


        	The belief that “in the past few years there hasn’t been much real improvement in the position of black
        people in this country” (2009), a point that is central to discussions of racial inequality.

      


      


      
        Figure 4.3 provides statistical estimates for the power of each belief
        in predicting opinions on the economic divide, controlling for the demographic and attitudinal factors also
        included in this analysis. Unfortunately, each belief cannot be directly compared to all other socioeconomic
        beliefs, since not all measures were included in a single survey. However, these results reveal that all these
        beliefs are significant—to varying degrees—in accounting for how Americans look at inequality.
      


      
        Perceptions of widespread opportunity appear to be a primary force driving rejection of the economic divide.
        The belief that hard work ensures economic success (Figure 4.3) is a
        significant predictor of rejecting the divide (2011). So is the belief that the economy is fair to Americans
        (2011). The belief in economic fairness overlaps with the perception that opportunities for economic access are
        widespread, since a fair economy is necessarily one that provides  opportunities to those who work for their success. Noteworthy is
        the finding that perceptions about the fairness of the economy, coupled with the belief in the centrality of
        hard work to success, exert an interactive effect on perceptions of inequality
        (2011). Working jointly, these factors are the single strongest predictor of inequality attitudes; agreeing
        with both positions makes one 43 percent more likely to agree that the U.S. is not economically divided.
      


      
        The meritocratic myth that one will “get ahead” if they “work hard” in the land of opportunity reinforces
        hegemonic beliefs about the economy. Both of these beliefs, however, are undermined by macroeconomic trends
        revealing (1) that economic growth, as measured by annual GDP growth, has for decades been in decline; and (2) as documented in Chapter 2, that hard
        work no longer guarantees one will “get ahead” in an era of rising inequality, stagnating pay, rising costs of
        services, record debt, and increased family work hours. Despite these trends, there is a strong
        exceptionalist flair among those denying that the U.S. is divided. Both myths—that there are no limits
        to American growth and that hard work guarantees success—are complementary, as they
        relate to opinions on inequality. As conservative thinking goes: if opportunities for success are limitless and
        hard work determines success and failure, then there is little reason to be concerned about inequality.
      


      
        Denial of the economic divide also seems to be fueled by racial and gender-based
        misconceptions and prejudices, via the refusal of many Americans to recognize the challenges women and people
        of color face. Despite blacks seeing significant declines in their incomes and wealth between 2007 and 2010,
        and despite inequality between blacks and whites growing in this period, 70 percent of Americans (2009)
        disagreed with the claim that blacks had not seen significant gains in recent years.33 This sentiment appeared to be driving opinions that
        the U.S. is not economically divided. The denial of racial discrimination as a driver of inequality likely
        relates to the meritocracy myth. As the thinking goes, if blacks do not face serious challenges, then the
        notion that there is a racial divide between haves and have-nots is a myth.
      


      
        Similarly, despite sustained differences in the earnings of men and women and despite efforts to highlight
        workplace gender discrimination, 43 percent of Americans disagreed in 2009 that “women get fewer opportunities
        than men for good jobs.”34 Disagreement with
        the position that women have fewer occupational
        opportunities was a significant predictor of the opinion that the U.S. is not economically divided. Many
        Americans will deny that these conservative positions reveal enduring sexism and
        racism. But mass insensitivities to racial and gender-based barriers to economic
        equality suggest that racism and sexism continued unabated in the late 2000s. Racist and sexist values were
        impediments to the public’s ability to recognize the economic divide. An ironic component of modern racism and
        sexism is the effort to remove these forms of discrimination from discussion, as reflected in the position that
        women and blacks enjoy “the same opportunities” as other groups. And if racism and sexism “do not exist,” then
        there is little reason to combat them.
      


      
        Suspicion of American business and displeasure with growing inequality also matter in predicting economic
        consciousness. These attitudes (Figure 4.3) include public distrust of
        Wall Street on multiple fronts: beliefs that Wall Street hurts the economy and only
        cares about making money; that the economy “unfairly favors the wealthy”; that there “is too much power in the
        hands of a few big companies”; and that inequality is growing as “the rich get richer, [and the] poor get
        poorer.” These trends reveal a growing radicalism among a subset of the population, which contributes to a
        heightened recognition of the economic divide. Put another way, many Americans embrace critical attitudes,
        leading them to reject conservative hegemonic claims about the U.S. as the land of
        opportunity for those who work hard.
      


      
        If beliefs about corporations, hard work, and the openness of the economy determine how Americans look
        inequality, what forces are driving these beliefs? And to what extent are these beliefs the product of
        socialization or one’s economics? To answer these questions, I examine which demographic factors account for
        the beliefs examined in Figure 4.3. Echoing my interview findings, I
        find both socialization and economics are significant predictors of economic beliefs.
      


      
        Personal income and one’s self-designated status as a “have” or “have-not” are significant predictors of
        beliefs that the “rich get richer and the poorer get poorer” (2009) and that “hard work offers little guarantee
        of success” (2009), controlling for respondents’ gender, age, race, education, partisanship, and ideology.
        These relationships reaffirm my interview finding that privilege drives economic consciousness. Higher-income
        Americans and self-designated “haves” are more likely to deny inequality is growing and that hard work no
        longer guarantees upward mobility. And less privileged Americans are more likely to recognize growing
        inequality and to reject the myth of meritocracy. These results are reinforced by my analysis of the February
        2011 Pew survey, which finds that income, self-designated status as a “have” or
        “have-not,” self-reported finances (“excellent,” “good,” “only fair,” or “poor”), and self-reported changes in
        personal well-being are all significant predictors of opinions about inequality, controlling for respondents’
        gender, age, race, education, partisanship, and ideology. Furthermore, as documented in Figure 4.4, my analysis of the June 2017 Pew survey data finds that income is a
        significant predictor of the belief that “hard work” ensures one will “get ahead” financially. As income grows,
        so too does support for the meritocracy myth. But the findings do not end there, as Figure 4.4 also demonstrates the wide-reaching hegemonic power of the meritocracy myth
        across all income groups. A majority of all groups depicted, from 54 percent of those earning less than $10,000
        a year to 67 percent of those earning more than $150,000, agree that hard work guarantees success, even if this
        belief is relatively less prevalent among poor Americans.
      


      
        [image: Image]

        
          FIGURE 4.4 Income as a Determinant of the Meritocracy Myth
          (2017)
          

        


        
          Statistical controls: gender, age, education, race, partisanship, ideology
        


        
          Significance level between income and meritocracy attitudes: **** = 0.1%
        


        
          Source: Pew Research Center Monthly Poll: June 2017
        

      


      
        Disadvantage also seems to impact opinions about racial and gender inequality. Black men in 2016 earned 70
        percent of white men, while black women earned 82 percent of the incomes of white women.35 Black Americans were significantly more likely than
        whites to agree that blacks did not see significant gains in their standard of living in the late 2000s.
        Similarly, women were significantly more likely than men to agree that women are not afforded the same
        opportunities for well-paying jobs as men. This should be expected, considering
        women’s income earnings were about 80 percent of men’s in the late 2000s onward.36 Gender and race are significant predictors of opinions regarding the
        perceived status of blacks and women, controlling for respondents’ income, age, education, partisanship, and
        ideology. These trends suggest the effect of privilege  (or
        the lack thereof) on opinions of inequality extends beyond economics. We must also consider race and gender-based discrimination and identity as causal factors.
      


      
        As with my interviews, national polls show socialization is also a significant predictor of beliefs related to
        the economic divide. Partisanship reinforces and challenges the hegemonic-conservative orthodoxy on inequality. Republicans are significantly more likely to
        disagree that the rich get richer and the poor get poorer, that Wall Street hurts
        the economy and only cares about making money, and that individuals succeed if they “work hard”; Democrats are
        more likely to feel the opposite across these three questions. Ideology also matters, with conservatives
        significantly more likely to disagree that blacks’ lives had not improved in the late 2000s and more likely to
        agree that hard work ensures individuals “get ahead,” and with liberals more likely to disagree on both
        questions. Finally, education reinforces conservative hegemonic positions. Those with higher education are
        significantly more likely to disagree that the rich get richer and the poor get poorer, that hard work is no
        guarantee of success, and that Wall Street hurts the economy. On only one issue does education cut in an
        anti-hegemonic direction, with the more highly educated significantly more likely to
        disagree that there are no limits to American growth. All the relationships observed for party, ideology, and
        education are significant after controlling for the other demographic factors analyzed. These findings suggest
        economic attitudes are not driven by economic backgrounds alone. Socialization also
        matters, with Republican partisanship, conservative ideology, and higher education reinforcing hegemonic
        economic views.
      

    

    
      Coronavirus as a Catalyst for Increasing Concerns With Inequality?


      
        Covid-19 upended some of the core economic assumptions that drove the reluctance to recognize the economic divide. Opinions about “hard work” guaranteeing success in an economy providing
        widespread opportunities became instant nonstarters in an economy that had largely shutdown by early 2020, amid
        the biggest economic collapse in modern history and rapidly rising unemployment.
        Under these conditions, one would expect that recognition of the U.S. economic divide between haves and
        have-nots would increase—which I documented in Chapter 2—as many Americans
        fell into insecurity and poverty through no fault of their own, because of an economy that was fundamentally
        broken.
      


      
        But the impact of Covid-19 on Americans’ attitudes of inequality were mixed. On the one hand, it is true that
        the overwhelming majority of Americans—89 percent—expressed concerns that the pandemic would cause a recession,
        and 77 percent worried that it would cause “financial hardship for their family.” And as I described in
        Chapter 2, an overwhelming majority of Americans thought that the devastating
        economic effects of Covid-19 merited a serious government response to try and reduce the severity of the
        economic inequality between the rich and poor. These results suggest that the large majority of Americans
        recognize—at least in times of crisis—that individuals’ economic hardships may be caused by circumstances
        beyond their control.37
      


      
        On the other hand, the rise of Covid-19 was not primarily viewed as an economic issue, as much as a public
        health issue. So the prospects that it would draw attention to inequality were limited somewhat by the nature
        of the crisis. By a factor of more than two-to-one, American voters expressed concerns with the “public health
        impact of COVID-19” over its “economic impact.” Furthermore, while 48 percent of Americans said in late March
        that they were concerned about their job security, 88 percent said they were concerned about their “friends’
        and family’s health.”38 And as documented in
        Chapter 1, the feeling that inequality was a significant national problem was
        less common than other economic concerns, before and during the Covid-19 crisis, as inequality took a back seat
        to the public’s fixation on unemployment, jobs, the budget deficit, the national debt, and the economy more
        generally.39 These trends suggest that public
        anxieties during the Covid-19 crisis were mainly public health related, not economic,
        and even when economic concerns were voiced, they did not primarily focus on inequality.
      

    

    
      Conclusion


      
        Contrary to the economic determinist model, numerous factors impact how Americans think about inequality.
        Ideology and partisanship have a significant effect on consciousness. Furthermore, many individuals in my
        interviews from more affluent backgrounds (over 40 percent) recognized the economic divide, while numerous
        people from poorer backgrounds (15 percent) disagreed that the U.S. is divided between haves and have-nots. In
        other words, other factors outside of economics also impact how people think about inequality.
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    AMERICAN EXCEPTIONALISM, ECONOMIC REALISM, AND THEIR IMPACT ON ATTITUDES AND VOTER
    PREFERENCES


    
      I have argued that economic status shapes individuals’ economic consciousness. But economic consciousness also
      influences how Americans form political-economic attitudes. Those from more affluent
      backgrounds are less likely to develop critical economic consciousness—they are less likely to agree there is a
      societal divide between haves and have-nots. Subsequently, a lack of critical economic consciousness fuels
      conservative policy beliefs and voter preferences. But coming from a poorer background stokes awareness of the
      economic divide. Increased awareness of the divide produces and reinforces leftist political-economic attitudes
      and voting preferences. For more and less privileged strata of society, individuals form beliefs that reinforce
      their relative privilege or lack thereof. Additionally, hegemonic factors, including education, parental socialization, partisanship, and ideology, influence beliefs about the economic
      divide.
    


    
      In making my argument, I draw on my interviews in addition to national surveys.1 Interview participants regularly indicated—without prompting—that their
      economic background and parental socialization influenced their views of inequality, in addition to their
      political-economic attitudes and voter preferences. Those denying the economic divide were less likely to cite
      personal or family-related economic hardships. These same individuals—whom I call “American exceptionalists” due
      to their belief that the U.S. is not divided between haves and have-nots—highlighted how parental socialization
      influenced their political-economic attitudes. One participant reflected the exceptionalist viewpoint, explaining
      that her parents taught her about the need to work hard, contrary to those who “abuse” welfare:
    


    
      I was raised by parents who taught me that if you don’t have something, you work your ass off to get it. I’ve
      never thought of the country as divided between haves and have-nots. Programs like financial aid, academic
      scholarships, sports scholarships, charity, and government aid exist to help the needy,
      so there’s no excuse for failing to make something of your life. With all the opportunities that exist, some
      people are unwilling to push themselves. I know people who abuse welfare, selling their link cards to buy other
      stuff. These people are less fortunate than me, but choose not to fix their situation.2
    


    
      A second participant recounted that his parents worked hard, stressed personal responsibility, and never looked
      for a “hand out” by going “on welfare.” Like his parents, he identified as a conservative, opposing government
      spending on welfare, and as able to “take care of myself.” The politics of personal responsibility were echoed in
      other interviews. One participant attacked the poor for “abusing” Medicaid:
    


    
      My dad is a farmer who inherited land, but who works hard. And I also believe that if you’re willing to work, you
      can succeed. For the “have-nots,” many people simply like to blame others for why they can’t catch a break. I
      work at St. Joseph’s hospital and see a lot of people who abuse Medicaid. I saw a patient who walked in with a
      cane limping. He got in the corner, and later put the cane up, without limping as he walked away. I found out he
      was suing his job for workman’s comp. People often abuse the system.3
    


    


    
      Other participants described elaborate personal experiences that contributed to their conservative beliefs. The
      two stories below are from those who rejected the economic divide:
    


    
      I was raised Republican. My parents stressed hard work. As a teenager, I did competitive dance. That was my job.
      If I quit, I would have to get a job. Dance helped me learn the value of hard work and responsibility.… We choose
      our future. No matter what class you are, you have the right to vote, and have your voice heard. People can
      choose to make something of themselves. Even if you don’t have money, government funds community colleges,
      allowing you to improve your situation.4
    


    
      This position reflects a belief in American exceptionalism, considering the participant’s insistence that even
      the poor can achieve prosperity because of “generous” welfare programs, if they embrace a rigorous work ethic. A
      second participant explained that, while he agreed there is an economic divide, it exists because some are lazy,
      not because there are inadequate opportunities. Speaking to the power of hegemonic socialization, he cited
      conservative parents as influencing his attitudes:
    


    
      My family talks about politics every time we get together. We talk about government aid and welfare a lot.
      They’re upset because they think the have-nots are growing and will use voting to create
      a system that gives them more benefits at the expense of people who work for a living. They want to get more
      benefits from government instead of working.5
    


    


    
      Based on the determinist model, I expect economic anxiety, instability, and insecurity to fuel progressive political-economic attitudes. My interviews reinforce this expectation. Some individuals cited
      their experiences growing up in working-class families, relying on welfare, or from being in a union household as
      influencing their political-economic beliefs and voting preferences. All the stories below are from those whom I
      call “economic realists”—those recognizing the economic divide—with the first stressing his family’s labor
      background:
    


    
      I have a history of labor activism in my family. My father was in a steel-worker’s union, and I’m in a union.
      Unions made me more aware of my status as a worker. My father always told me that the workers are the good guys
      and the bosses are the bad guys. It’s clear to me that there’s a difference between workers and management.… I
      don’t support Mitt Romney. As a business owner, he’s out to help himself, not his employees. His comment about
      “the 47 percent” of Americans who are lazy and entitled proves how out of touch he is with working
      people.6
    


    
      Another realist recalled his feelings growing up in the 1980s recession America:
    


    
      We grew up in a poor, small town in Iowa. My dad used to tell me “there ain’t no one looking out for the poor
      man.” He’d say “bankers and the rich and people in power won’t look out for you.” He was a farmer, and he
      struggled during bad economic times like the early 1980s recession. I remember at the time I saw a news story
      about Nancy Reagan’s decision to change the White House china. I thought, “what the hell?” There are all these
      problems in the world and you’re worried about decorating and useless problems?7
    


    


    
      Many interview participants’ political attitudes related to their experiences relying on welfare. In the first
      story below, one realist remembered of her childhood:
    


    
      My dad left when I was young and we lived on food stamps. No shoes, almost homeless. Mom worked and went to
      school and took care of the kids. I saw how hard she tried to make sure we had a decent childhood. To claim that
      people on welfare are lazy is insulting, even though there are people who abuse the system. Not everyone fits the
      negative image of a good-for-nothing on government aid. I see my mom as a hero for what we went
      through.8
    


    
      A second realist shared:
    


    
      My family is below the poverty line and my parents worked all their adult lives. My brother gets disability
      benefits from the government to pay his medical bills. I struggle with my finances. In this bad economy, I’m
      worried about finding a job as a teacher, especially when there’s a lot of education cuts. I vote Democratic,
      because I don’t see the Republican Party helping me. Candidates like Romney are the haves—he’s a crook. I don’t
      trust Republicans. They’re not out to help the people.9
    


    
      A third realist reflected on her struggles relying on welfare:
    


    
      I struggled financially when my son was born because my job was only part time and it didn’t pay enough. As a
      parent with a baby, I worried about stability and security. As a mother, you constantly think about protecting
      your children. No one wants to be the mom living at the homeless shelter or who can’t afford to buy your kid a
      Christmas present. I relied on WIC [“Women, Infants, and Children”] to feed my son. People can talk all they want
      about working hard, but we’re all just one layoff away from poverty. As a welfare recipient, I know the program
      is vital to helping people, but it was embarrassing at the checkout line when people saw me using it.10
    


    
      The above stories reinforce the role of poverty and disadvantage in fostering critical consciousness and in
      pushing citizens toward progressive political-economic beliefs and voting preferences. They reinforce the theme
      that individuals are products of their economic environments. Socialization also
      matters, although conservative and liberal parental socialization are often linked to families’ levels of
      affluence.
    


    
      National Evidence


      
        A review of the Pew surveys from Chapter 3
        suggests both socialization and economics influence individuals’ economic worldviews. American exceptionalists—those denying the economic divide—are
        more likely to form beliefs reinforcing their conservative vision of a uniquely classless society. In contrast,
        economic realists—those recognizing the economic divide—are more likely to believe that inequality is harmful
        to individuals and society. Examining five Pew surveys between 2005 and 2010, a CNN survey from 2015, and a national survey I designed that was implemented by Qualtrics
        in 2018, I find a significant relationship between critical economic consciousness (or lack thereof) and
        political-economic attitudes and voter preferences across more than five dozen (67) survey questions, which are
        broken down by issue areas. Figure 5.1 reviews the relationship
        between opinions on the economic divide and attitudes toward both political parties, their electoral
        candidates, and the George W. Bush administration.
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          FIGURE 5.1 Economic Consciousness and Attitudes toward Officials
          

        


        
          Controls: Partisanship, Ideology, Gender, Age, Education, Race, Income
        


        
          Significance Levels: **** = 0.1% *** = 1% ** = 5% * = 10%
        


        
          Source: Pew Research Center Polls: 10/05; 09/06; 01/08; 12/11
        

      


      
        For Pew’s 2005 survey, realists were more likely to believe the Bush administration’s economic policies harmed
        the nation. They were less likely to believe Bush’s tax cuts—focused overwhelmingly on the wealthy—made the tax
        system better and more likely to believe the administration’s economic policies increased inequality. In
        contrast, realists were more likely to say the Democratic Party did a better job in
        looking out for the disadvantaged. This assessment likely related to the contrast
        between the two parties on tax policies and welfare spending, with Republicans representing affluent and
        wealthy interests and Democrats promoting policies devoting (at least some) benefits to the poor and middle
        class.
      


      
        Realists were more likely to say Bush’s policies increased the deficit and did not
        help the economy. These feelings reflect a recognition that supply-side tax cuts exploded national deficits,
        while failing to deliver on the large economic growth Bush promised.
      


      
        Finally, realists were more likely to say Bush’s policies made U.S. health care
        worse and harmed the social security system. The latter sentiment likely related to
        Bush’s efforts to privatize Social Security (2005), which would have meant a mass decline in working Americans’
        and retirees’ savings following the 2008 housing-stock market collapse. Critical assessments of health care
        coincided with Bush’s failure to prioritize health-care reform in the 2000s, as
        runaway costs harmed the public and outpaced household income growth.
      


      
        Economic realists’ critical assessments of the Republicans continued after 2005. Those recognizing the economic
        divide were less confident in the Republican Party to handle health-care problems,
        energy issues, jobs, and the economy. Realists were more likely to favor Democratic presidential
        candidates—including Hillary Clinton and John Edwards in 2008—over Republican candidates. They were more likely
        to feel the Democratic Party was better in touch with the major problems facing the country, as Pew’s 2011
        survey demonstrates. Overall, opinions on the economic divide appeared to exert a critical effect on the
        public, with realists more likely to oppose conservative policies and officials and with exceptionalists more
        likely to support them.
      


      
        Realists’ progressive attitudes extended beyond critical assessments of Bush, continuing through the Obama
        years. Figure 5.2 documents these views concerning health-care policy.
        Support for government action on health care was apparent in the late Bush years, via greater support among
        realists (2008/2009) for the government prioritizing the reduction of U.S. health-care costs and greater
        support for the government making health insurance available to the uninsured (2008). In contrast, those
        denying the economic divide were more antagonistic toward health-care reform. Exceptionalists were more likely
        to disapprove of Obama’s reform efforts. This opposition meant resisting Medicaid’s expansion for the poor and
        rejection of taxpayer subsidies to Americans purchasing health care on the national or state “exchanges,” since
        these reforms were included in the 2010 “Affordable Care Act.” Most of those refusing to acknowledge the
        economic divide rely on the belief that America is exceptional—a place where the “American dream” means endless
        possibilities for those who work hard. If there are endless possibilities for success, as the thinking goes,
        then why expect government to assist “freeloaders” who prefer government “handouts” to work?
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          FIGURE 5.2 Economic Consciousness and Health-Care Costs
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        According to the realists, if the U.S. is an exceptional country, with opportunities for all, then the country
        is not divided between haves and have-nots, but between “the makers” and “the takers.” Based on such thinking,
        exceptionalists are more optimistic that the gap between the rich and poor will get smaller in the future
        (Figure 5.3). As the thinking goes: if inequality will inevitably
        decline, then why make “too big of an issue” out of poverty? Realists are also more likely to say that
        government helping the poor and needy is not a priority. Since the U.S. is a place where nearly anyone can
        achieve the “American dream,” exceptionalists argue, “blacks who can’t get ahead” in life are “responsible for
        their own condition.” This position precludes the possibility that suppressed earnings among black Americans
        are fueled by discrimination—interpersonal and structural in nature.
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          FIGURE 5.3 Economic Consciousness and Attitudes toward the
          Disadvantaged
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        Blindness to discrimination means that exceptionalists are more predisposed to stereotype people of color by
        relying on racist and classist caricatures of blacks as “lazy” and “manipulating” welfare benefits.
        Exceptionalists are more likely (Figure 5.3) to agree the poor “have
        it easy because they can get government benefits without doing anything in return.”
      


      
        And anti-poor and anti-minority sentiments are linked, as reinforced by my analysis of Pew’s January 2008 poll,
        which finds that agreement with the feeling  that blacks are “responsible for their own
        condition” is a significant predictor of feelings that the poor “have it easy” due to receiving “free”
        benefits. The relationship remains, after controlling for economic consciousness, partisanship, ideology,
        gender, age, education, income, and race. Even though the vast majority of black adults are employed, and most
        welfare recipients are white, continued racial prejudice means people of color are maligned as lazy and gaming
        “the system.”
      


      
        Exceptionalism also predisposes Americans to take sympathetic positions toward corporate-capitalism. Figure 5.4 explores the
        relationship between exceptionalism and “free market” values. Exceptionalists are more likely to oppose
        government regulation of business, viewing such actions as doing “more harm than good.” They are more likely to
        oppose organized labor and laws protecting collective bargaining. These positions
        reinforce corporate power, reaffirming the war against union workplace activism, as related to collective
        bargaining for pay and benefits. Finally, exceptionalists are more likely to hold supportive views of the “Tea
        Party” movement, which rose to prominence in 2009. This movement was a far-right political force, celebrating
        “free markets,” opposing government spending, and attacking poor Americans and people of color as lazy and
        deviant.11 Tea Partiers embraced a “rugged
        individualist” philosophy, popular among conservatives—which appealed to exceptionalist-minded Americans.
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          FIGURE 5.4 Economic Consciousness, Government, and Markets
          

        


        
          Controls: Partisanship, Ideology, Gender, Age, Education, Race, Income
        


        
          Significance Levels: **** = 0.1% *** = 1% ** = 5% * = 10%
        


        
          Source: Pew Research Center Polls (01/08; 04/09; 12/11; Qualtrics Poll 2018)
        

      


      
         
      


      
        Exceptionalism is associated with far-right attitudes concerning corporate profits and taxation. Exceptionalism
        is positively correlated (Figure 5.4) with the belief that
        corporations make “fair and reasonable” profits. This conclusion is compatible with the belief that the U.S. is
        not economically divided. If there are ample chances to succeed through entrepreneurial thinking, personal
        initiative, and work ethic, then business people are earning their profits through a virtuous “free enterprise”
        system. Following this point, efforts to tax the wealthy are often seen as punishing success. Based on such
        thinking, exceptionalists should be, and are, more likely to support the Trump-Republican tax cuts (2018), which were heavily tilted toward wealthier Americans and
        businesses.
      


      
        While exceptionalism is associated with reactionary attitudes about corporate America, realism overlaps with
        heightened radicalism and rejecting the status quo. Recognition of the economic divide is associated (Figure 5.5) with growing opposition to the reelection of incumbent politicians.
        This should be expected among those who are displeased with rising inequality, which is stoked by a political
        system favoring the wealthiest Americans.
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          FIGURE 5.5 Economic Consciousness and Radicalism
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        Realists are also more likely to reject capitalism. They are less likely (Figure 5.5) to oppose socialism, while exceptionalists are more likely to embrace
        capitalism. Despite their radicalization, it is not completely clear what realists  mean when they express greater openness
        to socialism. In a historical sense, socialism is defined by collective or
        government ownership of the means of economic production, which are expropriated from the bourgeois business
        class, with the fruits of labor collectivized and enjoyed by the working class (proletariat).
      


      
        In modern times, however, “democratic socialists” such as Bernie Sanders redefine socialism as a New Deal–style
        liberalism. However one defines socialism, it represents a deviation from neoliberal capitalism and the belief
        that government should have little role in regulating business interests or reducing inequality.
      


      
        Finally, realism is associated (Figure 5.5) with radicalization via
        increased support for Occupy Wall Street (OWS). OWS staked out an anti-capitalist
        path against the financial industry’s power in politics, as seen in protests across hundreds of cities in late
        2011. OWS spotlighted mass insecurity via record inequality and student loan debt, economic stagnation, and
        high unemployment.12 OWS was also a radical
        effort to reclaim public space and parks from privatization. It was associated with increased public support
        for socialism over capitalism as a means of organizing the economy.13 As Figure 5.5 documents, realists
        were partial to OWS’s politics.
      


      
        Summarizing my findings, I provide an aggregate estimate of how well economic consciousness predicts
        political-economic attitudes. Across the 32 questions I examined, there are large differences between realists
        and exceptionalists in their beliefs, with an average 22 percentage point gap between them. But how
        powerful a predictor of attitudes is economic consciousness, after considering factors
        such as partisanship, ideology, gender, race, age,
        education, and income? One cannot answer this question looking solely at attitudinal differences between
        realists and exceptionalists.
      


      
        To better generalize how opinions on the economic divide may impact public opinion, I utilize regression
        analysis to account for the strength of the relationship between economic consciousness and political-economic attitudes, controlling for other factors that
        may influence political beliefs.14 But before
        undertaking this analysis, I lay out various possible approaches to analyzing the data, in terms of my
        expectations regarding cause-and-effect relationships. Based on my interviews,
        partisanship and ideology appeared to be driving perceptions of the economic divide. Participants drew on their
        partisan and ideological values, which were themselves driven by how they were socialized by family and
        parents. Alternatively, it is also possible that partisanship and ideology are competing alongside economic
        consciousness to impact political-economic attitudes. In other words, without statistically controlling for
        ideology and partisanship, it is possible that the impact of economic consciousness could be overstated.
      


      
        To address the competing expectations above, I construct (here) two different models for analyzing the
        potential impact of economic consciousness on political-economic attitudes. One treats partisanship and
        ideology as shaping perceptions of the economic divide, thereby indirectly shaping political- economic
        attitudes. I prefer this explanatory model, based on my interview findings that party and ideology, as agents
        of family socialization, are driving economic consciousness, rather than competing with it to impact
        political-economic attitudes. In this model, I only control for respondents’ gender, age, education, race, and
        income when examining economic consciousness as a predictor of political-economic beliefs. A second model
        represents a contrarian approach, treating partisanship and ideology as forces that compete alongside economic
        consciousness to impact political-economic attitudes. This model accounts for partisanship, ideology, gender,
        age, education, race, and income as predictors of political-economic attitudes. Figure 5.6 provides estimates for the average predictive power of economic
        consciousness on Americans’ political-economic attitudes, across the 32 survey questions examined, controlling
        for the factors discussed above.
      


      
        [image: Image]

        
          FIGURE 5.6 Economic Consciousness, Political-Economic Attitudes,
          and Voting Preferences
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        Based on this comprehensive analysis, we see that economic consciousness is a stronger predictor of
        political-economic attitudes, whether controlling for partisanship and ideology or not, compared to race,
        education, age, gender, and income. Even after accounting for political partisanship and ideology, economic
        consciousness is still a consistently meaningful predictor of political-economic attitudes, although its impact
        is somewhat reduced, compared to a model including only gender, age, education, race, and income.
      


      
        Whether treating party and ideology as factors that indirectly impact political-economic attitudes or as
        factors that compete alongside economic consciousness to impact beliefs, my results suggest that how one looks
        at the economic divide  is a
        significant predictor of how people think about politics. Next, I look to how perceptions of the economic
        divide matter when looking at foreign policy values.
      

    

    
      Exceptionalism, Realism, and Foreign Policy Beliefs


      
        American exceptionalism has long been a dominant political-cultural value. Whether
        it be the “city on a hill” offered by John Winthrop, “Manifest Destiny,” or contemporary rhetoric invoking
        America as a unique nation, large numbers embrace the hegemonic idea of American exceptionalism. Language
        celebrating the U.S. as the land of “endless opportunity” speaks to the notion of an exceptional “American
        Dream,” uniquely associated with freedom, democracy, and prosperity, unmatched by other countries. Critics of
        American power dismiss the exceptionalist position as the product of arrogant, ignorant, and jingoistic
        thinking.15 There are numerous
        democratic-republics throughout the world respecting the rule of law, domestic human rights, and the will of
        the people. And most other wealthy countries provide more generous government benefits to their people, while
        their citizens enjoy greater economic mobility, lower poverty rates, and lower inequality than in the U.S. In
        short, there is little to suggest that the U.S. is unique, politically or economically, unless we are speaking
        of the fewer opportunities for economic mobility that characterize a nation marked by record inequality.
      


      
        Still, the commitment to American exceptionalism is strong, and it seems to have a
        significant impact on how people think about foreign policy. A majority of Americans—56 percent in 2017—agreed
        the U.S. “stands above all other countries in the world,” with only 29 percent feeling it is “one of the
        greatest countries, along with some others,” and just 14 percent agreeing there are “other countries better
        than the U.S.”16 The belief that the U.S. is
        not divided between haves and have-nots, I argue, is a proxy measure for American exceptionalism. As my
        analysis of Pew’s April 2009 “values” survey reveals, rejecting the economic divide is significantly linked to
        various exceptionalist assumptions, including these beliefs: (1) that the U.S. has the potential for limitless
        (economic) growth (“there aren’t any real limits to growth in this country today”), (2) that individuals
        succeed or fail based on drive and determination (“hard work” will “guarantee success”), and (3) that the U.S.
        is such a righteous country that its citizens must support their government, whether it is right or wrong (“we
        should all be willing to fight for our country, whether it is right or wrong”).17 These beliefs feed into the hegemonic cultural notion that the U.S. is
        historically special in ensuring freedom, liberty, and prosperity.
      


      
        Exceptionalism is consistently linked to reactionary views regarding war, terrorism, immigration, the
        environment, and foreign policy goals. Exceptional-ists are more likely to support
        foreign conflicts and to embrace indefinite war via the “War on Terrorism.” They are more likely to echo
        President Donald Trump’s own xenophobic preferences, accepting totalizing claims about the harms of
        immigration. They are more likely to support unilateralism, preferring the U.S. “go it alone” in its
        “exceptional” mission to promote global freedom, democracy, and prosperity. In contrast, economic realists are
        less likely to believe the U.S. has a responsibility to democratize the world, to ensure others’ prosperity, or
        to impose its own will on others. They are more likely to reject U.S. wars and to be suspicious of the “War on
        Terror.” They are less likely to accept xenophobic attacks on “other” people immigrating to the U.S. They are
        more likely to recognize the U.S. has its own problems and is not in a “unique” position to impose its will on
        other countries. As I documented in Chapter 4, the problems identified by
        realists include feelings that Wall Street exercises plutocratic political power
        and is harmful to the nation, that the U.S. fails to promote sufficient opportunities for women and people of
        color, and that there are limits to growth in the neoliberal era due to rising worker insecurity and
        inequality.
      


      
        Exceptionalism is not synonymous with conservatism. At its core, exceptionalism is a nationalistic force
        that works on the public psyche. Exceptionalists—particularly political officials celebrating the U.S. as
        superior to other nations—downplay domestic economic problems such as inequality, while embracing glittering
        generalities framing the U.S. as “the land of the free and the home of the brave” and as a nation where anyone
        can succeed through work ethic and sacrifice.
      


      
        I divide my findings into various issue areas when documenting exceptionalism’s
        relationship to foreign policy preferences. Figure 5.7 explores
        attitudes on the Iraq war, with exceptionalists more likely to feel the invasion was the “right decision” and
        to agree the war was “going well” in the mid-2000s. They were more likely to say the U.S. would succeed in Iraq
        and that it should keep troops in the country and to oppose a withdrawal timetable. Exceptionalists were more
        likely to trust the Republican Party to make “wise decisions” on Iraq, to take at
        face value Bush’s claims that the war was progressing well, and oppose Congressional efforts to introduce a
        withdrawal timetable. Exceptionalism even appeared to impact voter preferences, as it was associated with being
        less likely to vote for a Congressional candidate who promoted withdrawal and being more likely to vote for
        legislators who would stay the course in Iraq.
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          FIGURE 5.7 American Exceptionalism and the Iraq War
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        In the 2000s, President Bush claimed the Iraq war was going well, that progress against
        the Iraqi “insurgency” was evident, and that the U.S. was imposing “democracy” and “freedom” in
        Iraq.18 Exceptionalists no doubt looked at
        this war—so routinely defended with righteous rhetoric—and saw an example of American will and determination to
        ensure that principles of justice, equality, and prosperity prevailed in the Middle
        East. But events in Iraq revealed a different picture apart from Bush’s rhetoric. The war grew more volatile,
        violent, and destructive from 2003 through 2008. Iraq fell into a vicious civil war, and the carnage of the
        sectarian conflict between Iraq’s Sunni and Shia was accompanied by the deaths of a million people, laying
        waste to Bush’s claims that the war was well in hand and that critics were failing to look at the occupation’s
        progress.19
      


      
        Contrary to the claim that the U.S. made the “right decision” invading Iraq, most Iraqis opposed the
        occupation, and the justifications initially provided by the Bush administration were fraudulent, via false
        claims that Iraq had weapons of mass destruction and ties to al Qaeda.20 Despite the false claims perpetrated by the Bush
        administration, most exceptionalists advocated a “stay the course” approach in Iraq. They wanted American
        forces to remain in the country and celebrated the U.S. as a democratizing, stabilizing force. In contrast,
        realists were more likely to oppose the war and support withdrawal. Many Americans saw the war as immoral,
        wasteful, counterproductive, and as diverting economic resources away from domestic spending
        priorities.21 But realists were more likely
        to embrace a counterhegemonic value system rejecting nationalistic efforts to justify war.
      


      
        American exceptionalism extended beyond the Iraq war. Exceptionalists embraced the larger “War on Terror” that
        President Bush declared following the September 11, 2001, terror attacks. The fight against global terror, Bush
        announced after 9/11, was fundamentally reliant on U.S. leadership. It was a conflict, Bush argued, between
        America’s just governing principles and tyranny. As he argued on September 20, 2001:
      


      
        They [al Qaeda] hate what they see right here in this [Congressional] chamber: a democratically elected
        government. Their leaders are self-appointed. They hate our freedoms: our freedom of religion, our freedom of
        speech, our freedom to vote and assemble and disagree with each other.… We have seen their kind before. They’re
        the heirs of all the murderous ideologies of the 20th century. By sacrificing human life to serve their radical
        visions, by abandoning every value except the will to power, they follow in the path of fascism, Nazism, and
        totalitarianism. And they will follow that path all the way to where it ends in history’s unmarked grave of
        discarded lies.22
      


      
        Bush promised an expansive “War on Terrorism”—“a lengthy campaign unlike any other we have ever seen.” The U.S.
        would “pursue nations that provide aid or safe haven to terrorism,” and other countries
        were either “with us” or “with the terrorists.”23
      


      
        Bush framed his war as a fight for the soul of democracy. “This is the world’s fight. This is civilization’s
        fight. This is the fight of all who believe in progress and pluralism, tolerance and freedom.” Bush framed the
        “War on Terror” as a judgment on American exceptionalism and leadership. He invoked “hard work and creativity
        and [the] enterprise of our people,” drawing on hegemonic rhetoric about American greatness as tied to economic
        freedoms. America’s special commitments to “hard work and creativity” “were the true strengths of our
        economy before September 11, and they are our strengths today” [emphasis added]. As Bush promised, and in light
        of America’s “exceptional” qualities, the U.S. would serve as the global leader in fighting tyranny:
      


      
        As long as the United States of America is determined and strong, this will not be an age of terror. This will
        be an age of liberty here and across the world.… Freedom and fear are at war. The advance of human freedom, the
        great achievement of our time and the great hope of every time, now depends on us [emphasis added].… Our
        nation, this generation, will lift the threat of violence from our people and our future. We will rally the
        world to this cause by our efforts, by our courage.24
      


      
        Bush depicted the U.S. as exceptional in embracing justice, freedom, and democracy. He saw those traits as
        inextricably linked to the American economy, which he idealized for providing opportunities for all.
      


      
        Bush’s exceptionalist rhetoric appealed to many nationalistically minded Americans. Figure 5.8 documents the link between exceptionalism and opinions on the “War on
        Terror.” Exceptionalists were more likely to believe the Iraq war was instrumental to reducing the global
        terror threat (2005, 2006, 2007).
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        They were also more likely to believe the U.S. was winning the “War on Terror” (2006/2007). In contrast,
        realists were less likely to see the “War on Terror” as worth defending. Only a third of realists (Figure 5.8) believed that the Iraq war was vital to the “War on Terror” or that
        the U.S. was winning the battle with global terrorism. Realists’ suspicion of the “War on Terror” was
        reinforced by research suggesting that terrorism in Iraq and across the world actually increased
        significantly after the onset of Bush’s campaign throughout the 2000s and 2010s.25
      


      
        Exceptionalist thinking reinforced Bush’s foreign policy prerogatives beyond the “War on Terrorism.”
        Exceptionalists (Figure 5.9) were more likely than realists to agree
        that Bush’s policies made U.S. security “better,” that Bush made relations with allies “better,” and that he
        did a “good” or “excellent job” dealing with terror suspects and protecting their legal rights. Realistically,
        the Bush administration’s foreign policy alienated the U.S. from its allies.26 Furthermore, the administration violated the legal rights of terror
        suspects by engaging in  torture, violating privacy rights via illegal spying, and
        through the denial of due process rights guaranteed by the U.S. Constitution and
        international law. Still, these attacks on democratic principles and the law did not dissuade exceptional-ists
        from supporting the “War on Terrorism.”27
        Their continued commitment was ironic, considering that the U.S. was violating the very
        democratic principles it claimed to be upholding with the “exceptionalist” mindset.
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        Finally, exceptionalism is linked to opinions on the United Nations, U.S. global leadership, the environment, and other issues documented in Figure
        5.10. Exceptionalists are more likely to support high levels of military appropriations, rejecting military
        spending cuts to reduce the deficit. The reluctance to cut spending corresponded with foreign policy under
        Presidents George W. Bush and Barack Obama, which was defined by large military deficits.
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          FIGURE 5.10 American Exceptionalism, Foreign Policy Goals, and
          the Environment
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        Exceptionalists are also more likely to reject the notion that the U.S. should “mind its own business in the
        world” and pay more attention to “problems at home.” They are more likely to reject the claim that the U.S.
        should consider the interests of its allies and disagree that the U.S. should cooperate with the United
        Nations. Exceptionalists were more likely to disapprove of multinational negotiations aimed at ensuring Iran
        did not develop nuclear weapons. They were more likely to disapprove of Obama’s Iran negotiation efforts—by 23
        percentage points—compared to realists (2015).28 These negotiations undermined the historic “go-it-alone” approach that is
        associated with American exceptionalism.
      


      
        Exceptionalists are notable for an “America, right or wrong” philosophy, which prevailed during the Bush years.
        When the reasons for invading Iraq were exposed as
        fraudulent, exceptionalists continued supporting the president’s war. Belligerent nationalism undermines
        principles of freedom of speech and political choice in a democratic republic, but this sentiment is
        paradoxically central to exceptionalists’ claim that militarism is vital to promoting freedom and democracy
        abroad.
      


      
        In contrast to exceptionalists, realists are less likely to embrace reactionary political views. They are less
        likely to oppose cuts in military spending and are more likely to prefer focusing on U.S. domestic problems over foreign policy adventurism, to support the U.S. working closely with
        its allies, to agree the U.S. should cooperate with the United Nations, and to reject an “America, right or
        wrong” approach to foreign policy. The simplest explanation for these findings is that realists are more likely
        to recognize the serious domestic problems the U.S. faces and are less likely to see their country as uniquely
        committed to promoting freedom and other just principles. Realism, then, is associated with a humbling effect
        for millions of Americans.
      


      
        Xenophobia and disregard for principles of environmental conservation are
        significantly linked to American exceptionalism. Exceptionalism is associated (Figure 5.10) with calls to restrict the number of people immigrating to the U.S.,
        whereas realists are less likely to call for curtailing immigration. Exceptionalism
        is also associated with optimism that climate change was unlikely to or would not happen in the future (2010),
        and that the earth’s environment would improve in coming years (2010). In contrast, realists held more sober
        assessments about the environment in an era of runaway climate change. The link between exceptionalism and
        reactionary environmental positions appears to stem from a nationalistic hubris on the right, which celebrates
        the United States as a great nation, while ignoring the environmental consequences accompanying “free market”
        capitalism. Exceptionalists who believe climatologists have exaggerated the threat of climate change have
        embraced a hegemonic claim, long promoted by the fossil fuel industry, that the U.S. can pollute the
        environment with minimal consequences.
      


      
        An overall assessment of foreign policy values reveals large differences between exceptionalists and realists.
        Across 36 questions examined, exceptionalists are (on average) 23 percentage points more likely to hold
        hegemonic-conservative foreign policy views compared to realists. This difference is large and significant,
        after controlling for partisanship, ideology, gender, age, education, race, and income. As with domestic
        issues, I examine how powerful economic consciousness (opinions on the economic divide) is in predicting
        foreign policy beliefs, compared to other factors. In Figure 5.11, I
        estimate the power of economic consciousness, partisanship, ideology, gender, age, income education, and race
        in predicting foreign policy beliefs.
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          FIGURE 5.11 American Exceptionalism, Foreign Policy Attitudes,
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        As with my examination of domestic political-economic issues, I include two models here, one analyzing economic
        consciousness compared to gender,  age,
        income, education and race and a second that also includes partisanship and ideology. The first model treats
        partisanship and ideology as predictors that drive economic consciousness, thereby excluding them as
        statistical “controls.” The second model treats partisanship and ideology as factors that compete alongside
        opinions on the economic divide to impact foreign policy views. In both models, economic consciousness is a
        significant predictor of foreign policy beliefs. It is more powerful than income, gender, age, race, and
        education (when not including party and ideology), although less powerful than ideology and partisanship when
        these factors are also included. Even though economic consciousness loses some of its power when we incorporate
        ideology and partisanship into the model, it remains a significant force in predicting foreign policy
        attitudes.
      


      
        In summary, by emphasizing the distinction between economic realists and American exceptionalists, we gain a
        deeper understanding of how individuals think about the world. Sensitivity to the economic divide translates
        into increased skepticism toward militaristic foreign policies. But American arrogance is also central to
        foreign policy calculations, with those denying the economic divide subscribing to a hubristic mindset that
        sees the U.S. as the center of political universe.
      

    

    
      
      Conclusion


      
        The last chapter provided evidence that economics and socialization influence the extent to which Americans are
        aware of the economic divide. This chapter documents how economic consciousness appears to impact
        political-economic attitudes and voter preferences. Americans form beliefs, and parents socialize their
        children, according to predictable economic biases, with affluent families often gravitating toward
        conservative thinking and poorer families more likely to develop progressive-left political attitudes. These
        ideologies are self-serving, in that conservative, affluent individuals form beliefs reinforcing their
        privileged position via opposition to economic redistribution, while poorer individuals form progressive
        attitudes in support of allocating government tax dollars to aid the working class, needy, and poor. These
        findings undermine scholarly and journalistic claims that economically insecure Americans gravitate toward
        conservative political-economic views.
      


      
        Most Americans have historically rejected the idea that society is divided between haves and have-nots, and it
        was only with the onset of the Covid-19 economic crisis that most Americans began to recognize this division.
        Even in the Covid-19 era, many still deny the existence of the divide. Without developing a critical economic
        consciousness regarding the economic divide, the push for progressive policy change becomes more difficult,
        perhaps impossible. But an increasingly critical, anti-hegemonic economic consciousness is common among
        more disadvantaged Americans. Poorer Americans are more likely to be radicalized in their economic-political
        attitudes, and this radicalization greatly escalated with the rise of Covid-19. I address this point in
        Chapters 8 and 9, which document how large
        numbers of economically insecure Americans have become more progressive-left in their political-economic
        attitudes in the post-2008 era and with the onset of the Covid-19 crisis. With the rise of unemployment and
        economic insecurity in the late 2000s and early 2010s, and again in the early 2020s, large numbers of Americans
        were pushed to challenge prior assumptions about the United States as the land of endless opportunities for
        all.
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    CLASS IS A FIVE-LETTER DIRTY WORD


    
      Or How the Media Fail to Cover Inequality
    


    
      In December 2014, the New York Times published a story spotlighting the “U.S.
      wealth gap,” which had reached its widest point “in at least three decades.” In 2013, “the median net worth of
      upper-income families [the top 20 percent of the income distribution] reached $639,400, nearly seven times as
      much of those in the middle [$44,000 a year], and nearly 70 times the level of those at the bottom [poorest 20
      percent] of the income ladder.” Rising inequality proved a sore point for many, the paper noted, considering the
      stagnating-to-declining incomes among low-wage earners. Amid growing incomes at the top, “the majority of
      Americans are not feeling the impact of the economic recovery, despite an improvement in the unemployment rate,
      stock market and housing prices.”1
    


    
      Journalistic discussions of inequality overlapped with heightened public concern. In February 2002, 66 percent of
      Americans agreed “it’s really true that the rich just get richer while the poor get poorer”; 75 percent agreed in
      April 2012.2 Despite growing awareness of
      inequality, questions remain about why so many refuse to acknowledge the divide between haves and have-nots and
      what role the media play in influencing opinions on inequality. Is growing awareness of inequality due to
      heightened media coverage? I argue that increasingly critical economic consciousness during the 2010s was mainly
      fueled by personal experiences with economic insecurity, not by rising media coverage of inequality.
    


    
      Drawing on hegemony theory, I find that the media deter critical thinking about the economic divide. “Haves” are
      individuals who possess tangible financial assets—the primary means of measuring wealth under capitalism. Because
      60 percent of Americans hold little to no financial wealth—they can be accurately classified as have-nots. But
      there is little indication that the media prioritize discussions of inequality and the divide between haves and
      have-nots.
    


    
      Americans know inequality exists. They dislike inequality, preferring to see it reduced.
      But their understanding of inequality is underdeveloped, and the media ensure this is so. In adopting a hegemonic
      framework, I explore the role of the news in deterring awareness of the economic divide. But the process through
      which media hegemony impacts public opinion is complex. On the one hand, journalists stifle awareness by failing
      to regularly cover income and wealth inequality, class conflict, or the existence of economic classes. But the
      media do cover with greater frequency issues tangentially related to inequality, such as the minimum wage and
      unemployment, among other issues. Still, through their truncated coverage of inequality, media deter critical
      thinking about the economic divide.
    


    
      Inequality is a defining issue in the neoliberal era. It grew consistently for four decades and reached a level
      by the 2010s not seen since the late 1920s.3 But
      little scholarly attention is dedicated to understanding how class and inequality are marginalized in media
      discourse. Understanding the power of media is necessary, however, considering they set the agenda for what
      issues individuals think about, how they think about them, and in influencing their policy attitudes.4 Media “frame” the news to highlight some aspects of
      reality over others, impacting consumers’ political-economic attitudes.5
    


    
      Theoretical
      Framework


      
        Beginning this book, I reviewed Marx’s relevance to inequality. I discussed the rise of “alienated labor,” when
        workers face stagnating incomes, growing work hours, rising costs of goods, and declining workplace security.
        Despite the emergence of record inequality, critical economic consciousness is blunted, as many Americans judge
        the value of commodities and services by their “use value,” rather than by the labor that produces them. By
        looking at products and services based on the practical uses they afford, many Americans fail to recognize the
        increasingly precarious state of those producing these goods. By neglecting growing worker insecurity,
        Americans fail to develop a critical consciousness regarding inequality.
      


      
        Central to stunted critical consciousness is Marx’s concept of “commodity fetishism.” Commodities are valued in
        their own right, without recognizing the workers’ contributions or that neoliberalism contributes to workers’
        deteriorating status. By emphasizing declining costs of consumer goods such as electronics, toys, and clothing,
        Americans embrace the notion that anyone can live “the good life” via mass consumerism. This fixation on consumer goods, as I document in Chapter 7, speaks to Marcuse’s concept of the “one-dimensional man,” who defines life success
        by access to goods and services and to the status they confer. Access to cheap cell phones, video games, and
        televisions provides entertainment and conveniences to masses—reinforcing a sense that Americans are divided
        between the “haves” and the “have-mores.” But the definition of a “have” is incredibly
        parochial, ignoring the growing mass insecurity via rapidly growing health-care and education costs and declining opportunities for workers to democratically assert themselves in the workplace. Unionization and collective bargaining secure pay raises and
        benefits for working Americans, reducing inequality and providing occupational security. Such protections are
        increasingly out of reach in the neoliberal era.
      


      
        A Marxian media analysis draws on “the material constitution of
        culture.”6 Adopting a materialist framework,
        Marx’s notion of the economic foundation (“base”) of capitalism comprises business
        corporations, which fuels a “super-structure” of sociopolitical and cultural institutions, of which the media
        are one.7 I emphasize the role of corporate
        media in impacting political-economic and cultural values. With a Marxian
        political-economic approach, corporate media and consumerism suppress critical economic consciousness, blunting
        pressure on the political system to combat inequality.8
      


      
        Hegemonic theory is central to understanding how Americans think about inequality. Gramsci argued that
        capitalism is legitimated through mass “consent” due to elite indoctrination. Indoctrination is “rooted” in an
        “economically dominant mode of [capitalist] production” that propagandizes the masses.9 Through the leadership of political and economic
        elites, mass consent is “achieved through the prestige, and consequent confidence, which the dominant group
        enjoys because of its position and function in the world of production.”10 Hegemony, Gramsci wrote, requires “an active and practical involvement of
        hegemonized groups” in the indoctrination process.11 “Active involvement” includes the actions of media executives and owners and
        journalists working in the corporate “media monopoly” system, who deter public
        recognition of inequality.12
      


      
        Some scholars adopt a hegemonic approach to analyzing the media. Hegemony is not inevitable; it is reinforced
        through popular norms produced by powerful social institutions like the media.13 These dominant values are commonsensical within the hegemonic
        order.14 “Common sense” beliefs include the
        exceptionalist notion that the U.S. is not a land of infinite opportunity for those who work hard and the
        belief that the U.S. is not economically divided.
      


      
        Central to Marxism and hegemony is the dialectic between capitalist elites and the masses. Marx’s dialectic was
        different from Hegel’s, in that the latter embraced the notion of “self-coordinating and spontaneously
        operating [independent] thought,” while Marx believed “the ideal is nothing else than the material world
        reflected by the human mind, and translated into forms of thought.”15 Marx wrote: “life is not determined by consciousness, but consciousness by
        life.”16 Material “life” under capitalism is
        driven by business elites, seeking to maximize corporate power and profits. Flowing from this claim, attitudes
        about corporations, consumerism, class, and inequality are not formed independently from systems of economic
        power; they reflect pro-business indoctrination.
      


      
        The dialectic I document in this chapter is top-down, via mass embrace of the hegemonic
        notion that the U.S. is not divided between haves and have-nots. As the exceptionalist tradition maintains, the
        U.S. affords opportunities to those working to improve their lives. This message is reinforced by the symbiotic
        relationship between media consumers and corporate
        media, with the latter indoctrinating the former not to prioritize concerns with inequality. Media inculcate
        the masses with consumer values, defining “the good life” as synonymous with “the American dream” of achieving
        greater occupational success, “climbing the economic ladder,” and pursuing consumer-driven identities. But the
        process is bigger than the media. Neoliberal capitalism pacifies the public by
        “training” workers to become passive lifelong consumers and to devalue public goods that exist outside of
        private profit-making.17
      


      
        Central to hegemonic theory is the contention that media, government, and business elites use deception to mold
        the minds of the masses to favor corporate power and consumerist values. In The Mind Managers, Herbert
        Schiller depicted American culture as “manipulated” via a “packaged consciousness” reinforcing the dominant
        “myth of individualism and personal choice.”18 Schiller argued that “the identification of personal choice with human
        freedom arose alongside seventeenth century individualism, both being products of
        the emerging market economy.”19 “Freedom” is
        “a personal matter”—driven by the “American dream” of achieving occupational and consumer affluence under
        corporate capitalism.20 Media and educational
        systems function as “managers” of mass consciousness, along with political elites, pollsters, and other
        prominent sociopolitical institutions.21
        Americans are “atomized” in a culture founded on mass advertising, the “selling [of]
        goods,” and the “fostering [of] new consumer wants.” Advertising and propaganda about consumer empowerment
        provide an “invaluable service to the corporate economy.”22
      


      
        In Manufacturing Consent, Herman and Chomsky developed a “propaganda model,” defined by various
        “filters,” which seek to socialize media consumers in favor of elite political-economic agendas. Central to the
        propaganda model are media that reflexively embrace corporate power and constrain
        discourse to the positions expressed by political-economic elites. One filter of the propaganda model is
        corporate dominance of communication, reflected in “the size, concentrated ownership, owner wealth, and profit
        orientation of the dominant mass-media firms.”23 “Advertising as the primary income source of the mass media” is a second
        filter.24 Since corporate media are “fully
        integrated into the market” system, they are central to elite efforts to disseminate market values.25
      


      
        “Mainstream” America remains committed to consumerism as a therapeutic device for achieving personal
        fulfillment. Consumer goods are a key indicator of social, occupational, and
        economic success. As Chomsky remarks about the public relations industry: “about a sixth of the gross domestic
        product goes into marketing. Its purpose is to fabricate consumers. To create ‘wants,’ as they put it, and to
        direct people’s attention to these superficial things of life, like fashionable consumption.”26 The fixation on created wants and fashionable consumption has political
        implications. Chomsky points to consumerism as creating isolated citizens—those
        “seeking personal gain alone, diverted from dangerous efforts to think for themselves and challenge
        authority.”27 In suggesting that corporate
        media serve advertiser interests, the propaganda model complements a critical analysis, emphasizing how media
        suppress awareness of inequality, thereby limiting public pressure for inequality reduction.
      


      
        Those equating consumerism with freedom and good living are likely to disregard Schiller’s and Chomsky’s claims
        as outlandish—even conspiratorial. But as Chomsky explains, the equation of manipulation with mass consumerism
        traces back to the writings of public relations pioneer Edward Bernays—a major figure in the development of
        American propaganda.28 Consumerism, elitism,
        and propaganda were inextricably linked in Bernays’s writings. He held contempt for democracy—understood as a
        direct, meaningful role for the masses in driving political and economic outcomes. Bernays’s own limited
        definition of “democracy” required passive public acquiescence to elites: “the conscious and intelligent
        manipulation of the organized habits and opinions of the masses is an important element in democratic society.
        Those who manipulate this unseen mechanism of society constitute an invisible government which is the true
        ruling power of our country. We are governed, our minds are molded, our tastes formed, our ideas suggested,
        largely by men we have never heard of.”29
      


      
        Manipulation by elites, Bernays believed, extended beyond politics. “In almost every act of our lives, whether
        in the spheres of politics or business, in our social conduct or our ethical thinking, we are dominated by the
        relatively small number of persons … who understand the mental processes and social patterns of the masses. It
        is they who pull the wires that control the public mind, who harness old social forces and contrive new ways to
        bind and guide the world.”30 For Bernays, the
        elites are in a better position to rule, as “the executive arm of the invisible government,” due to alleged
        deficiencies of the masses.31 Bernays
        embraced “the engineering of [mass] consent” due to his limited faith in the faculties of the common person.
        Public opinion was “ill-defined, mercurial, and [a] changeable group of individual judgments.”32 The typical citizen did not form attitudes “on a
        basis of research and logical deduction.” Instead, a man’s beliefs are largely “dogmatic expressions accepted
        on the authority of his parents, his teachers, his church, and of his social, his economic, and other
        leaders.”33
      


      
        For Bernays, manipulation of mass consciousness extended to consumerism. Consumerism was hardly inevitable. For
        it to thrive, consumption must be about more than purchasing a good or service. “Business realizes that its
        relationship to the public is not confined to the manufacture and sale of a given product, but includes at the
        same time the selling of itself and of all those things for which it stands in the public.”34 Bernays believed consumerism could be fundamental to
        identity if linked to human needs, emotions, and impulses, so individuals would believe that they needed a
        product, when their purchases really reflected created desires.35 Bernays manipulated human needs and emotions in his
        efforts to sell cigarettes, which he marketed to young women in the 1920s as a sign of feminist liberation.
        Smoking was associated with independence, freedom, and sexual attraction—drawing on women’s desires to be
        recognized as empowered in their relations with others.36
      


      
        The discussion of the managing of public minds has normative implications. A preoccupation with consumerism as
        the ultimate means of self-fulfillment, and as the dominant intermediary through
        which individuals relate, may be associated with negative developments, including the failure to recognize the
        heightened insecurity of American workers and the growing struggles of many to afford basic and necessary
        services such as health care and education. It may mean that people struggle to
        recognize the deterioration of workplace democracy via the fall of unions and the decline of political
        engagement and democracy.37 Central to this
        book is a simple question: how can Americans be expected to combat the economic divide if discussions of
        inequality and class are neglected in consumer-oriented media discourse?
      

    

    
      What We Know About
      Politics, the Media, and Economics


      
        Previous works raise questions about news coverage of class and inequality. From a Marxian perspective, some
        scholarship documents a “pro-business, anti-labor” media bias, identifying
        journalists’ failure to report on how tax cuts for the wealthy do not “trickle down” to the masses.38 Other pro-business biases are also documented.
        Union-management conflicts are decontextualized and are not portrayed “as an
        expression of class struggle with the capitalist relentlessly accumulating as much of the wealth created by
        labor as possible.”39 And news reports rarely
        focus on income and wealth inequality via “the enormous wealth accumulated by [business] owners.”40
      


      
        Some research focuses on media bias against working-class and poor individuals and in favor of the wealthy.
        Television news programs favor guest lists dominated by upper-class professionals and government officials over
        middle-class, working-class, and poor Americans.41 Numerous studies conclude that the media favor management and corporate owners
        over unions and rank-and-file laborers, with organized labor depicted in stigmatizing ways.42 During times of economic downturn, reporters are more
        likely to focus on news related to corporations and the investor class, rather than on the working
        class.43 Media portray “very wealthy people”
        as “similar to people in other classes and by downplaying key differences between the wealthy and everyone
        else.”44 “The rich” are “just ordinary people
        who happen to have more money than the rest of us,” a theme implying that class no longer matters and that “the
        rich” should be treated like any average-income person.45
      


      
        Poorer Americans are often ignored in the media. Poverty’s “relative invisibility”
        means that the issue is marginalized for the average American.46 When poverty is reported, it is decoupled from
        discussions of inequality, thereby disassociating the rise of poverty from the growing divide between haves and
        have-nots.47 When the poor are
        discussed in the news—for example, the homeless—they are often portrayed as socially deviant—as drug abusers or
        as mentally insane.48 This treatment of the
        poor as ostracized others threatens to decontextualize poverty and to perpetuate infantile “understandings” of
        poverty, as I document in Chapter 7.
      


      
        Corporate media ownership produces hegemonic biases favoring economic elites and
        business and advertiser interests.49 There is
        widespread agreement that economic forces influence political-cultural discourse, attitude formation, behavior,
        and class consciousness.50 But scholars do
        not always agree on how useful hegemonic analysis is for describing public opinion. Rejecting hegemonic theory,
        some academics claim that journalists share a liberal bias.51 Some research concludes business executives are commonly depicted as “foolish,
        greedy, or criminal”; that “negative behavior” is routinely associated with the upper class; and that wealth is
        “portrayed negatively in popular media.”52
        Some claim that media criticize businesses and conservativism to attract viewers, thereby enhancing media
        corporations’ profits.53 From these studies,
        one may conclude that corporate media are not playing a hegemonic role of reinforcing upper-class and
        conservative values.
      


      
        Some scholarship claims that the media devote heavy attention to inequality and that Americans “are capable,
        even astute, observers of class distinctions” because of the media.54 This research concludes that implicit references to inequality, as related to
        tax policy, wages, and discussion of individual classes, are common in the news, even if explicit references to
        class divisions and inequality are not.55 And
        growing media coverage of inequality-related issues in recent decades has been accompanied by rising public
        awareness of inequality.56 These findings
        suggest a counterhegemonic role for the media when it comes to reporting on inequality.
      

    

    
      Expectations


      
        My expectations in this chapter and the next are threefold. First, I expect the media will rarely report
        directly on issues of inequality, class, and the economic divide—including discussions of economic disparity,
        class, class conflict, and income/wealth inequality—although there will be a relatively larger number of
        indirect references to inequality via coverage of unemployment, the minimum wage, and tax cuts for the wealthy.
      


      
        Second, contrary to some previous research, I expect that reporters’ reluctance to cover direct references to
        the economic divide means that public awareness of inequality is weaker than it could be. If coverage of class
        divisions and inequality is infrequent, then increased attention to economic news will be weakly or entirely
        unrelated to opinions on the economic divide. I explore this point by analyzing
        national survey data covering attention to news and opinions on inequality. To demonstrate the potential of
        media to influence attitudes on the economic divide, I include an experimental analysis of information
        consumption’s impact on public attitudes. Those exposed to stories emphasizing inequality should form different
        opinions than those exposed to stories that downplay these issues. Those exposed to critical analyses of
        inequality will be more likely to agree that inequality is growing, that income differences in America are too
        large, that the U.S. is divided between haves and have-nots; to be suspicious of corporate power; and to
        support higher taxes on the rich, while those exposed to media content that downplays inequality will be less
        likely to agree with these positions.
      


      
        Finally, my experimental analysis, supplemented by an analysis of an original survey I designed (implemented by
        Qualtrics), should find that hegemonic consumer values—tied to the corporate media, advertising, and commodity
        fetishism—are associated with suppressed awareness of the economic divide. I provide detailed information about
        this original survey in Chapter 7. Media content that emphasizes the
        declining cost of consumer goods and the “improved living standards” of Americans because of their access to
        cheap consumer goods should be associated with reduced willingness to recognize the economic divide.
        Furthermore, my national survey should reveal that large numbers of people accept commodity fetishism, via
        their agreement that Americans live “much better” today than in the past due to greater access to cheap
        consumer goods.
      


      
        This chapter and the next include three parts: one examining news content, one exploring media effects on
        public opinion, and one examining the effects of perceptions of the affordability of consumer goods on
        awareness of the economic divide. I utilize the Nexis Uni database to
        examine various news sources, including newspapers; broadcast news; national radio; and local, online, and
        cable news. Elite newspapers—of which I include the New York Times and
        Washington Post—are widely seen as the most prominent news sources. I also
        examine broadcast networks reaching tens of millions of Americans per night, including CBS News, ABC News, and NBC
        News, because of their mass appeal. Additionally, I examine Fox News and
        MSNBC, which “narrowcast” to partisan audiences. I analyze National
        Public Radio, considering its audience of tens of millions via local affiliates. I also examine internet
        content via CNN.com, which
        reaches a wide range of Americans, receiving more than four million unique page visitors per day.57 I analyze metropolitan-regional mediums from the
        eastern and midwestern parts of the country, known for their large readerships, including the Philadelphia Inquirer and the Denver Post.58 Finally, I review state and local newswire coverage
        through the Associated Press, to incorporate local news content across the country. My ability to
        generalize about news coverage of inequality increases with such a wide diversity of sources, and if similar
        patterns are found across these sources.
      


      
        My newspaper analysis provides a comprehensive measure of content across different
        parts of these papers. I analyze discussions of inequality and economic class that appear in news stories,
        features, letters to the editor, op-eds, editorials, and other analyses. I include reporting for different
        subject areas, including news related to crime, law enforcement and corrections, government and public
        administration, population and demographic statistics, opinion sections, and the society and lifestyle
        sections. Casting this wide net allows me to speak more authoritatively about media coverage of inequality.
      


      
        I incorporate various measures for media content, including explicit and implicit references to class,
        inequality, and the economic divide. I look at reporting from the three years prior to and through the late
        2008 economic crash, from January 2006 through December 2008; for the five years following the crash, from
        January 2009 through December 2013; and for the 2016 election, from January to November 2016. I break my
        analysis into three separate periods to measure whether coverage of class and inequality-related issues grew
        due to a worsening economy and growing inequality post 2008, compared to the pre-crash period. My 2016 analysis
        assesses the extent to which Donald Trump’s rise to political power was associated with increased references to
        economic, class, or inequality-related anxieties and inequalities among Trump’s “populist” support base. Other
        forms of inequality are also examined under Trump, as related to sexism, sexual discrimination, and racism.
      

    

    
      Media Discourse on Class and Inequality


      
        Explicit discussions of inequality include references to inequality more generally, to income or wealth
        inequality in particular, to economic disparity, and to class war/warfare and class conflict.59 Such strong
        language speaks to the persistence of a significant economic divide. For indirect discussions of class and
        inequality, I include an “unemployment” frame with references to the unemployed, unemployment, or the
        unemployment rate; a “working poor” frame, referencing the minimum wage, people
        earning the minimum wage, and those with jobs who are poor; and a “tax cuts for the rich” frame, as applied to
        wealthy Americans, the upper class, and businesses.60 These frames are hardly exhaustive in documenting indirect discussions of
        inequality and class. Still, they measure a variety of highly salient issues related to inequality.
      


      
        As a second measure of explicit references to class, I examine coverage of the lower, middle, and upper
        classes. I also include a direct measurement of class-related inequality: how often each class appears,
        alongside references to another class or multiple classes. This analysis encompasses discussions of the lower
        and middle classes; the lower and upper classes; the middle and upper classes; or the lower, middle, and upper
        classes. Such references remind audiences that the U.S. is segmented between multiple classes in an era of
        rising inequality.
      


      
        Lastly, I analyze various facets of inequality in the 2016 election, pertaining to
        racism/racial discrimination, sexism/gender-based discrimination, economic inequality, and intersectional
        inequality. This analysis extends the discussion of inequality to frameworks that are not exclusively
        economically centered, but which were significant in 2016 in light of (1) Trump’s alleged concern with the
        economically disadvantaged and those harmed by manufacturing outsourcing; (2) Concerns with racism, in
        reference to charges that Trump was prejudiced against people of color and immigrants; (3) Discussions of Trump
        as a misogynist/sexist, in light of his engagement in sexual harassment/assault; and (4) Concerns with how
        various forms of prejudice interact in relation to how disadvantaged groups experience discrimination
        simultaneously on multiple levels (intersectionality).
      


      
        My analysis of election coverage includes stories and articles discussing the 2016 election and its two main
        candidates—Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump. It also includes the same inequality and class terms in my
        analyses of the news from 2006 to 2008 and 2009 to 2013. My examination of sexism includes references to
        sexism, misogyny, and sexist behavior and discourse, while my analysis of racism encompasses references to
        racist behavior and discourse, racism, bigotry and bigoted individuals and discourse/behavior, and racial
        profiling—the last of the three speaking to Trump’s own support for racially discriminatory policing methods
        undertaken to “fight crime” and keep America “safe.”61 Finally, media content is deemed relevant to intersectionality if it jointly
        references sexism and racism or makes explicit reference to “intersectional” identities or “intersectionality”
        as a concept.62
      


      
        My analysis reveals that reporters’ coverage of class and inequality is infrequent at best. Table 6.1 documents the average number of stories per month, per venue, pre 2008.
        References to the “lower class” were least common, appearing less often than references to the “middle-class”
        in all 12 venues and less often than the “upper class” in 11 of 12 venues. These trends are repeated in
        Table 6.2, post 2008, with the upper and middle classes referenced
        more often than the lower class in all 12 outlets, while the upper and lower classes were rarely discussed.
      


      
        
          
            TABLE 6.1 Salience of Class and Class-Based Inequality in
            the News (1/1/2006–12/31/2008)
          

          
            
              	
                # of Stories Referencing Each Class/Group of Classes (Average Per Month)
                

              
            


            
              	Media

              	Lower Class

              	Upper Class

              	Middle Class

              	Lower & Middle Classes

              	Lower & Upper Classes

              	Middle & Upper Classes

              	Lower, Middle, & Upper Classes
            


            
              	
                

              
            

          

          
            
              	NY Times

              	1.9

              	8

              	104.1

              	0.36

              	0.2

              	1.8

              	0.1
            


            
              	Wash. Post

              	1.7

              	5.8

              	66.7

              	0.42

              	0.2

              	1.3

              	0.1
            


            
              	CBS

              	0.1

              	0.2

              	9

              	0.1

              	0

              	0.1

              	0
            


            
              	NBC

              	0.1

              	0.3

              	10.7

              	0.1

              	0

              	0.1

              	0
            


            
              	ABC

              	0.1

              	0.4

              	10.2

              	0.03

              	0

              	0.1

              	0
            


            
              	NPR

              	1.5

              	2.8

              	41

              	0.8

              	0.4

              	1.1

              	0.2
            


            
              	Fox

              	1.1

              	1.8

              	54.6

              	0.5

              	0.2

              	0.5

              	0.1
            


            
              	MSNBC

              	0.3

              	2.3

              	58.7

              	0.1

              	0

              	0.7

              	0
            


            
              	Chicago Daily Herald

              	1.3

              	1.4

              	15.6

              	0.1

              	0.1

              	0.2

              	0.03
            


            
              	Philadelphia Inquirer

              	0.7

              	1.4

              	19.5

              	0.1

              	0.1

              	0.2

              	0.1
            


            
              	Associated Press

              	2.5

              	2.9

              	96.1

              	0.3

              	0.2

              	0.4

              	0
            


            
              	CNN.com

              	0.4

              	0.9

              	12.1

              	0.1

              	0

              	0.1

              	0
            

          
        


        
          Source: Nexis Uni Academic Database
        

      


      
        
          
            TABLE 6.2 Salience of Class and Class-Based Inequality in
            the News (1/1/2009#x2013;12/31/2013)
          

          
            
              	
                # of Stories Referencing Each Class/Group of Classes (Average Per Month)
                

              
            


            
              	Media

              	Lower Class

              	Upper Class

              	Middle Class

              	Lower & Middle Classes

              	Lower & Upper Classes

              	Middle & Upper Classes

              	Lower, Middle, & Upper Classes
            


            
              	
                

              
            

          

          
            
              	NY Times

              	2.2

              	8.1

              	110.3

              	0.9

              	0.4

              	2.6

              	0.2
            


            
              	Wash. Post

              	1.1

              	3.4

              	65.4

              	0.3

              	0.1

              	0.6

              	0.03
            


            
              	CBS

              	0.03

              	0.2

              	11.9

              	0.03

              	0.02

              	0.07

              	0.02
            


            
              	NBC

              	0.1

              	0.2

              	12.6

              	0.03

              	0

              	0.07

              	0
            


            
              	ABC

              	0.1

              	0.2

              	9.9

              	0.07

              	0

              	0.02

              	0
            


            
              	NPR

              	0.8

              	2.1

              	34.8

              	0.4

              	0.2

              	0.7

              	0.2
            


            
              	Fox

              	0.5

              	0.8

              	37.9

              	0.4

              	0.07

              	0.5

              	0.05
            


            
              	MSNBC

              	0.5

              	1

              	53.1

              	0.4

              	0.05

              	0.5

              	0.03
            


            
              	Chicago Daily Herald

              	1

              	1.4

              	25.5

              	0.2

              	0.07

              	0.9

              	0.07
            


            
              	Philadelphia Inquirer

              	0.3

              	0.8

              	18

              	0.1

              	0

              	0.1

              	0
            


            
              	Associated Press

              	1.3

              	2.4

              	98.8

              	0.3

              	0.5

              	0.3

              	0
            


            
              	CNN.com

              	0.3

              	1.4

              	26.3

              	0.2

              	0.05

              	0.2

              	0
            

          
        


        
          Source: Nexis Uni Academic Database
        

      


      
        The vast majority of Americans—approximately 90 percent—see themselves as “middle-class.” Similarly, news
        coverage grants a hegemonic position to the “middle-class.” The middle class is mentioned between 9 and 13
        times a month in television broadcasts, dozens of times a month on NPR and in each cable venue, nearly
        100 times a month in the AP newswire, and more than 100 times a month in the New York Times. Mentions of the middle class accounted for an overwhelming 93 percent of
        references to the economic classes from 2006 to 2008 and 95 percent of references from 2009 to 2013. Such a
        dominant position for reporting on one class reinforces the myth of the U.S. as a uniquely “middle-class”
        nation.
      


      
        For class-based inequality to resonate with Americans, there must be frequent coverage of numerous
        classes simultaneously, rather than a fixation on the middle class, to the near exclusion of the upper
        and lower classes. If all Americans are middle class, then “class” has no conceptual or practical meaning.
      


      
        Beyond class designations, I examine how often explicit references to inequality and
        class conflict appear in the news. Tables
        6.3 and 6.4 show direct references to inequality and class
        conflict and allusions to inequality and class via reporting on unemployment, the working poor, and tax cuts
        for the rich. Explicit references to inequality were infrequent in Table
        6.3, appearing in less than one to no more than 10 pieces per month in local newspapers, radio, broadcast
        television, cable, and newswire stories. Stories concentrating on inequality, class conflict, and politics were
        even less common. In only the New York Times and Washington Post were references to inequality and class conflict more common, appearing
        in one to two dozen stories a month. These numbers, however, are deceptive, since they include any
        references to inequality and class tensions, no matter how minor. A closer look at the 2006–2008 period reveals
        the number of stories featuring inequality or class conflict—with either subject referenced in the
        title—ranged from only 1.1 to 1.75 stories (on average) per month for each newspaper.63 In sum, language emphasizing inequality and class was
        not common in elite newspapers.
      


      
        
          
            TABLE 6.3 Salience of Inequality, Class Conflict, and
            Inequality-Related Topics in the News (1/1/2006-12/31/2008)
          

          
            
              	
                Economic Frames, the Rich, & the Disadvantaged
                

                Average # of Stories/Articles Appearing in Per Month
                

              
            


            
              	News Outlet

              	Inequality & Class Conflict (Features) (1)

              	Inequality & Class Conflict (& Politics)

              	Unemploy. (2)

              	Unemploy. (& Politics)

              	Working Poor (3)

              	Working Poor (& Politics)

              	Total Coverage Reports Referencing (1) (2) or (3)

              	Tax Cuts for the Rich
            


            
              	
                

              
            

          

          
            
              	NY Times

              	22.8
              

              (1.75)

              	15.4

              	89.6

              	65.1

              	25

              	19.1

              	130.6

              	5.4
            


            
              	Wash. Post

              	14.2
              

              (1.1)

              	11.5

              	70.3

              	54.6

              	25.6

              	21.9

              	105.4

              	3.8
            


            
              	CBS

              	0.6

              	0.4

              	11.1

              	7.3

              	4.1

              	3.1

              	15.4

              	0.3
            


            
              	NBC

              	0.7

              	0.5

              	14.4

              	7.5

              	3.6

              	2.8

              	18.5

              	0.6
            


            
              	ABC

              	3

              	2.1

              	15

              	10.1

              	5.4

              	4.5

              	21

              	0.6
            


            
              	NPR

              	7

              	5.4

              	41

              	29.6

              	16.2

              	12.4

              	79

              	1.5
            


            
              	Fox

              	8.4

              	6.5

              	74.4

              	45.3

              	37.4

              	28

              	117.4

              	7.1
            


            
              	MSNBC

              	2.2

              	2

              	49.25

              	31.8

              	27.3

              	22.3

              	61.2

              	5
            


            
              	Chicago Daily Herald

              	1.9

              	1.4

              	19.75

              	13.3

              	7.4

              	5.9

              	28.3

              	2.5
            


            
              	Phil. Inquirer

              	2.4

              	1.6

              	22.7

              	16.75

              	9.8

              	8.2

              	34.2

              	2.3
            


            
              	AP

              	9.6

              	6.9

              	208.5

              	151.7

              	106

              	96

              	318.3

              	11.8
            


            
              	CNN.com

              	1.7

              	1.2

              	13.7

              	11.3

              	5.3

              	4.7

              	20.1

              	0.8
            

          
        


        
          Source: Nexis Uni Academic Database
        

      


      
        
          
            TABLE 6.4 Salience of Inequality, Class Conflict, and
            Inequality-Related Topics in the News (1/1/2009–12/31/2013)
          

          
            
              	
                Economic Frames, the Rich, & the Disadvantaged
                

                Average # of Stories/Articles Appearing in Per Month
                

              
            


            
              	News Outlet

              	Inequality & Class Conflict (Features) (1)

              	Inequality & Class Conflict (& Politics)

              	Unemploy. (2)

              	Unemploy. (& Politics)

              	Working Poor (3)

              	Working Poor (& Politics)

              	Total Coverage Reports Referencing (1) (2) or (3)

              	Tax Cuts for the Rich
            


            
              	
                

              
            

          

          
            
              	NY
              

              Times

              	33.4
              

              (2.3)

              	24.4

              	187.3

              	146.1

              	29.2

              	20.3

              	228.2

              	11
            


            
              	Wash
              

              Post

              	18.3
              

              (1.3)

              	15

              	138.1

              	114.8

              	13.2

              	10.6

              	161.5

              	5.6
            


            
              	CBS

              	1.5

              	1.3

              	36.3

              	29

              	2

              	1.6

              	37

              	1.5
            


            
              	NBC

              	2

              	1.8

              	36.8

              	24

              	1.8

              	1

              	38.5

              	1.9
            


            
              	ABC

              	1.6

              	1.3

              	29.1

              	19.9

              	1.4

              	0.9

              	31.3

              	2.2
            


            
              	NPR

              	7.4

              	5.7

              	77.1

              	57.5

              	6.9

              	4.6

              	87.4

              	3.2
            


            
              	Fox

              	17.3

              	16.3

              	97.2

              	89.4

              	5.1

              	4.4

              	109

              	7.5
            


            
              	MSNBC

              	16.1

              	15.4

              	64.4

              	60

              	13.1

              	12.5

              	76

              	14.4
            


            
              	Chicago Daily Herald

              	6.1

              	4.7

              	85.1

              	65.2

              	6.5

              	5.2

              	95.2

              	3.6
            


            
              	Phil. Inquirer

              	4

              	3.1

              	42

              	32.3

              	7.3

              	6.2

              	51.7

              	2.8
            


            
              	AP

              	19.8

              	16.2

              	454.5

              	354.4

              	48.4

              	41.8

              	512.8

              	14.2
            


            
              	CNN.com

              	9.3

              	7.7

              	61.8

              	52

              	5.2

              	4.3

              	71.9

              	2.7
            

          
        


        
          Source: Nexis Uni Academic Database
        

      


      
        Implicit references to inequality were relatively more common from 2006 to 2008 and in later years. Reporting
        on the working poor and the minimum wage was more common than explicit reporting on inequality and class
        conflict for all 12 news outlets, for coverage of the working poor, and for the working poor and politics.
        Reporting on unemployment and unemployment and politics were far more frequent than reporting on inequality and
        class conflict, for all 12 media venues. Only for coverage of tax cuts for the wealthy was news attention
        less frequent than reporting on inequality and class. This holds for all 12 venues in Table 6.3 for 2006–2008, and for 10 of 12 venues (Table 6.4) for 2009–2013. This confirms the point that the media fail to consistently
        cover tax cuts for the wealthy or to discuss their implications for rising inequality.
      


      
        Inequality-related coverage in the news was relatively common. As represented in Table 6.3, the “total” references from 2006 to 2008 to inequality, class conflict,
        unemployment, or the working poor averaged nearly 131 stories per month in the New York Times and more
        than 105 per month in the Washington Post. ABC, CBS, and NBC averaged from one to two
        dozen stories per month, while Fox News and MSNBC averaged from more than 60 to nearly 120 a month. NPR ran more than six
        dozen pieces per month. The Chicago Daily Herald and Philadelphia Inquirer each published more than two dozen stories per month, while the
        AP newswire ran more than 300 pieces. CNN.com published nearly two dozen stories per month. Even more frequent coverage of
        these themes was observed from 2009 to 2013 (Table 6.4). In sum,
        explicit and implicit references to inequality and class—when combined—were commonplace in the news.
      


      
        Despite these findings, the lion’s share of reporting on inequality and inequality-related issues focused on
        unemployment. Unemployment-centered journalism is important to
        millions of Americans, but it is not clear why it should enjoy a hegemonic position in reporting as compared to
        explicit discussions of inequality, class conflict, class identities, or the working poor.
      


      
        All these issues are important to large numbers of people, but unemployment enjoys a privileged position in
        coverage. This emphasis overlaps with market-based prerogatives that envision the health of the economy and
        business employment as paramount. Clearly, journalists fall into this hegemonic mode of thinking.
      


      
        My findings from the post-2008 period reveal a rising emphasis on inequality and class-related issues. Such
        coverage grew in all 12 news venues examined in the post-2008 period, while coverage of inequality-related
        stories and politics grew for 11 of 12 venues. Coverage of tax cuts for the wealthy and unemployment (in
        general and in stories on politics) also increased post 2008. That these topics became more common in reporting
        by the late 2000s and early 2010s suggests a relative weakening of the hegemonic media norms.
      


      
        Despite the cracks in the hegemonic media system that were apparent by the early 2010s, corporate media have
        not fundamentally undermined the mainstream narrative that downplays class-based issues and inequality. The
        U.S. is historically celebrated as a classless society, characterized by endless opportunities—a nation that is
        not divided between haves and have-nots. Although attention to inequality-related issues (Table 6.4) increased from past years, it was still infrequent, post 2008, compared to
        other types of reporting—for example, the coverage of unemployment. And reporting on inequality and class was
        still sparse. Broadcast networks each averaged a miniscule one to two stories on inequality and/or class
        conflict per month. NPR covered these issues in barely more than a half-dozen stories per month. The
        cable channels covered them once every other day. Regional newspapers each reported less than a half-dozen
        stories a month. The AP newswire included roughly two stories every three days on inequality or class
        conflict, while CNN.com
        reported a story less than once every three days.
      


      
        Finally, elite national newspapers devoted more frequent attention to explicit coverage of inequality and class
        conflict, post 2008, with the Washington Post averaging 18.3 stories per
        month and the New York Times including 33.4 stories. But these numbers
        overstate the case for an “inequality-conscious” or “class-conscious” media, since they include all references
        to inequality and class, no matter how minor. A closer analysis (Table
        6.4) reveals that inequality and class were rarely emphasized by either newspaper. From 2009 to 2013, the
        New York Times averaged just 2.3 features per month, compared to 1.3 per month for the Washington
        Post. While these numbers represent an increase for the two papers compared to reporting pre 2008, they do
        not suggest the papers emphasized these issues.
      


      
        We might point to the relatively more frequent reporting on the working poor across various news outlets,
        particularly from 2006 to 2008, as highlighting journalists’ interest in the plight of the disadvantaged. The
        New York Times and Washington Post each averaged one story a day discussing the working poor.
        Fox News and MSNBC each averaged dozens of stories a month. And the AP averaged more than a
        hundred stories a month. These are not insignificant numbers. They speak to journalists’ relatively greater
        interest in covering poverty as a social concern, even if they neglected discussions of inequality, class, and
        class conflict. But these findings must also be qualified. Reporting on poverty may
        also decontextualize the plight of the poor if pursued independently of reporting on inequality.
      


      
        In a nation where most all Americans see themselves as middle class, many are likely to struggle in developing
        a critical economic consciousness if they are not confronted with language that explicitly addresses
        inequality. Poverty and wealth can become abstractions if they are not dealt with in a sustained way. For
        reporting on the working poor, discussions of poverty are usually divorced from broader discussions of
        inequality and class. For 11 of the 12 news outlets examined in the 2000s and 2010s (Figure 6.1), only a small minority of stories addressing the working poor discussed
        inequality or class conflict. The only exception was MSNBC, which made a conscious effort to frequently
        cover inequality and class in their commentaries on the working poor. But this practice is an exception to the
        general rule, in which corporate media routinely decontextualize discussions of the working poor by failing to
        provide class or inequality-based reporting on the poor in relation to more affluent Americans. Context
        matters. And in this case, context regarding how the working poor relate to other economic groups is sorely
        lacking.
      


      
        [image: Image]

        
          FIGURE 6.1 Coverage of Inequality and Class Conflict w/in
          Stories About the Working Poor
          

        


        
          Source: Nexis Uni Academic Database
        

      


      
        
      


      
        By fragmenting coverage of the working poor, divorcing it from discussions of
        inequality and class, the media may marginalize recognition of the growing divide between the wealthy and the
        masses of Americans. In the neoliberal era, workers are pushed to work more productively, with families taking
        on increased work hours and earning stagnant incomes, despite rapidly growing costs for major services. With
        deunionization, workers are increasingly alienated from their occupations, unable to
        assert themselves democratically or fight for regular pay raises and benefit increases. These points are
        neglected when the media fail to discuss the problems of the working poor within the larger context of growing
        inequality.
      

    

    
      The 2016 Presidential
      Election


      
        My analysis of the 2016 election validates the conclusion that various forms of
        inequality receive little attention in the news. Table 6.5 assesses
        reporting on gender-based, racial, and economic inequalities. The first column
        reproduces my analysis of reporting on inequality and class conflict for 2016. Such coverage is relatively
        infrequent across the 12 venues in question. Broadcast outlets and local newspapers each reported on inequality
        and class, on average, about one to three times a month, while cable channels each averaged less than a dozen
        stories a month. The AP wire devoted less than eight stories a month to these subjects, while CNN.com devoted about half as many.
        NPR reported on inequality and class 3.5 times (on average) per month, and the Washington Post published less than six stories per month. The New York Times covered these issues in a story nearly every other day. But the New
        York Times rarely emphasized inequality or class, running just one feature during the entire period from
        January to November 2016. In sum, inequality and class were not salient issues in election coverage.
      


      
        
          
            TABLE 6.5 A Multidimensional Analysis of Inequality in the
            2016 Election
          

          
            
              	
                Average # of Stories Per Month Referencing Each Subject
                

              
            


            
              	

              	Economic Inequality & Class

              	Racism/Racial Inequality

              	Sexism/Gender Inequality

              	Intersectionality (Racism & Sexism)
            


            
              	
                

              
            

          

          
            
              	New York Times

              	14.2

              	28.1

              	20.2

              	8.5
            


            
              	Washington Post

              	5.8

              	17.5

              	11.5

              	2.5
            


            
              	CBS News

              	2.8

              	3.9

              	2.3

              	0.5
            


            
              	NBC News

              	1.1

              	3.6

              	1.9

              	0.9
            


            
              	ABC News

              	1.2

              	4.6

              	3.5

              	1.5
            


            
              	National Public Radio

              	3.5

              	5.2

              	2.5

              	0.8
            


            
              	Fox News

              	9.5

              	31.9

              	18.2

              	9.9
            


            
              	MSNBC

              	9.4

              	25.2

              	12.3

              	4.1
            


            
              	Chicago Daily Herald

              	1.3

              	1.8

              	1.9

              	0.9
            


            
              	Philadelphia Inquirer

              	1.5

              	3.6

              	3.2

              	1.3
            


            
              	Associated Press

              	7.8

              	12.8

              	6.6

              	2.4
            


            
              	CNN.com

              	4.1

              	15.6

              	9.1

              	3.8
            

          
        


        
          Source: Nexis Uni Academic Database
        

      


      
        Racial inequality received comparatively more attention than economic inequality
        (Table 6.5). Such reporting appeared twice as often in the New
        York Times as did class and economic inequality issues. For all other news outlets, references to racial
        inequality appeared from 40 percent to 280 percent more often than references to economic inequality and class.
        Reporting on sexism and gender inequality was more common than reporting on income inequality and class for
        nine of the 12 venues in Table 6.5, although gender inequality
        appeared less often in the news than racial inequality. Finally, discussions of intersectionality, referring to
        both sexism and racism, appeared less often than economic, racial, or gender inequality for 10 of the 12
        outlets.
      


      
        Inequality was not a salient feature in election reporting for news organizations across three of the four
        categories of inequality. References to intersectionality were few and far between, and the notion that
        multiple forms of oppression work together to impact life outcomes was deemed outside the mainstream of
        political discourse. Gender inequality was covered more often,  but only racial inequality received sustained attention,
        relative to reporting on economic and gender inequality and intersectional inequality.
      

    

    
      Coronavirus and
      Inequality Coverage


      
        Little appeared to change with regard to media reporting on inequality during the rise of the Covid-19
        pandemic. The long-standing hegemonic fixation on market-based economic metrics only intensified at the height
        of the crisis, as my analysis here reveals. I examined coverage in elite print media (the New York
        Times), newswire stories aimed at a mass readership (the Associated Press), and cable news coverage
        (MSNBC and Fox News) in early 2020. Across all these venues, we see the continued emphasis of
        concerns with unemployment over inequality after the onset of the pandemic. My review of Nexis Uni news
        coverage in the first three months of 2020 shows that the New York Times printed 161 articles mentioning
        “inequality” in January and another 194 in February, compared to 191 in March. This represented a 1.5 percent
        decline in coverage between February and March, in what represented the period before Covid-19 emerged
        as a crisis in the U.S. (January to February), compared to the crisis period (March). The Associated
        Press published 65 articles in January and 64 articles in February that referenced inequality, compared to
        95 articles in March. This represented a 47 percent growth in inequality coverage from the pre- to post-mass-outbreak period. Fox News devoted eight
        segments and 22 segments to inequality in January and February and seven segments in March, or a 68 percent
        decline in coverage from February to March. Finally, MSNBC ran only two
        stories on inequality in January, 15 in February, and 10 stories in March, representing a decline of a third
        from February to March. These findings make it clear that not only was inequality not a priority in terms of
        the frequency of stories in these outlets, but that coverage did not increase across most of the outlets
        examined in response to the emerging Covid-19 crisis.
      


      
        Keeping with previous trends, unemployment retained its hegemonic position as the preferred economic metric in
        this period, and that dominance only grew over time. The New York Times published 122 articles on
        unemployment in January, compared to 138 in February and 471 in March, representing an increase of 2.4 times
        from the period prior to the Covid-19 outbreak (February) through the outbreak period (March). The
        Associated Press published 185 stories referencing unemployment in January, 216 stories in February, and
        657 stories in March, representing an increase of more than two times from February to March. MSNBC ran
        11 stories on unemployment in January, 16 in February, and 86 in March—an increase of more than 4.3 times from
        the pre-outbreak to outbreak period. Finally, Fox News referenced unemployment in 49 segments in
        January, 77 in February, and 114 in March, representing a 48 percent increase in coverage.
      


      
        We might be unsurprised that unemployment coverage grew so rapidly between February and March 2020, considering
        the 3.3 million Americans who filed for unemployment claims in the latter month—a record in modern history.
        Still, the findings here are fully consistent with those from other periods of analysis, in that they document
        how unemployment continued to be the preferred metric for U.S. corporate media over inequality. This preference
        (and pattern) in coverage only intensified with the onset of the Covid-19 crisis and the associated economic
        collapse. Despite the negative effect of inequality on those on the bottom, in terms of poorer and working
        Americans’ rapidly worsening position as a result of the pandemic, inequality continued to be neglected in the
        news, and that trend did not abate in March 2020, compared to previous months.
      

    

    
      Conclusion


      
        Based on the content analyzed and discussed in this chapter, it is difficult to argue that inequality, class,
        and class conflict are regular staples of the news, even if racial inequality appeared more frequently in
        election news. Reporters may devote greater attention to subjects such as the working poor and unemployment—but
        these issues are at best tangentially related to inequality, class, and class conflict. While reporting on the
        poor is important to a broader discussion of class and inequality issues, references to poverty are only one
        part of a larger class analysis. By themselves, they fail to provide a deeper context
        that addresses the poor relative to the other economic groups. One might expect that limited media
        attention to inequality, class, and class conflict would stunt Americans’ awareness of inequality and the
        economic divide. I devote the next chapter to evaluating this point.
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    INEQUALITY AND MEDIA EFFECTS ON
    PUBLIC OPINION


    
      Public distrust of the media is pervasive. In 2018, 62 percent of Americans agreed that “traditional news media”
      were “biased” in how they report issues; a year earlier, 55 percent believed news stories were “often
      inaccurate.”1 Media bias was seen as heavily liberal. Sixty-four percent of Americans in 2017 believed the media
      favored Democrats, and a plurality felt the media shared a “liberal bias.”2
    


    
      Distrust of the media has been intensifying for decades.3 The belief that journalists are liberally biased is a victory for conservatives,
      who have propagated the claim, despite scholarly studies concluding this bias does not exist.4 The evidence from this chapter adds additional weight to
      the conclusion from Chapter 6 that the media are biased in favor of corporate
      and business interests, not liberal ones. By failing to encourage Americans to think about inequality, media play
      a vital hegemonic role in suppressing critical economic consciousness.
    


    
      In assessing the effects of the news on public opinion, I analyze both survey and experimental data. I examine
      Pew surveys from the late 2000s and early 2010s—from July 2007, July 2009, December
      2010, March 2011, and July 2013—asking about media consumption via overall attention to the news and to specific
      news outlets. Surveys also asked about beliefs regarding whether inequality is growing and whether the nation is
      divided between haves and have-nots.
    


    
      Numerous polls survey the public about their attention to the news. The July 2007 survey asked Americans about
      whether they followed the news “only when something important is happening” or “closely most of the time, whether
      or not something important is happening.” It asked whether they “get most” of their “news about national and
      international” events from various venues—including local television news; national television, such as CBS,
      NBC, or ABC; and cable outlets, such as Fox
      News, CNN, and MSNBC. The December 2010 survey
      measured the breadth of news attention, distinguishing between those getting their news from multiple television
      sources and elsewhere, compared to relying on just one source. The March 2011 survey asked how often Americans
      follow individual news sources: “never,” “hardly ever,” “sometimes,” or “regularly.” These sources include the
      New York Times, local newspapers, National Public Radio (NPR),
      broadcast nightly news (CBS, NBC, or ABC), and cable news (Fox News, CNN, and MSNBC).
      Finally, the July 2013 survey asked whether Americans follow local television news, broadcast television (CBS,
      NBC, or ABC), and cable (Fox News, CNN, and MSNBC). This is quite a diversity of
      estimates for measuring media consumption.
    


    
      Numerous Pew questions measure public beliefs about inequality, the economic divide, and corporate power. On
      inequality, the December 2010 Pew survey asked Americans if “the country is making progress, losing ground, or if
      things are about the same as they have been” concerning “the gap between the rich and poor.” The question
      provides a baseline for measuring knowledge of inequality, although it does not gauge knowledge about the
      severity of inequality, as reflected in asking whether Americans agree there is an economic divide between haves
      and have-nots. I include the haves/have-nots measure from Pew’s July 2007 and March 2011 surveys. The March 2011
      Pew survey also asked about who holds power in the U.S. and whether the economy is structured so that enough
      opportunity exists for “average” Americans to succeed. More specifically, Pew asked whether Americans believed:
    


    
      	“too much power is concentrated in the hands of a few large companies” or that “the largest companies do not
      have too much power.”


      	“business corporations make too much profit” or “a fair and reasonable amount of profit.”


      	“hard work and determination are no guarantee of success for most people” or that “most people who want to
      get ahead can make it if they’re willing to work hard.”

    


    
      These questions provide indirect measures of whether Americans hold a critical
      consciousness concerning corporate power, perceptions of excessive corporate profitability, and opinions on
      whether the “average” American can “make it” in the modern economy. The first two measures indirectly speak to
      inequality, measuring perceptions of a divide between corporate elites and the masses. The final measure has
      relevance to inequality because individuals agreeing that hard work is no guarantee of success are more likely to
      recognize the economic divide.
    


    
      Critical economic consciousness may also be measured indirectly via opinions on government policies aiding the
      poor. If the media direct sympathetic attention to the poor, greater consumption of the news should produce
      increasingly positive views of the disadvantaged. With this point in mind, I analyze the
      relationship between media consumption and these questions from Pew’s March 2011 survey:
    


    
      	whether “poor people have it easy because they can get government benefits without doing anything in return”
      or “poor people have hard lives because government benefits don’t go far enough to help them live decently.”


      	whether “government should do more to help needy Americans, even if it means going deeper into debt” or that
      “government today can’t afford to do much to help the needy.”

    


    
      Political attitudes on health care and opinions of the Democratic and Republican parties—specifically how they
      represent working Americans and those unable to afford health insurance—are also examined. If the media devote
      sympathetic attention to the poor, consumption of the news may produce greater support for health-care policies
      aimed at reducing poverty. If the media heavily report on issues of inequality and poverty in ways that are
      sympathetic to the poor, heavier media consumers may be more likely to support efforts to reduce
      health-care–related inequality through taxes on the rich and efforts to provide health insurance to the poor.
      Finally, if the media report on the differences between the two political parties on inequality, then greater
      consumption of the news should produce greater recognition that the Democratic Party
      more often promotes policies benefitting working-class and poorer Americans, at least relative to Republicans.
      This is expected considering Democratic efforts—via “Obama-care”—to strengthen Medicaid for the poor and
      subsidize health insurance for working Americans.
    


    
      To measure political-economic attitudes of the parties, I rely on Pew’s July 2013
      survey, asking Americans about their consumption of various media and whether they believe the Republican Party or Democratic Party “cares about working-class Americans.” For health care, I
      examine questions from Pew’s July 2009 survey, asking about government-funded health insurance, spending federal
      revenues to help uninsured Americans afford health care, taxes on the wealthy to pay for health insurance for the
      uninsured, and government efforts to prohibit preexisting condition denials for sick Americans.
    


    
      Finally, I analyze polling from the 2016 election covering opinions on racial and gender discrimination and
      inequality. The 2016 Pew survey asked Americans “how closely” they followed “news about candidates for the 2016
      presidential election.” Regarding sexism and gender discrimination, it asked about whether Americans recognized
      “significant obstacles” exist “that make it harder for women to get ahead than men” or whether “obstacles that
      once made it harder for women than men to get ahead are now largely gone.” For racism and racial inequality,
      respondents were asked “how much more difficult”—“a lot,” “a little,” or “no more difficult”—it is “to be black
      in this country than it is to be white?” These questions allow me to measure whether
      attention to election news was associated with recognition of racial and gender inequality.
    


    
      Media Experiments


      
        Supplementing my discussion of media effects, I completed two waves of experiments from 2011 to 2012,
        separately from the interviews that I completed.5 Experiments suffer from an “external validity” problem considering their
        artificial nature, with the results not being generalizable to the broader U.S. population. But such studies
        are valuable, when combined with real-world data, in arguing for cause-and-effect
        relationships. My experiments included nearly 250 students from a Midwestern college, all from a moderately
        sized metropolitan region. Participants were told the experiment would provide students with more information
        about important economic issues in America. Participants were divided into two different groups in the 2011
        experiment: one exposed to conservative information downplaying class, inequality, and the economic divide and
        the other drawing attention to these issues.6
        A third group was included in my 2012 experiment, exposing participants to both conservative and progressive
        views on inequality.7 I refer to the group
        focusing on inequality as the “inequality exposure” group and the group with
        information downplaying inequality as the “inequality denial” group; the group
        exposed to both conservative and progressive-left attitudes is the “mixed” group. Participants were randomly
        assigned to a group, to protect against a self-selection bias, in which individuals expose themselves to
        information fitting preexisting ideologies.
      


      
        Below, I describe the news stories and articles that students consumed. Some discussed the U.S. as defined by
        rising economic insecurity and growing inequality. Others downplayed U.S. inequality, focusing
        on how the poor avoid paying (some) taxes and on poor Americans’ access to cheap consumer goods as a measure of
        well-being.
      


      
        Participants were asked several pretest questions, to gauge their prior attitudes about inequality. These
        included:
      


      
        	Whether one agrees or disagrees that “the rich get richer and the poor get poorer.”


        	Whether or not “there is too much power in the hands of a few rich people and large corporations.”


        	If one agrees or disagrees “differences in income in America are too large.”


        	If “America is divided into haves and have-nots” or if one does not “think of America that way.”


        	Whether or not “the rich should pay more taxes.”

      


      
        Participants were asked these questions again in their posttest, to measure whether their opinions changed
        after exposure to news stories. The findings speak to what may happen to public opinion
        when Americans are exposed to information that explicitly highlights or downplays inequality. Participants were
        also asked to write a reflection on the articles, to better assess what effects were discernable from the
        experiments.
      


      
        Participants in the “inequality denial” group were exposed to five stories from conservative sources
        downplaying inequality. The articles included a Foxnews.com story, “The Specter of Poverty in America,”
        and accompanying articles from the Heritage Foundation and the National Review questioning the meaning of poverty. The Fox story argued that,
        despite tens of millions of Americans being classified as poor by the U.S. Census, one should “look behind
        these numbers” to “the actual living conditions of the individuals the government deems poor.… For most
        Americans, the word ‘poverty’ suggests destitution: an inability to provide a family with nutritious food,
        clothing, and reasonable shelter. But only a small number classified as ‘poor’ by the Census fit that
        description.” The story reported that most poor Americans have access to air conditioning, a car, television,
        DVD players, cable or satellite television, video games, and microwaves, refrigerators, stoves, clothes washers
        and dryers.8
      


      
        Reinforcing Fox’s position, the National Review reported that the “average” person classified as
        poor (in 2005) “had enough money in the past year to meet essential needs, including adequate food and medical
        care.” For these reasons, “Census officials continue to grossly exaggerate the numbers of the poor, creating a
        false picture in the public mind of widespread material deprivation.”9 Heritage claimed census poverty reports were “misleading and inaccurate”
        and that “official U.S. government poverty statistics” created a “misleading negative picture” of
        poverty.10
      


      
        These three articles share a common theme—depicting the U.S. as a nation of haves. “Poverty” is not real, hence
        the use of quote marks to refer to an alleged state of being that is nothing more than a state of mind. “Poor”
        Americans are really well off because of their access to consumer items, food, and health care. And if the
        average American enjoys a decent standard of living, why be concerned with inequality? These views reveal an
        embrace of hegemonic thinking about inequality and fail to recognize the precarious situation many workers face
        in the neoliberal era. They elevate access to consumer goods to the ultimate sign of well-being, reinforcing
        Marcuse’s lament of the “one-dimensional man.” The worship of consumer goods and the status they confer is a
        hallmark of commodity fetishism. By looking at goods based on their “use value” in the marketplace, one
        neglects the centrality of labor to the production process and to the value of goods and services.
      


      
        The remaining two articles in the “inequality denial” group referred to negative stereotypes of the poor. One,
        published by ABC News in October 2011, chronicled the caustic comments of
        2012 Republican presidential candidates Herman Cain and Mitt Romney about inequality and poverty. The
        candidates spoke derisively of the Occupy Wall Street movement, framing it as comprising extremists and lazy know-nothings. Romney criticized the protesters for promoting “class
        warfare,” invoking a common right-wing theme about the allegedly fictitious economic divide, which only exists
        in the minds of numerous Americans because liberals complain about poverty in a land of endless opportunity.
        Cain chided protesters: “don’t blame Wall Street, don’t blame the big banks, if you
        don’t have a job and you’re not rich, blame yourself! It is not a person’s fault because they succeeded, it is
        a person’s fault if they failed.”11 From
        these comments, poverty and inequality are red herrings—artificial constructs that only receive attention
        because of leftist agitators.
      


      
        Finally, a 2010 piece by Foxnews.com discussed
        alleged tax evasion by the poor. A prelude to Romney’s own election-period attacks on the poor for not paying
        taxes, it stated: “About 47 percent [of Americans] will pay no federal income taxes at all for 2009. Either
        their incomes were too low, or they qualified for enough credits, deductions, and exemptions to eliminate their
        [income tax] liability.” The overall thrust of the piece emphasized “a tax system that exempts almost half of
        Americans from paying for programs that benefit everyone, including national defense, public safety,
        infrastructure, and education.”12 This
        article is also one sided, however, since it fails to report that poor Americans pay into the national payroll
        tax, state and local property taxes, state income taxes, and state and local sales taxes.
      


      
        Based on the above points, one might conclude that the economic divide is manufactured. Half the Americans
        (allegedly) are so well off that they do not pay taxes for essential services. Coupled with their supposedly
        high standard of living, the poor enjoy widespread access to consumer goods. In contrast, hardworking Americans
        are punished by crushing taxes that are confiscated by the “lazy” “poor.” Class, poverty, and inequality, it is
        implied, are meaningless concepts, fabricated by people who take advantage of the gullibility of liberal
        supporters of “big government.”
      


      
        The conservative position on poverty reinforces hegemonic efforts to suppress discussions of inequality, while
        obscuring evidence that tens of millions struggle to secure affordable health care, pay for higher education
        and rising student loan debts, and afford healthy foods. While Americans enjoy greater access to affordable
        consumer goods today, focusing exclusively on such goods risks, to borrow from Marcuse, falling into
        one-dimensional notions of existence. It obscures other measures of poverty, revealing real differences between
        affluent and poor Americans.
      


      
        Numerous social indicators suggest poverty is real, contrary to hegemonic claims. At the time of my
        experiments, an estimated 49 million Americans were uninsured—17 percent of the population.13 By the late 2000s, research suggested that a lack of
        insurance produced tens of thousands of deaths each year.14 Other health issues are also tied to poverty. The link between poverty and
        obesity is well established, with poorer Americans struggling to afford healthier foods and being at greater
        risk for diabetes.15 Poverty is linked to
        limited access to legal services, greater housing instability, and poorer educational
        performance.16 In sum, poverty produces
        outcomes that separate the disadvantaged from the affluent and diminish quality of life. These facts are
        obscured by focusing on consumer amenities and by the fetishization of commodities, independent of the
        precarious work conditions that produce those commodities. While the costs of consumer amenities like
        televisions, cell phones, personal computers, and children’s toys have fallen in recent years, the costs of
        essential goods like education and health care have grown well beyond inflation.17
      


      
        Ignoring the rising costs of goods such as education and health care means creating an inflated image of the
        living standards of the poor. Such attacks are a dominant characteristic of class warfare, even if
        conservatives, ironically, deny that class and poverty are real. I expect that one-sided portrayals of the poor
        will make experiment participants more likely to accept hegemonic views that downplay the economic divide.
      


      
        For those in the “inequality exposure” group, stories drew attention to growing
        economic distress under the neoliberal economy. Whereas the “inequality denial”
        group emphasized how poverty did not exist, stories supplied to those in the “inequality exposure” group
        stressed numerous ways that “making it” is more difficult in contemporary America than in the past.
      


      
        Four articles and one online video were included in the “inequality exposure” group. Two stories focused on
        record inequality in the U.S. One 2009 article from the website “Common Dreams,” discussed the income gap
        between wealthy Americans and the masses as “larger now than during the Great Depression.” It reported that the
        top 10 percent of Americans earned nearly half of all wages. Editorializing, the article depicted it as “beyond
        absurd” for Wall Street executives to receive eight-figure bonuses with taxpayer funds used to bailout American
        banks from the 2008 economic crash. The article stressed the economic divide between the wealthy and the
        masses. This was apparent in language referring to “these people”—the wealthy—who “are being rewarded for the
        same kind of activities that got us into this mess to begin with—risky, highly leveraged security
        trading.”18
      


      
        Also included in the “inequality group” was a 2011 clip from Jon Stewart’s Daily
        Show. Titled “World of Class Warfare,” it began by discussing an op-ed from billionaire investor Warren
        Buffet, who warned that “while most Americans struggle to make ends meet, we mega-rich continue to get our
        extraordinary tax breaks. My friends and I have been coddled long enough.” The segment addressed claims that
        the poor are not really poor, with Stewart speaking derisively about hegemonic attacks on poor Americans
        for not paying income taxes. He highlighted statistics revealing that wealth inequality reached a record level
        by the early 2010s, with the bottom half of Americans holding 2.5 percent of all wealth. In contrast, the
        wealthiest 20 percent had nearly 75 percent of all wealth. A family of four in the poorest 20 percent of the
        income distribution, Stewart reported, earned just $22,350 a year in 2010. Such low incomes, he argued, undermined claims that poor Americans were not really “poor.” Finally, Stewart lambasted
        the notion that poor people are “haves” because they have access to household appliances, calling this position
        class warfare, promoted on behalf of economic elites.19 Stewart’s message was simple: considering their economic troubles, to focus
        simply on consumer goods is to miss the many ways the poor struggle in contemporary America.
      


      
        Other news stories elaborated on the economic struggles faced by many Americans. One piece from the
        Huffington Post reported that the U.S. poverty rate reached more than 15
        percent by late 2011, reaching its “highest level since 1993.” It reported: “nearly 50 million Americans lacked
        health insurance in 2010.”20 By focusing on
        struggles securing health care, the article directed attention away from simply looking at consumer amenities,
        and toward the extent to which Americans benefitted from health security.
      


      
        A fourth piece by Gallup reported that 18.5 percent of Americans were unemployed or
        underemployed (working part-time jobs but looking for full-time work) by late 2011. The article warned that
        Americans downplay economic distress: “focusing merely on unemployment instead of underemployment tends to
        ignore the hardship facing millions of Americans forced to work part-time.”21 While many Americans look at the unemployment measure as an indicator of
        well-being, the inability of many to secure high enough earnings to pay for their needs speaks to an important
        aspect of poverty. The emphasis on worker insecurity is counterhegemonic. It expands our understanding of
        “well-being” beyond consumerist notions of affluence that are embraced by the one-dimensional man. Of what
        value are trinkets, we may ask, if workers struggle to earn decent wages and pay for vital services such as
        health care, education, and healthy foods?
      


      
        Finally, a fifth article by the progressive outlet Alternet turned the tables on the narrative that the
        poor are freeloaders. It reported that nearly two-thirds of American corporations managed to avoid paying
        income taxes at some point in the late 2000s. The piece chronicled the actions of a progressive group, U.S.
        Uncut, which protested across dozens of cities in 2011, drawing attention to corporate tax
        avoidance.22 The Alternet piece runs
        contrary to arguments that the poor get a free ride, instead establishing a divide between the masses who pay
        taxes and corporations that avoid paying their share.
      


      
        The three articles above stress the prominence of inequality in contemporary America. They focus explicit
        attention on class conflict and the economic divide. They highlight the increasing financial hardship of “main
        street” America, post 2008, despite and the wealthy improving their financial situations through large
        corporations posting record profits (in the 2010s). With the rise of alienated labor
        under neoliberalism, stories emphasizing growing worker insecurity speak to a disconnect between workers and
        employers. They undermine the hegemonic myth that “working hard” guarantees “success” in the “land of
        opportunity.”
      


      
        A third group was exposed to a “mix” of stories. This group participated in the 2012 experiment only and were
        asked to read all 10 articles/segments from the “inequality exposure” and “inequality denial” groups. This is not a “control group”; its members were
        exposed to arguments on both sides of the inequality debate. Still, including this group helps to measure how
        coverage of competing messages on inequality may affect audiences.
      


      
        For my 2018 Qualtrics survey, I measured how opinions on the declining costs of consumer goods were associated
        with perceptions of how well Americans live. This analysis assessed whether commodity fetishism operates as a
        hegemonic force to deter critical thinking about declining living standards for the masses.23 If Americans define affluence through consumerism,
        they may be less likely to think about the insecurities many face in a time of record inequality.
      

    

    
      National Findings


      
        The media have at best a limited impact on encouraging greater awareness of inequality. U.S. media do not
        explicitly emphasize inequality, class, or class conflict. Hegemony theory maintains that media corporations
        serve upper-class interests by directing attention away from inequality, and that claim is reinforced by my
        findings.
      


      
        While many scholars claim that partisan cable has brought massive change to how the news is reported, I find
        conflicted evidence of this for inequality coverage. Fox News is not very
        concerned with covering class issues and the economic divide. Its aversion to discussing class and inequality
        overlaps with standard operating procedure in corporate media outlets.
      


      
        MSNBC devoted little attention to class, inequality, or the economic divide
        from 2006 to 2008 but reported somewhat more often on these issues from 2009 to 2013. And the outlet has
        devoted considerable attention to the working poor and those earning the minimum wage. This trend represents a
        partial exception to hegemonic claims established in the last chapter. Still, MSNBC is the exception to
        the rule, not the norm.
      


      
        Considering the above trends, I expect that attention to the news will be associated with a somewhat heightened
        awareness of inequality, given the relatively greater attention to inequality-related issues such as
        unemployment and the working poor, despite the less frequent reporting on inequality and class divisions. With
        journalists’ consistent failure to emphasize the latter three issues, I also expect to find weak to nonexistent
        relationship between news consumption and beliefs about the divide between haves and have-nots.
      


      
        My analysis suggests that the media may have some, albeit a weak impact, on public opinion by encouraging
        awareness of inequality. In Pew’s December 2010 poll, heavier news consumption is only mildly significant as a
        predictor of opinions that U.S. inequality is increasing, statistically controlling for respondents’ gender,
        age, education, race, income, partisanship, and ideology.24 While 66 percent of heavier news consumers recognized that inequality was
        increasing, the number was only 9 percentage points lower for lighter news viewers. This difference between
        lighter and heavier consumers (Figure 7.1) is not very meaningful, as
        greater consumption increases the statistical likelihood of recognizing inequality by just 11 percent,
        controlling for other factors in my analysis.25 Furthermore, there is no significant relationship between heavier television
        news consumption and awareness of rising inequality, controlling for other factors.26 These results suggest the relationship between news consumption and
        knowledge of inequality is tenuous at best.
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          FIGURE 7.1 Media Consumption and Awareness of Inequality
          

        


        
          Controls: gender, age, education, race, income, partisanship, ideology
        


        
          Significance levels: * = 10% ** = 5% *** = 1% **** = 0.1%
        


        
          Source: Pew Research Center, December 2010 Survey
        

      


      
        Infrequent news coverage of inequality and class appears to deter many Americans from forming a critical
        economic consciousness. My analyses of Pew’s July 2007 and March 2011 surveys find that consumption of various
        news sources is unrelated or negatively associated with holding inequality-related attitudes. The results for
        2007 are reviewed in Figure 7.2, as related to opinions on whether the
        U.S. is divided between haves and have-nots.
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          FIGURE 7.2 Media Consumption and Opinions on the Economic Divide
          

        


        
          Controls: gender, age, education, race, income, partisanship, ideology
        


        
          Significance levels: * = 10% ** = 5% *** = 1% **** = 0.1%
        


        
          Source: Pew Research Center, December 2010 Survey
        

      


      
        Consumption of NBC, ABC, CBS, CNN, and local television news are all
        statistically unrelated to attitudes about the economic divide. Fox News consumption is associated with
        a growing likelihood of rejecting the economic divide. For only one news outlet—MSNBC—is media
        consumption linked  significantly with a greater likelihood of recognizing the economic divide. Finally, for
        the most general measure of attention to the news, heavier news consumers are no more likely than lighter
        consumers to recognize the economic divide.
      


      
        MSNBC’s impact on public attitudes is not surprising, considering the channel’s liberal politics, its
        prioritization of reporting on the working poor, and its more commonly occurring references to
        inequality.27 But outside of this finding,
        there is little to suggest the media encourage critical awareness of inequality. Other factors in my analysis
        (Figures 7.1 and 7.2) are
        better predictors of awareness of inequality, including education, ideology, age, gender, partisanship, income,
        and race.
      


      
          
      


      
        The March 2011 Pew survey reinforces my findings thus far. Only infrequently is
        news consumption associated with opinions about class and inequality. Figure 7.3 documents the relationship between media consumption and opinions on whether
        the poor have “easy” or “difficult” lives, controlling for gender, age, education, race, income, partisanship,
        ideology, and consumption of each media venue. For consumption of ABC, NBC, and CBS; Fox News and MSNBC; NPR; and local newspapers,
        attention to the news is not associated with attitudes toward the poor. For the New York Times, readership is only mildly significant and weak as a predictor of the
        opinions of the poor, which I expected considering the outlet devotes modest attention to inequality, class,
        and problems facing the working poor.
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          FIGURE 7.3 Media Consumption and Sympathy for the Poor
          

        


        
          Controls: gender, age, education, race, income, partisanship, ideology
        


        
          Significance levels: * = 10% ** = 5% *** = 1% **** = 0.1%
        


        
          Source: Pew Research Center, December 2010 Survey
        

      


      
        To the extent that media consumption predicts attitudes toward the poor, for two of the three significant
        factors—attention to Glenn Beck and Rush Limbaugh—media consumers are more likely to hold negative views
        toward the poor. This should be expected, considering these are conservative venues and
        in light of the stereotypes far-right media pundits disseminate against the poor. In only one venue—Jon
        Stewart’s Daily Show, is media consumption a
        significant and meaningful predictor of sympathy toward the poor. This should be expected, considering (as
        previously discussed) Stewart’s willingness to combat conservative attacks on the poor.
      


      
        For opinions on whether the government can afford to help the needy, only consumption of CNN is a significant predictor of respondents’ attitudes. For Pew’s question about
        whether those “who want to work hard can get ahead,” or if “hard work and determination are no guarantee of
        success,” there is not a single media outlet for which media consumption is associated with mobility attitudes
        for any of the news venues analyzed. The same outcome is observed for whether business corporations make “too
        much profit” or “a fair, reasonable amount of profit.” Media consumption, across all venues examined, is
        irrelevant to opinions about corporate profits.
      


      
        If media actively cover the plight of the poor and regularly contextualize their struggles, there is little
        evidence of it here. And there is little indication that journalists are consistently reporting on economic
        issues so as to make news consumers critical of corporate profits and power. My findings consistently suggest a
        minimal to nonexistent role for corporate media in cultivating progressive inequality-related attitudes. Some
        outlets are effective in promoting conservative views, including talk radio and cable (Fox) news. In
        only a few cases—MSNBC and Stewart’s Daily Show—is consumption of the news associated with
        progressive inequality and class attitudes. Even then, the Daily Show is tangential to mainstream
        corporate news. It is a comedy entertainment program, not a news show.
      


      
        Finally, my analyses of the July 2009 and July 2013 surveys reveal that news consumption is a poor predictor of
        public opinion on issues indirectly related to inequality. Consumption of local news, ABC, CBS, NBC, CNN,
        MSNBC, and Fox News is not statistically related to attitudes about “raising taxes on families
        making more than $350,000 a year, and individuals making more than $280,000 a year” in order to expand health
        care for the uninsured. Media consumption for these outlets is also unassociated with three other questions
        relating to poverty:
      


      
        	If government should grant “financial help for those who can’t afford” insurance.


        	If “a government health insurance plan” should be created “to compete with private health insurance
        plans.”


        	If insurance companies should be required “to sell health coverage to people, even if they have
        pre-existing conditions.”

      


      
        For the 2013 survey, consumption of local news, ABC, CBS, NBC, CNN, MSNBC, and Fox News is
        unrelated to attitudes about whether the Republican or Democratic Party cares about
        “working-class Americans.” If media coverage were dealing with inequality and class, one would expect greater
        news consumption to produce more progressive political attitudes on government aid to the needy. This, however,
        is not the case.
      

    

    
      Inequality and the
      2016 Election


      
        Chapter 6 concluded that various forms of inequality were not well reported
        in the 2016 election, despite many Americans’ concerns with economic insecurity and gender and racial inequality. Racial inequality and racism received more
        attention than economic inequality and class, although race-related stories were not highly frequent. Reporting
        on sexism and gender inequality was less frequent, as were discussions of individuals experiencing
        intersectional sexism and racism. Considering these findings, I expect that media consumption will have no
        impact on attitudes about gender inequality and a weak impact on racial attitudes. Intersectionality receives
        so little attention from pollsters that it precludes an analysis of how well it registered with the public as
        related to the 2016 election.
      


      
        I analyzed Pew polling from the 2016 election season, to assess what role media had on impacting how Americans
        thought about inequality. Unfortunately, there were no questions about economic inequality in a survey that
        also measured attention to election reporting. But measures of attitudes about racial and gender inequality
        were available, as related to news consumption. These items gauged opinions on (1) whether “white people
        benefit a great deal from advantages in society that black people do not have” and (2) if “there are still
        significant obstacles that make it harder for women to get ahead than men,” or if “the obstacles that once made
        it harder for women than men to get ahead are now largely gone.”
      


      
        Figure 7.4 assesses the relationship between attention to election
        coverage and awareness of race- and gender-based discrimination and inequality. Those paying the greatest
        attention to election news were only 7 percentage points more likely to recognize that women continue to face
        obstacles to success, compared to those paying the least attention. Increased consumption of election news is
        not significantly associated with recognition that women face obstacles that prevent them from “getting
        ahead.” Since attention to racism and racial inequality was moderately more common, I expected there to be a
        modest, significant relationship between news consumption and recognition that white people benefit from
        advantages blacks do not. This is what I find in Figure 7.4. Americans
        paying the closest attention to election news were 15 percentage points more likely than those paying the least
        attention to recognize that whites enjoy advantages over blacks. This moderate difference, however, is not
        incredibly meaningful, since media consumption makes one only 9 percent more likely to recognize racial
        inequality, controlling for other factors in Figure 7.4.
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          FIGURE 7.4 Gender and Racial Inequality in the 2016 Election
          

        


        
          Controls: gender, age, education, race, income, partisanship, ideology
        


        
          Significance levels: * = 10% ** = 5% *** = 1% **** = 0.1%
        


        
          Source: Pew Research Center Poll, June 2016
        

      


      
           
        
      


      
        On election issues, news media have a poor record of reporting on inequality. Furthermore, intersectional
        inequality is so outside the political mainstream that it was almost entirely ignored in the 2016 election
        coverage. This neglect is also apparent among major polling firms, which fail to address intersecting forms of
        repression.28 This reluctance should not be
        taken to suggest intersectionality is irrelevant, since empirical research documents how intersecting
        identities for race, gender, and class influence how individuals from disadvantaged groups look at politics.
        Whether we are speaking of black men, poorer black women, or higher-income white men, intersectional identities
        impact how Americans look at politics and inequality, even if this is not recognized in the news.29
      

    

    
       Experimental Effects


      
        Despite little evidence of demonstrated effects on public opinion, the media have the potential to encourage
        awareness of inequality. This point is reinforced by two pieces of evidence. First, the media already appear to
        have some impact on economic consciousness, looking at venues like MSNBC and
        the Daily Show, consumption of which is associated with liberal attitudes on
        inequality, after controlling for audiences’ partisan and ideological leanings. Second, my experimental
        findings suggest it is possible to shift public attitudes about inequality when consumers engage with
        stories that explicitly suggest that class divisions and economic inequality are prominent features of American
        life.
      


      
        Drawing on my experimental results, Figures 7.5–7.11, provide evidence across six survey questions of the potential power of the media
        to impact public opinion.30 For opinions on
        whether “the rich get richer and the poor get poorer” (Figures 7.5 and
        7.6), exposure to conservative news stories that downplay poverty
        produces greater opposition to recognizing rising inequality. In contrast, both experiment waves find that
        exposure to news stories discussing inequality, poverty, and tax policies that benefit the wealthy increases
        awareness of the growing divide between the rich and poor.
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          FIGURE 7.5 Changing Attitudes About Growing Inequality (2011)
          

        


        
          Two-sample mean comparison test for both posttest groups (inequality group and inequality denial group):
          Significance level: 0.1%
        


        
          Source: Author’s data
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          FIGURE 7.6 Changing Attitudes About Growing Inequality (2012)
          

        


        
          Two-sample mean comparison test for both posttest groups (inequality group and inequality denial group):
          Significance level: 0.1%
        


        
          Source: Author’s data
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          FIGURE 7.11 Changing Attitudes on Taxes for the Rich (2012)
          

        


        
          Two sample mean comparison test for both posttest groups (inequality group and inequality denial group):
          Significance level: 1%
        


        
          Source: Author’s data
        

      


      
         
      


      
           
      


      


      
          
      


      


      
          
      


      
         
      


      
        Participants were asked to reflect on what they learned from the stories they consumed.
        The type of information to which they were exposed clearly impacted their beliefs. A participant in the
        inequality exposure group reflected on his growing concern with poverty and
        inequality, in relation to tax cuts for the rich:
      


      
        Poverty has jumped to the highest level we’ve seen in a long time. This is sad that it’s increasing so much and
        destroying our country. Rich people have way too much power and are taking over our country. Instead of helping
        the people that really need help we are just helping the rich. We are doing this by giving them tax breaks and
        bailing them out, while they mess this country up even more. I feel like our government hates everyone except
        the rich. Every time I turn my head they’re just getting richer and richer.31
      


      
        These comments were clearly linked to article content, which focused on rising poverty amid reports that many
        corporations were avoiding federal income taxes. The above participant’s reflection suggests that reporting on
        tax cuts for the wealthy has the potential to polarize consumers, intensifying their distrust of the rich,
        while heightening awareness of inequality.
      


      
        Fluctuations in willingness to recognize the economic divide were also measured in the spring 2012 experiment.
        Exposure to information in the “inequality denial” group encouraged growth in conservative views, via
        participants’ increased reluctance to recognize the economic divide, while consumption of stories from the
        “inequality exposure” group had the opposite effect. For those in the “inequality denial” group, reports on
        widespread public access to consumer goods had an impact on participants’ attitudes. As one individual
        reflected:
      


      
        I was shocked when I saw what some people who “live in poverty” have, such as cable TV, game systems, etc. The
        biggest shock was the average house size for the poor. The average was three bedrooms, two and a half
        bathrooms, and a garage; the houses were even bigger than most average European houses. In my family, we have
        always lived somewhat below our means. That way we are able to buy nice things and the extras on occasion. But
        many in poverty don’t know how to save, which prompts them to get into trouble and become dependent upon the
        government.32
      


      
        Other participants responded to conservative information by defining poverty based on the inability to provide
        for food and shelter, while sympathizing with the notion that all Americans are “haves” because of their access
        to consumer goods. The extent to which poor Americans have access to consumer amenities surprised many
        participants, who felt the Heritage Foundation, Fox
        News, and National Review articles “opened”
        their eyes to the “fiction” of American poverty:
      


      
        
          The public doesn’t know what poverty is. Poverty is not a big screen television or air conditioning. The
          average American defined as poor owns a refrigerator, stove, a clothes washer and dryer, and a microwave.
          They have two color televisions, cable, a VCR or DVD player, air conditioning, and a car. The family, by this
          account is not hungry and has sufficient funds for their needs.33
        


        
          When I think of poor people, I think of homeless, or on the verge of being evicted. Basically having nothing.
          Having not only a house or car, but your own room, a television, air conditioning, and an X Box? That doesn’t
          sound like poor to me. It sounds like the average middle-class family.34
        


        
          People who can afford the luxuries listed by these news sources shouldn’t be receiving government assistance.
          If those in government that give assistance thoroughly examined the conditions of those they are giving
          assistance to, they would reconsider all the money being needlessly wasting.35
        


        
          People are claiming they’re poor, but this isn’t anything compared to people who don’t have clean clothing,
          don’t have a house, or don’t have clean running water. And they sure don’t have air conditioning. I think
          there’s very little real poverty in this country.36
        


        
          I thought poverty was someone living in extreme conditions, like a homeless person. Or a family living in a
          run-down home or shack, wearing dirty ragged clothes and not having enough money to afford food. It’s people
          receiving groceries from food pantries and eating free meals from soup kitchens. Clearly, I was wrong when
          someone living in poverty has the same amenities as non-poverty households.37
        


        
          These poor households sound similar to my household, and I don’t consider myself to be poor.… If they have
          enough money to buy game systems, then they’re doing just fine. These statistics make me think the poor are
          just looking for handouts because they are less fortunate than rich families. But so what? Life is what you
          make it.38
        

      


      


      
        The above reactions suggest that numerous considerations in the “inequality denial” group were driving the
        reluctance to recognize poverty. Central to this reluctance is the belief, encouraged by conservative media,
        that all Americans live well because of access to consumer goods. This belief led participants to conclude that
        the “poor” are nearly identical to the middle class, even enjoying luxurious goods, perhaps beyond what the
        poor deserve. This punitive approach to dealing with poverty speaks to the lack of solidarity with the
        disadvantaged in a nation where most all Americans see themselves as middle class. If poor people are living
        well, the thinking goes, they should not receive welfare.
      


      
        The above findings suggest many Americans’ “understandings” of poverty may be
        underdeveloped. There was little substantive understanding of poverty, as it exists in the U.S., among many
        experiment participants. This misunderstanding is shared by millions of Americans—who apparently believe that
        most people can be classified as middle class so long as they are not homeless or starving. National polls
        reveal most Americans see poverty as defined by “homelessness, hunger, and failure to meet basic needs” rather
        than based on one’s income or struggles to pay bills.39 The vast majority of Americans see themselves as “middle-class”; only about
        one in 10 see themselves as poor.40 And the
        most common parts of the definition of poverty—at least for those who do not identify as poor—include
        these cleavage points: having/not having enough to eat; holding/not holding a job; and having a home/being
        homeless.41 In contrast, Americans
        identifying as poor provide a more grounded definition based in the real-world struggles of the poor, the vast
        majority of whom are not homeless or starving. Their definition includes not earning a high enough income to
        pay their bills, “living paycheck to paycheck,” and lacking access to adequate health insurance.42
      


      
        The heavy-handed definition of poverty preferred by the masses fixates on homelessness and absolute
        deprivation. It speaks to the stunted way many Americans look at poverty, compared to the way the poor
        experience it. A plurality of Americans—50 percent—drastically overestimate how much poverty exists in the
        U.S.—estimating (in 2014) that between 25 and 35 percent of Americans were “living below the federal poverty
        line.”43 Another 25 percent had no idea how
        many Americans were poor, while 5 percent underestimated poverty by claiming that just 5 percent of the
        population was poor. Just 20 percent correctly identified the federally defined poverty rate, standing at 15
        percent of Americans.44 In sum, the
        overwhelming majority of Americans—80 percent—are not aware of the number of poor people in their own country.
      


      
        The above statistics are troublesome for those maintaining that Americans have a sufficient understanding of
        poverty and inequality. If most all Americans are middle class, then it is simply not possible for a quarter to
        third of the population to also be in poverty. Adopting a conservative estimate of American ignorance—by
        accepting the 15 percent official federal poverty rate estimate and the public’s definition of poverty
        as focused on “hunger and homelessness”—would suggest a massive destabilization of the nation, one that is
        potentially revolutionary in nature. In New York City, it would mean approximately
        1.3 million people on the verge of homelessness or desperately wandering the streets, out of a population of
        8.6 million and 400,000 homeless or nearly homeless individuals in Chicago out of a population of 2.7 million.
        Using the overestimate of poverty (25–35 percent of the population) that was provided by a plurality of
        Americans, coupled with the popular “hunger and homelessness” definition, would mean 2.15 million to 3 million
        hungry, homeless/on the verge of homeless, and transient individuals in New York City and 675,000–950,000
        in Chicago. Such estimates are absurd on their face and
        suggest how out of touch public opinion is with the realities of poverty.
      


      
        It is (perhaps) unlikely that the “average” American would claim that millions of homeless people are roaming
        the streets of American cities. But this point merely reinforces the conclusion that Americans know little
        about poverty, considering their apparent ignorance to what a 25–35 percent national poverty rate—one defined
        primarily by hunger and homelessness—would look like in the real world. The nation’s actual homeless population
        stands at approximately 0.15 percent of the total population, or at half a million people.45 Even during the worst economic conditions this
        country ever faced—during the Great Depression—an estimated 2 million Americans
        were homeless out of a total population of 127 million people, or 1.5 percent of the population.46 Hegemonic claims that poverty is “really” about
        homelessness and desperation would mean that poverty in the 2010s was 10 times worse than during the Great
        Depression, a claim that is also absurd on its face. This ignorance reinforces my argument that Americans think
        of poverty in abstract terms and have little understanding of what it actually entails.
      


      
        The fixation on amenities as the definitive sign of well-being reveals an increased susceptibility to hegemonic
        norms—via the fetishization of consumer goods. The extreme individualism embraced under neoliberalism calls on
        Marcuse’s notion of the one-dimensional man, for those who view well-being purely through an instrumentalist
        lens, eschewing collectivity and class struggle in favor of material self-aggrandizement. Nowhere in the above
        reflections from experiment participants is there an effort to link the consumption of goods to their
        production, while recognizing conditions of growing worker insecurity. Nor is there an effort to discuss
        consumer goods’ value as springing from labor, as opposed to goods being valued purely due to their utility, or
        “use value,” to consumers. The preoccupation here is with relatively trivial and inexpensive goods such as
        televisions, laptops, and video games, rather than with understanding how individuals struggle to afford vital
        goods such as healthy foods, health care, and education due to the increasingly precarious state of American
        work. The concern with being entertained supersedes efforts to spotlight problems linked to the neoliberal
        workplace such as crushing health-care costs and student loan debt. Both problems have significant occupational
        dimensions, considering that tens of millions of Americans are expected to secure their and their families’
        health insurance via employment and since student loan debts are accrued in the quest to secure well-paying
        careers.
      


      
        A central component of neoliberal hegemony is the belief that success is available to those who “work hard” in
        the “land of opportunity.” The myth that hard work ensures upward mobility was reflected by numerous
        participants in the “inequality denial” group. One individual concluded that although she “originally agreed
        with the fact that the rich are getting richer and the poor are getting poorer,” she was “not so sure” this
        “was really the case” considering poor Americans’ access to consumer items. By enjoying such goods, poor
        Americans undermined the very idea of poverty, since they appeared to be “climbing
        their way up the ladder as well as other people.”47 A second participant in the “inequality denial” group was partial to
        Republican presidential candidate Herman Cain’s attacks on the poor as lazy, as deserving their positions in
        life, and as seeking to deflect attention away from their own “failures”: “being a taxpayer since I was 16 and
        coming from a middle-class family, I agree that if you have all the amenities, including an X Box or Play
        Station, cable tv, and cell phones, there is no reason why you should be eligible to receive all sorts of
        government assistance and be exempted from paying taxes.” Approving of Cain’s statement that poor individuals
        should “blame” themselves, she reflected: “nowadays almost anyone can get a college education and make their
        way with the help of student loans.”48 A
        third person echoed Cain’s celebration of opportunity in America: “if someone gives everything they have into
        what they are trying to do, they can make an impact. The same thing can be said if they do not give it their
        all and fail because of it. If you decide to buy your kids an X Box instead of new clothes, whose fault is it
        when their shoes and clothes have holes?”49
      


      
        Participants in each experiment group often rejected the main claims being offered to them, particularly if
        those positions contradicted their prior beliefs. Counterhegemonic attitudes prevailed in numerous instances
        for those in the “inequality denial” group. One common response was to reject notions that access to cheap
        consumer goods means that poverty is not real. As one participant responded:
      


      
        Just because you have things, doesn’t mean you don’t need help. All of the things I hear that the poor have,
        have come 10 years or later than the general public. It’s not like these people are running out and buying name
        brand appliances the moment they hit the store. And some of these items are necessities, like a stove and
        refrigerator. You can’t just light a campfire to cook your meal. You have to have something to keep your food
        in. There are lots of hard-working people struggling day to day to earn enough money to cover bills and have
        food in the house. There are lots of people who truly can’t work because of health or disability, and we have
        families that struggle too.50
      


      
        Another participant refused to treat cheap electronics as a sign of affluence: “the consumer way of life is a
        standard we all adhere to. Smart phones and high-def televisions are mass produced, and over time, drop in
        price, making them easier for lower-income families to afford. They’ve become standard.”51 A third person in the “inequality denial” group
        dismissed as “completely ridiculous” the Heritage Foundation’s efforts to
        “make a big deal about the poor having refrigerators, stoves, and microwaves”:
      


      
        Today those items are a necessity and almost any place, whether buying or renting, has them. How could you
        expect people to go without refrigerators? A microwave, coffee maker, or video game
        system shouldn’t determine if someone is poor either. You can get those items from a second-hand shop for
        almost nothing. Heritage’s argument is like saying that poor people aren’t poor if they have running water and
        indoor plumbing.52
      


      
        The above comments reveal skepticism toward efforts to depict consumer goods as signs of affluence in an era of
        rising inequality between the masses and the wealthy.
      


      
        Another question about whether “differences in income in America are too large” was included in the
        experiments. Significant changes were observed for this question, as summarized in Figures 7.8 and 7.9. For both experiments,
        exposure to information seeking to suppress or increase awareness of inequality had an effect. More
        specifically, those in the “inequality denial” group became significantly more likely to disagree that “income
        differences in the U.S. are too large”; those in the “inequality exposure” group moved in the opposite
        direction, becoming more likely to agree “income differences” were excessive.
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          FIGURE 7.8 Changing Attitudes on Income Differences (2011)
          

        


        
          Two-sample mean comparison test for both posttest groups (inequality group and inequality denial group):
          Significance level: 0.1%
        


        
          Source: Author’s data
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          FIGURE 7.9 Changing Attitudes on Income Differences (2012)
          

        


        
          Two sample mean comparison test for both posttest groups (inequality group and inequality denial group):
          Significance level: 1%
        


        
          Source: Author’s data
        

      


      
        Participants were primed to accept critical positions on inequality after being exposed to messages stressing
        the economic divide and the struggles that working Americans and the poor face relative to the rich. One
        participant reflected that he had become informed on “many issues I was unaware of before” and was “shocked to
        learn just how bad the problem of income inequality is. We are the richest country in the world, but our
        unemployment and poverty rates are increasing every year.” This individual had not heard of “underemployment,”
        a term referenced in one of the articles from the “inequality exposure” group, which emphasized growing
        insecurity among workers who are employed, but who may not earn enough to make ends meet.53 A second participant in the “inequality exposure”
        group also highlighted the issues of rising poverty and unemployment in his discussion of “income inequality,”
        which “is higher today than at any time in the last 80 years.”54 A third group participant responded that the stories gave her a fuller account
        of inequality and its relationship to unemployment, underemployment, and poverty:
      


      
        I was always told in history class that the rich get richer and the poor get poorer, but I never fully
        understood where that came from. Now I have a better grasp of why people say that. The recession was declared
        over by 2010, but that didn’t stop poverty rates from rising, or get rid of the problems of unemployment and
        underemployment. Reading more about these issues helped me make sense of why so many are struggling, more now
        than ever before.55
      


      


      
        I also measured whether exposure to information impacted opinions on government
        regulation of business and efforts to reduce inequality. In Figure
        7.10, I document changing opinions on whether “there is too much power in the hands of a few rich people
        and large corporations in the U.S.” Those participating in the “inequality exposure” and “inequality denial”
        groups became increasingly polarized in their attitudes, with those in the former more likely to feel power was
        excessively concentrated among the rich and corporations, and those in the latter disagreeing with this
        assessment.
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          FIGURE 7.10 Changing Attitudes on Corporate Power (2012)
          

        


        
          Two sample mean comparison test for both posttest groups (inequality group and inequality denial group):
          Significance level: 5%
        


        
          Source: Author’s data
        

      


      
        Finally, there is the issue of government inequality-reduction policies. My last survey question, addressing
        this issue, was included in the 2012 experiment, asking whether the government should reduce inequality by
        forcing wealthier Americans to pay higher taxes. The results of the experiment are summarized in Figure 7.11, which documents a significant shift in attitudes across both
        experiment groups. While those participating in the “inequality denial” group became more likely to oppose
        inequality reduction, those in the “inequality exposure” group were more likely to support such efforts.
      


      
        Exposure to critical views on the tax issue had a significant impact on experiment participants. For one member
        of the “inequality exposure” group, reading about tax cuts for the wealthy activated prior resentment toward
        affluent Americans, as related to the 2008 bailout:
      


      
        The rich get richer and the poor get poorer, and it’s because the 1 percent of the people control our money,
        government, and economy, and do a horrible job of it by the way. The people who are greedy and gluttonous for
        their own gains make it almost impossible for anybody else to make a living. These are people who send our jobs
        to other countries so they can add to their already multi-million-dollar bank accounts. When is enough, enough?
        The one percent doesn’t feel like they should pay more taxes on their wealth and earnings, which is ridiculous,
        but instead want somebody who honestly and earnestly came by their money to pay taxes for them. Not only did
        government bail-out these idiots, they don’t seem to think they should look into better business practices to
        make sure this doesn’t happen again.56
      


      
        This person felt that corporate America benefits from numerous government policies, with minimal commitment to
        serving the public. This sentiment speaks to an “us versus them” mentality between wealthy Americans and the
        rest of the country, which is a central component of critical economic consciousness.
      


      
        Large numbers of participants did not change their minds when confronted with messages running contrary to
        their values. But enough people registered shifts in their attitudes to speak of the potential for media to
        impact beliefs about inequality, poverty, and corporate power. Although I find little evidence of the impact of media in the real world in terms of stoking critical
        economic consciousness, media have the potential to influence public attitudes, when information is explicitly
        presented in favor of recognizing or marginalizing inequality.
      

    

    
      Commodity Fetishism and the Economic Divide


      
        My experiments address the link between how Americans look at quality-of-life issues related to consumerism and
        as related to awareness of inequality. But without an analysis of national survey data, my observations are not
        generalizable to the entire nation. To address this limitation, I designed a survey question centered on the
        issue of commodity fetishism and its potential impact on public opinion. Through a nationally representative,
        randomly sampled survey of the public in October 2018 conducted by the Qualtrics
        survey firm, I asked 1,017 Americans about their attitudes concerning consumerism and perceptions of quality of
        life. I assessed how susceptible Americans were to hegemonic notions—via commodity fetishism—that most all
        Americans live well because of their access to cheap consumer goods. I asked respondents: “on a scale from
        0–100, with 0 being strongly disagree, 50 being undecided, and 100 being strongly agree, how do you feel about
        this statement: ‘Because consumer goods such as televisions, video games, and computers are cheaper and easier
        to afford today than in previous decades, Americans are much better off now than in the past.’”57
      


      
        Large numbers of Americans were susceptible to the notion that access to cheap consumer goods has led to a
        rising quality of life. The central point of interest in my question is the contention that Americans live
        “much better” now than in previous decades “because of” cheap goods. By adding the word “much,” I explicitly
        sought to identify those who embrace language that strongly identifies consumerism with “the good life.” Simply
        saying that individuals “live better” could produce results that are biased in favor of the thesis that
        consumerism improves living standards. It would be easy, after all, to agree to some extent that lives are more
        convenient in one way or another because of access to consumer goods.
      


      
        A plurality of Americans (48 percent) agree that cheap consumer goods help people live much better than in the
        past. Those agreeing with this position selected an answer on the 0–100 scale that was between 61 and 100,
        revealing a warmer attitude toward my consumer-based quality-of-life statement. Only 26 percent disagreed that
        cheap consumer goods make Americans’ lives “much better,” providing an answer ranging from 0 to 40. Finally, 27
        percent were relatively undecided, selecting an answer from 41 to 60, at or near the midpoint response. These
        results suggest Americans are not of one mind on the question of mass consumerism and its impact on quality of
        life. Many Americans—approximately half—do not fall into the hegemonic notion that increased access to cheap
        goods ensures a “much better” standard of living. Many have alternative metrics for
        measuring quality of life outside of consumerism. Still, materialist notions of well-being are common in a
        country where consumerism signifies personal success. This mindset is compatible with commodity fetishism, with
        a plurality of Americans identifying “living well” with the act of consuming affordable products.
      

    

    
      Coronavirus,
      Inequality, and Media Effects?


      
        Because the Covid-19 outbreak was not accompanied by a corresponding increase in inequality coverage, there is
        no reason to expect that increased media coverage would have intensified public concerns with inequality. But
        mass attention to the virus as an economic threat—particularly as related to inequality, may have produced
        heightened anxieties, more generally speaking, with regard to the virus’s toxic effects on the economy. This is
        what we find when examining the preliminary evidence from early 2020. Pew Research
        Center polling from March found that 57 percent of Americans reported following the Covid-19 crisis “very
        closely” by late March.58 Comparatively, 69
        percent of Americans who followed the issue “very closely” agreed the crisis would cause a recession or
        depression, compared to 60 percent who followed it “less closely.”59 This represents a relatively small difference in perceptions, when comparing
        those who were more and less attentive to the crisis. But it is also what we might expect, considering the
        increased coverage of economic concerns—for example, with unemployment in the Covid-19 outbreak period—compared
        to in previous months. All this is to suggest that the media may have played some relatively small role in
        stoking public concern with the economic fallout from the virus, although there is little reason to think that
        such coverage sensitized Americans to the issue of inequality.
      

    

    
      Conclusion


      
        This chapter and the last documented how media marginalize discussions of class and inequality, thereby
        suppressing critical economic consciousness. U.S. media report on issues tangentially related to class,
        poverty, and inequality. But the sizable volume of stories that indirectly emphasize class and inequality do
        not foster heightened awareness of these issues. Although most Americans understand that inequality exists,
        most lack a strong sense of class consciousness or even a general awareness of the divide between haves and
        have-nots. And the media play an important role in making this so.
      


      
        It is unlikely that journalists will begin to cover class and inequality with growing frequency. The news media
        are hegemonic entities—corporations that benefit from neoliberal capitalism and from indoctrinating audiences
        in favor of mass consumerism. Through this process, they direct attention away from the economic divide,
        thereby shielding upper-class Americans from redistributionist policies aimed at combating inequality.
      

    

    
      
         Appendix


        
          For Figure 7.5 (see p. 197), attitude change was measured on
          a five-point scale. A participant could have potentially moved four points along this scale, from 1 on the
          “conservative” side to 5 on the “liberal” side. For participants across both groups, the average change in
          beliefs from pretest to posttest spanned 31.5 percent of the total range of this five-point scale.
        


        
          Figure 7.6 (p. 198) presents similar results (compared to Figure 7.5) for the 2012 experiment. Change in attitudes from the pretest to
          posttest across both exposure groups translated into 35 percent movement across the five-point scale. For
          2012, there is no significant shift in attitudes among those in the “mixed” exposure group; these
          participants were no more or less likely to recognize inequality when confronted with both conservative and
          progressive positions.
        


        
          I utilize a simple two-point scale, with 1 representing acknowledgment of the divide and 0 representing a
          refusal to recognize the divide. As much as 1 point of movement was possible for any participant from the
          pre- to posttests. Figure 7.7 (p. 198) tracks changes in
          participants’ opinions on inequality, after exposure to progressive, conservative, and mixed information. For
          participants across both groups, the average change in beliefs from pretest to posttest was 30 percent on the
          two-point scale.
        


        
          [image: Image]

          
            FIGURE 7.7 Changing Attitudes on the Economic Divide (2012)
            

          


          
            Two-sample mean comparison test for both posttest groups (inequality group and inequality denial group):
            Significance level: 1%
          


          
            Source: Author’s data
          

        


        
          For Figures 7.8 and 7.9 (p.
          199), responses of 4 and 5 reflect “somewhat” or “strong” agreement that income differences in the U.S. are
          too large. A 3 represents an “unsure” opinion, while 2 and 1 suggest “somewhat” or “strong” disagreement that
          income differences are too large. For both experiments, exposure to information seeking to suppress or
          increase awareness of inequality had an effect. For 2011, the average shift in attitudes from the pre- to
          posttest questions across the “inequality denial” and “inequality exposure” groups was 23 percent on the
          five-point scale. For 2012, the shift averaged 22 percent. These results reveal significant change based on
          exposure to competing messages, although little change was observed for the “mixed” group (2012).
        


        
          In Figure 7.10 (p. 200), I document changing opinions on whether
          “there is too much power in the hands of a few rich people and large corporations in the U.S.” This question
          is measured on a three-point scale, with 0 representing a disagreement with the statement, 1 being unsure,
          and 2 representing agreement. Changes in attitudes were observed across the “inequality exposure” and
          “inequality denial” groups, with a 20 percent total shift in attitudes from the pretest to the posttest on
          the three-point scale, although no shift was observed for the “mixed” group.
        


        
          For Figure 7.11 (p. 200), I utilize a survey question that adopts a
          1 or 2 to suggest respondents “strongly” or “somewhat” disagree with increasing taxes on the wealthy. A 3
          suggests one is “unsure” about tax hikes, and 4 and 5 reflect “somewhat” or “strongly” an agreement with
          raising taxes on the wealthy. Figure 7.11 documents an 18 percent
          shift in attitudes across both experiment groups from the pretest to the posttest, with no significant impact
          observed for the “mixed” group.
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    THE ECONOMICS OF DISILLUSIONMENT


    
      Growing Resistance to Neoliberal Political
      Economy
    


    
      In summer 2017, activists mobilized across the country to protest at the offices of Republican senators and
      representatives, in opposition to the attempted repeal of the Affordable Care Act. Opposition centered on
      Republicans’ efforts to repeal the law’s Medicaid expansion and to allow health insurance corporations to once
      again deny Americans care based on “pre-existing conditions.”1 The repeal campaign also galvanized public support for “Obamacare.” It was not
      until Republicans threatened repeal that most Americans for the first time expressed support for the
      law.2
    


    
      Demonstrating how economic insecurity mobilizes public support for progressive policies, Americans united via
      protests and calls to their political officials to oppose ACA repeal. Resistance was higher among more
      disadvantaged social groups and across racial, gender, and class lines, demonstrating how intersectional
      identities shape how Americans look at politics. Poorer whites, and poorer white women in particular, were
      significantly more likely to support the law and oppose repeal, considering the law’s expanded Medicaid benefits
      for the poor. Support was also stronger among poorer LatinX men and women and with poorer black Americans,
      particularly poorer black women.3
    


    
      The story of growing opposition to health-care repeal overlaps with a broader point I make throughout this
      chapter and the next: that economic insecurity, and intensifying economic insecurity, provoke public support for
      progressive-left political attitudes. I explore the circumstances under which insecure Americans challenge the
      neoliberal status quo. The neoliberal political order has been defined over the last four decades by growing
      official support for business deregulation, a declining commitment to pro-worker policies such as minimum-wage
      increases and protections for unionization, an increasing emphasis on tax cuts for
      the wealthy, and assaults on welfare spending. The neoliberal phase of American history
      is associated with growing inequality, which overlaps with policies that favor affluent Americans at the expense
      of the working class, middle class, and poor.
    


    
      Throughout this chapter, I examine statistical indicators following the 2008 economic crash that relate to mass
      insecurity and growing public anxiety. In line with Marx’s notion of the dialectic, I discuss how economic
      factors appear to impact material relations between different groups of Americans. I document how the rise of
      economic insecurity is associated with growing public demands (among the insecure) for the political system to
      reduce poverty and inequality. The dialectic between political and business elites on the one hand and the public
      on the other is not one way. It is not the case that elites are all powerful in their rhetoric and propaganda,
      indoctrinating and molding the minds of the masses. Pressures are also imposed on government from the bottom up
      during periods of instability, mass anger, and protest. The years following the 2008 economic crash were such a
      period of instability and were accompanied by a relative weakening of the neoliberal hegemonic order in the court
      of public opinion. And at this chapter’s end, I provide extensive documentation of how the emergence of the
      Covid-19 crisis served as an additional catalyst when it came to rising public challenges to the neoliberal
      political-economic status quo.
    


    
      Economic Determinism, Relative Deprivation, and
      Counterhegemony


      
        In the late 2000s and 2010s, inequality was higher than at any time in a century, and Americans were faced with
        constant cost-of-living increases, stagnating-to-declining wages, longer work hours, and record family
        debt.4 Public anger at political officials and
        the economy increased significantly. Americans who said they were “unsatisfied” with the “opportunities for a
        person” “to get ahead by working hard” grew from 29 percent in 2007 to 46 percent in 2012, although falling
        back to 36 percent by 2018.5 Agreement that
        “government should redistribute wealth by heavy taxes on the rich” grew from 46 percent in 2008 to 52 percent
        by 2016. The nation was strongly divided on inequality-related questions. In 2015, 74 percent of those earning
        less than $30,000 a year agreed the “distribution of money and wealth” “should be more evenly distributed,”
        compared to 62 percent of those earning from $30,000 to less than $75,000 a year and 54 percent of those
        earning $75,000 or more.6 Support for concrete
        steps to reduce inequality was weaker; just 52 percent felt in 2016 that “government should redistribute wealth
        by heavy taxes on the rich,” while 46 percent rejected such a plan. Opinions were highly polarized by income;
        61 percent of those making less than $30,000 a year agreed with taxing the rich to reduce inequality, while 57
        percent of those making from $30,000 to less than $75,000 and just 40 percent of those making $75,000 or more
        felt the same.7
      


      
        Despite these divisions, a growing number of people in the 2010s became disillusioned
        with prospects for economic success. Many grew more open to political efforts to combat inequality. In this
        chapter, I examine what factors drove increased opposition to the “business as usual” economic orthodoxy that
        defined American political economy prior to the late 2000s. This orthodoxy was long marked by strong optimism
        regarding the (supposed) widespread opportunities for Americans to “get ahead” with “hard work” and by a
        failure to recognize the divide between haves and have-nots. But faith in the economy was shaken following the
        2008 crash, even if many Americans still endorsed the myth that “hard work” guaranteed “success.”
      


      
        The concept of “relative deprivation” is important to understanding growing public opposition to inequality. It
        argues that perceived negative changes in personal well-being determine how individuals engage in politics and
        how they behave regarding governmental authority. In a highly unequal society, individuals may look at the
        relative success of others with resentment, and their distrust of the political-economic status quo may be
        fueled by the rising gap between what they expect to achieve in their lives and what they actually achieve. I
        argue that relative deprivation is a useful concept, related to rising economic insecurity and in its effects
        on political-economic attitudes and behavior. I focus on the decade following the 2008 economic crisis. By
        “economic insecurity,” I am referring to the stresses accompanying poverty and financial struggle, which push
        citizens in a more progressive-left political direction.
      


      
        Popularized by Ted Robert Gurr, “relative deprivation” gained prominence in the early 1970s.8 He posited that individuals’ changing circumstances
        impact their political behavior. Gurr wrote of the “perceived discrepancy between men’s value expectations and value capabilities.”9 “Value expectations” are the “goods and conditions of life to which people
        believe they are rightfully entitled.”10
        “Value capabilities” are “the difference between what someone thinks they are entitled to, and what they are
        capable of getting and keeping.”11 In other
        words, individuals are more likely to become angry and reject the established order when they feel that what
        they achieve in life does not correspond with that to which they feel entitled. Gurr believed this anxiety
        fueled a “frustration-aggression relationship,” with growing insecurity and displeasure with one’s status
        encouraging belligerence toward others and government.12 “Men’s circumstances change, and what they have learned does not always prove
        suitable for deriving satisfaction from changed circumstances.”13
      


      
        Gurr emphasized “the potential for collective violence,” which “varies strongly with the intensity and scope of
        relative deprivation among members of a collectivity.”14 He argued that perceived deprivation made one more likely to organize in favor
        of social revolution.15 But relative
        deprivation may also contribute to attitude change and voter preferences. In the American context, declining
        economic circumstances and poor personal finances following the 2008 collapse contributed to individuals
        forming increasingly progressive-left attitudes. Those suffering from economic
        insecurity are less likely to participate in politics in terms of voting but more likely to challenge
        established political-economic orthodoxies via support for leftist attitudes and protest movements against the
        status quo. In contrast, Americans with stronger and stable finances are more likely to accept
        establishment-oriented political-economic values.
      


      
        Gurr explored three types of deprivation. “Decremental deprivation” is when an individual’s expectations remain
        the same, while his/her ability to achieve them declines.16 “Aspirational deprivation” is when expectations increase, while individuals’
        ability to achieve them remains constant.17
        Finally, “progressive deprivation” is when expectations increase alongside growing capabilities of achieving
        one’s goals, despite worsening personal life outcomes. Gurr thought this final scenario was likely to occur in
        countries experiencing instability.18 This
        chapter covers decremental deprivation, via Americans’ continued expectations for
        achieving “the American dream” through “hard work,” despite the worsening economic situation of millions,
        post-2008.
      


      
        I interpret Gurr’s belief that “men are angered over the loss of what they once had or thought they could have”
        to be compatible with the thesis that economic forces are central to driving consciousness and
        behavior.19 As a concept, economic
        determinism traces back to Marx, who contended that political systems, individual beliefs, and behavior rest on
        an economic foundation that determines how individuals think, interact, and behave. Marx argued that “men make
        their own history, but they do not make it as they please; they do not make it under self-selected
        circumstances, but under circumstances existing already and transmitted from the past.”20 So the conditions driving rebellion extend beyond
        individuals, as broader economic forces are at work. Individuals resist established political-economic systems,
        but their opposition emerges within a larger economic context that impels them to act. Individuals do not
        exercise “free will” so much as they do constrained will within political-economic landscapes that shape their
        actions.
      


      
        Relative deprivation theory is based in a school of thought called “strain theory.”21 Strain theory argues that individuals
        challenge and resist systems of authority when they are stressed due to changing circumstances. “Strain theory”
        scholars, like advocates of relative deprivation theory, emphasize how incongruences between individuals’
        quality of life and their expectations for a better quality of life drive them to action against a perceived
        threat.22
      


      
        Relative deprivation and strain theory fell out of popularity years ago, although they eventually experienced a
        resurgence in popularity.23 But some research
        suggests they can be applied in numerous settings, across multiple countries.24 The possible effects of relative deprivation depend on the specifics of
        each case examined. But by providing contemporary economic evidence from the American context, I argue that
        strain theory and relative deprivation deserve renewed attention.
      

    

    
       Strain Theory, Marxism, and Hegemony


      
        Gurr did not adopt a Marxist framework or claim that capitalist forces “determine” political thought and
        behavior. However, the idea that values and actions are determined by economic factors is potentially
        compatible with relative deprivation. Marx saw revolution against capitalism as
        inevitable—a product of the system collapsing on itself due to class exploitation and the resulting growth in
        conflict between the proletariat and bourgeoisie. Gurr’s focus was on the relative conditions under which
        rebellion occurs.25 For Gurr, revolution
        against capitalism was not a foregone conclusion, whereas Marx saw it as inescapable. But both emphasized how
        grievances encourage opposition to established orders.
      


      
        Drawing on hegemonic theory, I argue that rising public resistance to the political-economic status quo
        suggests a dialectic is at work between the forces of capital and those increasingly left behind by neoliberal
        capitalism. In the 2010s, Americans increasingly rejected myths that the economy rewarded the hardworking and
        that the “lazy” poor were undeserving of assistance. Marx’s version of the dialectic understood economic forces
        as paramount, with “the human mind” impacted by conditions of “the material world” that are “translated into
        forms of thought.”26 Gramsci’s contribution
        to the discussion of this dialectic is to establish that the tension between elites and the masses is
        multidirectional. Hegemonic messages from political and business elites impact how Americans think about
        political economy. But citizens—through rising dissent and protest—challenge dominant pro-business values. A
        hegemonic system allows for the co-optation of dissidents’ interests within the established political-economic
        order, so long as reforms do not challenge capitalism itself.
      

    

    
      Relative Deprivation
      and Counterhegemonic Ideology, Post-2008


      
        Gurr’s and Marx’s theories provide for some straightforward hypotheses. If economics shape political thought,
        and if desperation fosters dissent, then more economically insecure Americans, and those negatively affected by
        the 2008 collapse, will hold more progressive attitudes challenging the neoliberal status quo. Worsening
        financial struggles within an increasingly unequal economy may push citizens to reconsider their commitments to
        hegemonic ideologies.
      


      
        The 2008 collapse produced significant consequences. The national unemployment rate increased from 4.9 percent
        in January 2008 to 10 percent by October 2009.27 Unemployment fell to 5.5 percent by March 2015, although it took until January
        2016 to fall below 5 percent, in line with pre-recession levels.28 Following the crash, Americans’ financial strains grew significantly. Family
        net worth declined by 44 percent from 2007 to 2013.29 Much of the loss was from the housing market crash, with the median value of
        Americans’ “stake”  in their homes declining by 42 percent from 2007 to
        2010.30 Income and poverty rates were
        adversely affected by the crash. The Census Bureau reported that median household income fell by 8.3 percent
        from 2007 to 2012.31 The poverty rate, at
        12.3 percent in 2006, reached 14.5 percent by 2013.32
      


      
        Measures of economic insecurity reveal pronounced economic struggles post-2008. As much as 40 percent of
        Americans (Figure 8.1) said in 2011 that the post-2008 recession had a
        major impact on their finances, which had not yet recovered, although that number fell to 30 percent by 2015.
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          FIGURE 8.1 The Impact of the Recession on Personal Finances
          (2011–2015)
          

        


        
          Source: Pew Research Center Surveys: 2011–2015
        

      


      
        Additionally, 24 percent of Americans in 2011 claimed the recession had a negative impact on their finances but
        that they had since recovered. In sum, nearly two-thirds of Americans in the late 2000s to early 2010s faced
        financial insecurity of some kind. Seven years after the crash, a third were still experiencing negative
        effects from the recession. Figure 8.2 documents a second measure of
        rising insecurity regarding personal finances. Forty-nine percent of Americans said their finances were “fair”
        or “poor” in 2006, although it grew to 64 percent by 2012. Americans’ self-described finances returned to
        pre-2008 levels by 2018, with 50 percent using the “fair” or “poor” designators to describe their economic
        status.
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          FIGURE 8.2 Fluctuations in Personal Finances over Time
          (2005–2018)
          

        


        
          Source: Pew Research Center Surveys: 2005–2018
        

      


      
        Rising financial insecurity was related to macroeconomic trends, via fluctuations in unemployment, GDP, and
        housing prices. Changes in unemployment (Figure 8.3) overlapped with
        fluctuations in recognition that economic issues  were the
        “most important problem[s]” facing the country.33 Similarly, fluctuations in public anxiety (Figure 8.4) were associated with changes in GDP.34 As GDP declined between 2007 and 2009, public anxiety
        grew, although anxiety declined sharply as GDP growth increased from 2010 onward. Finally, public economic
        concerns followed shifts in the housing market. The Case-Shiller national housing index—including home values
        for 20 major cities—showed a serious decline in home values from 2007 to 2009, although markets began to
        recover from the housing crash by 2013. Public economic anxiety (Figure
        8.5) grew significantly from 2007 to 2009, as the housing market collapsed. Concerns about the economy
        began to decline before the housing market started its recovery, although the onset of the housing
        recovery probably fueled public optimism.35
        These data suggest a meaningful relationship between macroeconomic changes and public economic concerns. This
        anxiety has serious consequences for political-economic attitude formation.
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          FIGURE 8.3 Growing Unemployment and
          Economic Anxiety
          

        


        
          Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Unemployment Rate: Labor Force Statistics from the Current Population Survey,”
          Department of Labor, 2016, http://data.bls.gov/timeseries/LNS14000000
        


        
          Sources: Gallup, “Most Important Problem,” Gallup, 2016, www.gallup.com/poll/1675/most-important-problem.aspx;
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          FIGURE 8.4 U.S. GDP and Economic Concerns
          

        


        
          Gallup national surveys; FRED, “Gross Domestic Product,” Federal Reserve Bank
          of St. Louis, 2016, https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/GDP
        


        
          Sources: Gallup, “Most Important Problem,” Gallup, 2016, www.gallup.com/poll/1675/most-important-problem.aspx;
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          FIGURE 8.5 Housing Prices and Economic Concerns
          

        


        
          FRED, “S&P Case-Schiller 20-City Composite Home Price Index,” Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis,
          2016, https://research.stlouisfed.org/fred2/series/SPCS20RSA/
        


        
          Sources: Gallup, “Most Important Problem,” Gallup, 2016, www.gallup.com/poll/1675/most-important-problem.aspx;
        

      


      


      
        Based on the economic determinist model and relative deprivation theory, I expect that economic instability
        produces growing suspicion of political and economic institutions and increased support for progressive-left
        political-economic attitudes. Financial stress threatens the credibility of the entire political-economic
        system, as a growing number of Americans lose or risk losing their jobs, lose retirement savings invested in
        the stock market, and see declining home equity. When individuals lose their economic stake in the marketplace,
        their likelihood of criticizing the system grows.
      


      
        Post 2008, there were significantly higher levels of distrust of political and economic institutions among
        those expressing economic concerns. At the height of the economic crisis in late 2008—disapproval of President
        Bush’s job performance and feelings that corporations “make too much profit” were statistically linked to
        public economic anxieties (Figure 8.6). Opposition to Bush and
        distrust  of the business sector
        were linked to anxiety over the “lack of jobs” across the
        nation, the poor state of the economy, and rising health-care costs, among other grievances Americans cited as
        the nation’s “most important problems.” The differences between those citing economic and noneconomic concerns
        as the “most important problems” were large, at almost 20 percentage points each for opinions of Bush and
        corporations.
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          FIGURE 8.6 Economic Concerns, Government Distrust, and Suspicion
          of Business
          

        


        
          Significance levels: economic concerns and presidential job approval: 5% level
        


        
          Economic concerns and corporate distrust: 5% level
        


        
          Statistical controls: gender, age, education, income, race, partisanship, ideology
        


        
          Source: Pew Research Center, October 2008 survey
        

      


      
        Mass anxiety manifested itself differently during President Obama’s early years than
        under Bush. In the first year of his administration, economic anxiety was associated with increased
        support for Obama. This finding corresponds with Obama’s promises of “hope” and “change” in a time of
        economic instability and insecurity. Economic anxiety was a significant predictor of higher presidential job
        approval ratings in February 2009 and a year later in February 2010 (Figure 8.7). The difference in approval of Obama between those citing economic and
        noneconomic concerns was nearly 20 percentage points for the 2009 and 2010 surveys.
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          FIGURE 8.7 Economic Anxiety and Hope for Change: Approval of
          President Obama
          

        


        
          Statistical significance: Economic concerns and presidential job approval (2/2009): 0.1 percent level
        


        
          Economic concerns and presidential job approval (2/2010): 5% level
        


        
          Statistical controls: gender, age, education, income, race, partisanship, ideology
        


        
          Source: Pew Research Center, February 2009–2010 surveys
        

      


      
        Despite greater support for Obama among the economically anxious, approval of the president fell in subsequent
        years, as is typical for presidents. As Figure 8.7 reveals, that
        decline in support among the economically anxious was sizable from 2009 to 2010.
      


      
        Economic anxiety was eventually associated with further decline in Democratic Party
        support, as the nation’s economic troubles lingered throughout the 2010s via chronically high unemployment,
        stagnant-to-declining earnings, and rising inequality.36 In sum, the results from the Bush and Obama years suggest that growing economic anxiety meant increased rejection of the political-economic status quo and
        a desire for change.
      


      
        These findings are preliminary. They suggest that society’s economic insecurities and anxieties are linked to
        growing criticisms of political-economic power structures. But to what extent is economic insecurity, and
        growing insecurity, associated with progressive-leftist
        attitudes about government and the economy?
      


      
        To test whether economic insecurity induces a significant shift in how Americans look at politics and
        economics, I look at a much larger number of survey questions. To understand economic anxiety’s link to
        political-economic attitude formation and voter preferences, I analyze survey data from the Pew Research Center following the 2008 crash and design my own survey measuring economic
        consciousness. I examine financial insecurity, measured by how Americans “rate” their “own personal financial
        situation”—“in excellent shape, good shape, only fair shape, or poor shape financially.” I also review two
        measures of changing finances. The first is individual perceptions about how the post-2008 recession
        affected their finances, asking: “which of the following best describes how the recession affected your own
        personal financial situation? … It had a major effect, and your finances have not recovered, it had a major
        effect, but your finances have mostly recovered, [or] it did not have a major effect on your finances?” The
        second assesses changing finances by asking respondents (December 2011):
      


      
        Imagine a ladder with steps numbered from 0 at the bottom to 10 at the top. Suppose the top of the ladder
        represents the best possible life for you; and the bottom, the worst possible life for you. On which step of
        the ladder do you feel you personally stand at the present time? On which step would you say you stood five
        years ago?
      


      
        For the “ladder” questions, I measure the change in perceived quality of life via the positive or negative
        change in one’s status from 2006 to 2011. This measure examines experiences in the two years prior to the 2008
        economic crash compared to three years after. Both measures of financial change relate to relative deprivation,
        in light of the divergence between the widely held expectation that “hard work” guarantees “success” and the
        reality of declining finances for tens of millions of Americans post 2008.37 I assess the potential impact of economic insecurity on 69 survey questions
        measuring political-economic attitudes and voter preferences using Pew survey data
        from 2011 to 2015.
      


      
        In a survey I designed that was implemented by Qualtrics in November 2018, I measured how indicators of
        privilege, including education and income, appear to impact how Americans look at inequality. I examined how
        affluence (or lack thereof) interacted with Americans’ perceived quality of life—as related to access to
        consumer goods and struggles paying bills—in impacting perceptions of whether the U.S.
        is economically divided. I asked Americans to “select the response that you agree with most” between two
        competing claims:
      


      
        	“Because virtually all Americans own and have access to consumer goods such as televisions, video games,
        computers, appliances, and air conditioning, it makes little sense to talk about our society as divided between
        ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots.’”


        	“Because many Americans earn low incomes and struggle financially to pay for health care bills, higher
        education, and other services, it makes sense to talk about our society as divided between haves and
        have-nots.”

      


      
        By surveying Americans on their thoughts about consumerism and inequality, I examine the extent to which each
        factor encourages Americans to embrace or reject a consumer-based hegemonic definition of “good living,” which
        reduces awareness of inequality.
      

    

    
      Findings


      
        Marx’s writing on the labor theory of value emphasized the centrality of work to defining the value of goods.
        But the precarious state of workers is marginalized when we emphasize how “well” Americans live due to cheap
        consumer goods. Access to affordable televisions, phones, and computers make life more convenient and
        entertaining, but these items are no substitute for well-paying careers. Marcuse emphasized the problem of a
        one-dimensional existence for those identifying consumerism as the ultimate indication of success. But many
        Americans reject the hegemonic assumption that cheap consumer goods ensure a quality life. In 2018, most
        Americans—52 percent—“strongly” or “somewhat” agreed that many Americans’ struggles in paying for health care,
        higher education, and other services suggest it “makes sense to talk about our society as divided between haves
        and have-nots.” In contrast, 40 percent agreed that access to “affordable consumer goods” suggests it “makes
        little sense to talk about our society as divided between ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots.’”
      


      
        What should we make of these findings, compared to those from the last chapter? In my previous Qualtrics survey (October 2018), a plurality of Americans agreed with the
        hegemonic-consumerist notion that “Americans are much better off now than in the past” “because consumer goods
        such as televisions, video games, and computers are cheaper and easier to afford today than in previous
        decades.” The simplest answer to how these two contradictory sentiments coexist is that question wording and
        how issues are “framed” shape how individuals think about quality of life. This point is reinforced by the
        findings from Chapters 6 and 7 about the
        power of the media to impact public opinion through how they present and omit information from
        political-economic discourse.
      


      
         
      


      
        The lessons of this chapter, however, extend beyond framing. My results also shed light on other factors that
        may impact how Americans see the poor as “living well” via consumerism or as struggling due to the rising costs
        of essential services. In Figure 8.8, I document the power of income
        and education, among other factors, in predicting perceptions of the economic divide. The data is presented on
        a standardized scale from −1 to 1, with 1 suggesting a perfect relationship between each factor and perceptions
        of the economic divide, and −1 suggesting a perfect negative relationship.38 Of note are the significant relationships between income, education, and
        perceptions of the economic divide, controlling for all other factors in Figure 8.8.
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          FIGURE 8.8 Predicting Economic Consciousness: Consumerism vs.
          Economic Struggle
          

        


        
          Statistical significance levels: * = 10% ** = 5% *** = 1% **** = 0.1%
        


        
          Statistical controls: education, residential status (own home or rent?), employment status, partisanship,
          race, age, gender, income
        


        
          Source: Author’s data; Qualtrics November 2018 National Survey
        

      


      
        Higher-income Americans and those with greater education are more likely to agree with the hegemonic claim that
        widespread access to consumer goods means it makes “little sense” to talk about Americans as economically
        divided. In contrast, those with lower incomes and less education are less likely to agree that access to
        consumer goods suggests the U.S. is not divided.
      


      
        Divisions in opinions on inequality based on education and income are stark. Only 28 percent of Americans with
        incomes less than $25,000 a year agree that widespread access to consumer goods means the U.S. is not divided.
        By comparison, only 29 percent of those earning between $25,000 and less than $50,000, 40 percent of those earning from $50,000 to less than $75,000, and 39 percent of those earning
        from $75,000 to less than $100,000 feel the same. There is only one group—those making more than $100,000 a
        year—that is heavily susceptible to hegemonic-consumerist ideology, with 66 percent agreeing widespread access
        to consumer goods suggests the U.S. is not economically divided. The difference between high- and low-income
        Americans on perceptions of the economic divide is large, standing at 38 percentage points between those
        earning less than $25,000 a year and more than $100,000.
      


      
        I document a similar elitist pattern with education. Only 37 percent of Americans with a high school degree or
        less agree that widespread access to consumer goods means the U.S. is not economically divided. Twenty-six
        percent of those with “some college” or a two-year degree and 40 percent of those with a four-year degree feel
        the same. But 69 percent of those with graduate degrees—including academic doctorate degrees, medical degrees,
        law degrees, and master’s degrees—agree that access to affordable consumer goods means the U.S. is not divided.
        This is a large gap—32 percentage points—when comparing those with high and low education.
      


      
        If the poor live so well because of consumerism, they should be as or more likely than the wealthy to recognize
        the importance of consumer goods in enhancing their lives. But this is not the case. Poorer Americans are more
        likely to recognize that poverty is about more than whether one has a television or video games. The efforts of
        affluent conservatives at the Heritage Foundation and Fox News to discount the financial struggles of the poor speaks to a paternalistic
        sentiment that is embraced by the American right. This paternalism reveals the disconnect between conservatives
        and the poor.
      


      
        The above findings suggest that hegemonic-consumerist indoctrination is most effective in influencing the
        beliefs of highly educated, high-income Americans and is less impactful on (relatively) less affluent groups.
        Still, large numbers of lower- and middle-income Americans and many with low and moderate education levels
        endorse pro-consumerist sentiments that downplay the economic divide. But by the late 2010s, large numbers of
        Americans also recognized the precarious financial situations of millions of people, acknowledging that their
        struggles reveal a serious economic divide between haves and have-nots. Individuals facing the greatest
        insecurity—those earning less than $25,000 a year and between $25,000 and $50,000 a year—are most likely to
        recognize the economic divide. This finding speaks to the role of economic insecurity in stoking
        counterhegemonic attitudes about inequality.
      

    

    
      Personal Finances and Political-Economic
      Attitudes


      
        Economic finances—independent of their change over time—appear to impact Americans’ political-economic
        attitudes. Economic troubles are associated (Figure 8.9) with taking
        more critical views of the economy and of the government’s performance. Americans reporting poorer personal
        finances were significantly more likely to believe the economy was in “poor” shape (2011, 2014) and more likely
        to express greater pessimism “about the soundness of the economy in the long run” (2014) and about prospects
        for economic growth “within the next 12 months” (2014). Those in poor financial shape were more likely to
        believe it would be a “long time before the economy recovers” (2011), and to be dissatisfied with the state of
        “the country today” (2011, 2014). In line with their economic frustrations, those in poor financial shape were
        more likely to hold unfavorable views of corporations (2011). This sentiment—embraced by two-thirds of those
        reporting poor finances—reveals how those facing economic insecurity gravitate toward strong critiques of the
        economy.
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          FIGURE 8.9 Perceptions of the Economy, Government, and Society
          

        


        
          Significance levels: * = 10% ** = 5% *** = 1% **** = 0.1%
        


        
          Statistical controls: gender, age, education, race, partisanship, ideology
        


        
          Sources: Pew Research Center Surveys, 02/11, 08/14
        

      


      
        Economic distress is also linked to increased frustration with government. Those reporting poor personal
        finances (Figure 8.9) were 20 percentage points more likely to
        disapprove of “Obama’s handling of the economy” (2014). They were 12 percentage points more likely to express
        pessimism about politics, registering displeasure about “the way our political leaders are chosen” (2014). This
        sentiment suggests heightened public disillusionment with electoral politics and with the Obama administration
        in the later years of the former president’s first term.
      


      
          
      


      
        Economic insecurity also appears to impact opinions on “free trade.” Free trade agreements have long been
        supported by Democratic and Republican officials based on promises that open borders and exchanges will promote
        economic growth and prosperity. But there is less enthusiasm for such claims among economically insecure
        Americans. Nearly half the Americans with poor personal finances in 2015 (Figure 8.10) believed free trade was “a bad thing.” Two-thirds of poorer Americans
        felt these agreements have “hurt me and my family,” and nearly 60 percent agreed they led to “job loss[es] in
        America.”
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          FIGURE 8.10 Free Trade and Its Effects
          

        


        
          Significance levels: * = 10% ** = 5% *** = 1% **** = 0.1%
        


        
          Statistical controls: gender, age, education, race, partisanship, ideology
        


        
          Sources: Pew Research Center Survey, 05/15
        

      


      
        Americans with poorer finances were less likely to accept the “free market” economic doctrine, which insists
        that free trade helps the economy grow, a position endorsed by just 27 percent of those with poor finances,
        compared to 54 percent of those with “strong finances.” Despite promises of cheap consumer goods flowing across
        borders, large numbers of poorer Americans are preoccupied with the job loss and rising inequality that
        accompany “free trade.” Free trade may enhance the profits of corporations that pursue outsourcing, but they
        are viewed as toxic by poorer Americans.
      


      
        There is little evidence that economic insecurity is tied to increased sympathy for conservativism. Insecure
        Americans are more interested in what the government can do for them rather than for corporate America. Those
        with poor finances (Figure 8.11) are more likely to say that the
        government does not do enough to aid the poor, children, and the elderly (2012)—all historically vulnerable
        groups. They are more likely to agree the wealthy get “too much” help from government (2012). They are more
        likely to say that the government does poorly in helping “the middle-class” (2012). This conclusion likely
        reflects economic self-interest, considering that 65 percent of those contacted by Pew who claimed “poor”
        personal finances also classified themselves as “middle-class”—compared to just a third referring to themselves
        as lower class.39
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          FIGURE 8.11 Government Policy and the Disadvantaged
          

        


        
          Significance levels: * = 10% ** = 5% *** = 1% **** = 0.1%
        


        
          Statistical controls: gender, age, education, race, partisanship, ideology
        


        
          Sources: Pew Research Center Surveys, 01/12; 09/12, 12/15
        

      


      
        Despite a preference for the “middle-class” label, most of those dealing with poor finances are increasingly
        sympathetic to middle-income and poorer Americans. Those with poor finances (Figure 8.11) are nearly 20 percentage points less likely to embrace hegemonic attacks
        on the poor, with 78 percent agreeing that “people are poor more often because of circumstances beyond their
        control” (2015). They are less likely to blame poverty on a “lack of effort” from the poor (2015). Those with
        poor finances are nearly 15 percentage points more likely to say “government should take care of people who
        can’t take care of themselves.” Finally, insecure Americans are more likely to agree that the minimum wage
        should be increased (2015) and that the government should improve education systems, reduce health-care costs,
        and better address “problems of the poor and needy” (2012).
      


      
        For Americans with poor finances, both the willingness to spend more to aid needy groups and support for
        raising taxes on the wealthy to do it are common. Heightened financial insecurity (Figure 8.12) is tied to various spending priorities, which I divide into two
        categories: those that are primarily economy related and those that are geared toward social welfare. For the
        latter issues, insecure Americans were more likely to say that the government should prioritize additional
        spending to promote a stronger economic recovery from the 2008 economic crash and subsequent recession (2011).
        They were more likely to say the government should be more generous with unemployment assistance for those who
        had lost jobs (2011). On social spending, poorer Americans were more likely to say the government should
        allocate additional funds for the needy, Social Security, public schooling,
        financial aid for college students, and health-care
        spending (2011).
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          FIGURE 8.12 Economic Insecurity and Spending Priorities
          

        


        
          Significance levels: * = 10% ** = 5% *** = 1% **** = 0.1%
        


        
          Statistical controls: gender, age, education, race, partisanship, ideology
        


        
          Sources: Pew Research Center Surveys, 02/11
        

      


      
        Figure 8.12 does not suggest that all financially insecure Americans
        are leftist in their attitudes. For opinions on unemployment insurance, assistance to the needy, and
        health-care spending—less than half of those with poor finances supported spending more money (2011). And there
        appears to be a contradiction in policy attitudes among the poor (Figure
        8.12). On one hand, large majorities of those with poor finances prioritize greater aid to the poor and
        reducing U.S. health-care costs (2011). On the other hand, less than half of poorer Americans support increased
        spending to make this happen (2011).
      


      
        Contradictions aside, those facing financial insecurity are
        more likely to hold political values challenging the neoliberal, “market-based” model that dominates American
        politics. Poorer Americans are often stigmatized in mainstream political culture. But their greater support for
        social spending amounts to a rejection of hegemonic attacks on assistance to the poor. Large numbers of the
        financially insecure recognize the importance of helping Americans in need. They are more likely to recognize
        that, during times of economic crisis and instability, “the marketplace” cannot effectively provide for the
        needs of all Americans. Instead, they expect the government to help the disadvantaged.
      


      
        My findings reveal that poor finances are associated with economic discontent, distrust of government, and
        progressive-leftist attitudes. Economic insecurity is a significant predictor of various attitudes, controlling
        for respondents’ gender, age, education, race, partisanship, and ideology. An aggregate assessment of the 32
        questions examined here suggests that those suffering from poor economic finances are, on average, 21
        percentage points more likely to subscribe to critical political-economic views and to hold progressive
        attitudes compared to those with “excellent” finances. This gap is large and significant. But the question of
        how powerful economic insecurity is in predicting political-economic attitudes, when compared to other
        factors, remains.
      


      
        Figure 8.13 assesses the power of personal finances in impacting
        political-economic attitudes, compared to other demographic factors. I provide an aggregate average measure of the predictive power of personal
        finances, controlling for all the other factors in my analysis. The measure is on a standardized scale from 0
        to 1, with the former suggesting no statistical relationship between two factors and the latter suggesting a
        perfect relationship. Financial status is about equal to partisanship in predicting political-economic
        attitudes but less powerful than ideology. Financial insecurity better accounts for variations in public
        opinion, compared to education, age, gender, and race.
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          FIGURE 8.13 Economic Insecurity and
          Political/Economic Attitudes (Aggregate Findings)
          

        


        
          Statistical controls: gender, age, education, race, partisanship, ideology
        


        
          Sources: Pew Research Center Surveys: 2011–2015
        

      


      
        Social scientists dispute whether income is a significant factor in influencing political beliefs, but my
        analysis shows that self-declared financial status is a significant and meaningful predictor of
        political-economic attitudes. It is about as strong as partisanship and ideology, which is important,
        considering how much energy political scientists devote to exploring how these factors impact consciousness. My
        findings reinforce a determinist view of individual consciousness as driven by material self-interests and by
        economic pressures more generally. Of course, economics are not the only force shaping
        political-economic values. So simplistic arguments concentrating only on economics are ineffective in
        explaining how political-economic consciousness develops. Still, economics appear to matter to a very
        significant extent in impacting beliefs. Worsening finances seem to encourage large numbers of disadvantaged
        Americans to embrace counterhegemonic values, questioning conventional ways of thinking about political
        economy. If there is a dialectic between disadvantaged and affluent Americans, these findings suggest it was an
        increasingly conflictual one throughout the 2010s.
      

    

    
      Changing Finances and
      Attitude Formation


      
        To this point, I have examined personal finances and political-economic attitudes. I now look at the potential
        impact of changes in finances. Following a Madisonian view of inequality, it
        may be that there have always been “haves” and “have-nots” in America and that these groups form distinct views
        about the world. But this view of reality, I argue, is static, since it does not take into account how changes
        in personal finances impact consciousness. This point has direct implications for the relative deprivation
        theory; when large majorities of Americans expect hard work to yield better living, the deterioration of
        individual finances can have a radicalizing effect on how individuals assess politics and the economy.
      


      
        From the mid-2000s to the early 2010s, millions of Americans experienced rising economic insecurity. The number
        of self-designated “have-nots” (Figure 8.14) increased from 29 to 39
        percent of Americans from 2006 to 2011. The growth in have-nots is significant because of its implications for
        political and economic attitude formation. As I documented in Chapters 3,
        4, and 5, individuals’ status as
        self-designated haves or have-nots impact awareness of the economic divide. Subsequently, economic
        consciousness (whether or not one admits the U.S. is divided) is a significant and meaningful predictor of
        political-economic beliefs.
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          FIGURE 8.14 Haves vs. Have-Nots in America (2006–2011)
          

        


        
          Sources: Pew Research Center Surveys, 2006–2011
        

      


      
        Changing economic circumstances (Figure 8.15), measured by
        individuals’ perceptions of the shift in their quality of life from 2006 to 2011 (the “ladder” questions from
        earlier in this chapter) appear to have a strong and significant impact on whether Americans self-identify as
        haves or have-nots. Those with worsening personal finances were 62 percent more likely than those who had not
        struggled to identify as have-nots, controlling for partisanship, ideology, education, age, race, and gender.
        This finding is important because, as I documented in Chapter 5,
        self-described economic status (for have-nots) is associated with an increasingly critical economic
        consciousness (recognition that the U.S. is economically divided), and subsequently with various
        progressive-leftist political-economic beliefs. So the results here suggest that worsening personal finances
        play an indirect role in impacting political-economic beliefs, by indirectly shaping one’s identity and pushing
        them to self-identify as have-nots.
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          FIGURE 8.15 Economic Insecurity and Awareness of the Economic
          Identity
          

        


        
          Significance levels: * = 10% ** = 5% *** = 1% **** = 0.1%
        


        
          Statistical controls: gender, age, education, race, partisanship, ideology
        


        
          Source: Pew Research Center Survey, December 2011
        

      


      
        My findings below also suggest that individuals’ worsening finances have an effect on political-economic
        attitudes. Economic consciousness is not static over time, with individuals being wedded to their ideologies,
        partisan attachments, and beliefs regardless of changing economic circumstances.
      


      
        While many Americans are probably unlikely to change their partisan or ideological leanings abruptly, my
        findings suggest that those facing economic marginalization are more likely to reconsider how they look at the
        world, within a relatively short period of time. They do not do this by embracing conservative Republican
        values,  as some scholars and
        pundits have claimed, but by becoming more supportive of counterhegemonic values. These findings reinforce a
        version of relative deprivation in which worsening finances, relative to one’s expectations for better living,
        contribute to growing political and economic resentment of the status quo.
      


      
        Through my analysis of more than three dozen survey questions from Pew between 2011 and 2015, I find consistent
        evidence of a steadfast relationship between changing financial circumstances and progressive political-economic attitudes. Worsening finances,
        post-2008 (Figure 8.16) are associated with growing economic
        frustrations and discontent toward the state of the nation. Those experiencing heightened financial insecurity
        were more likely to reject claims that the economy was doing well and agree it “is in bad shape” (2011–2013),
        to agree that a short-term (12-month) economic recovery was unlikely (2012), and that it “will be a long time”
        before the economy recovers from the 2008 collapse (2011).
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          FIGURE 8.16 Growing Insecurity and Perceptions of the Economy
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          Sources: Pew Research Center Surveys, 02/11; 01/12; 09/13; 02/15
        

      


      
        Those enduring heightened insecurity were more likely to express dissatisfaction with the “state of the country
        today” (2015). Those suffering greater insecurity (Figure 8.17) were
        more likely to agree the national “job situation” had not recovered (2013; 2015) following the doubling of
        unemployment  between 2008 and 2009. They were more
        likely to say “household incomes” had not yet recovered from the recession and “real estate” prices across the
        nation had not recovered following the 2008 crash (2013; 2015). These results suggest that economic anxiety
        leads distressed Americans to reject rosy assessments of the economy, with individuals externalizing their
        negative personal experiences via their assessments of the nation and the economy at large.
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          FIGURE 8.17 Growing Insecurity and Perceptions of Human Well-Being
          

        


        
          Significance levels: * = 10% ** = 5% *** = 1% **** = 0.1%
        


        
          Statistical controls: gender, age, education, race, partisanship, ideology
        


        
          Sources: Pew Research Center Surveys, 09/13; 02/15
        

      


      
        Beyond general anxieties, economic distress dilutes one’s commitment to notions that success is achieved by
        exploiting opportunities under neoliberal capitalism. Those facing heightened insecurity (Figure 8.18) were 10 percentage points less likely than the financially secure to
        believe “most people can get ahead if they work hard” and 13 percentage points more likely to agree “hard work
        is no guarantee of success” (2015). These results also speak to the continued hegemonic power of conservative
        economic ideology, as a majority (58 percent) of the economically insecure continued to believe that hard work
        ensures success, despite their declining economic prospects. In a country defined by rising insecurity,
        even the disadvantaged remain susceptible to misinformation regarding prospects for upward mobility.
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          FIGURE 8.18 Growing Insecurity and Opinions on the Economy,
          Corporations
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        Celebrations of the “free market” define a neoliberal ideology that envisions businesspersons as rugged
        entrepreneurs who sacrifice and innovate in the pursuit of growth,
        profits, and prosperity for all. These business leaders, we are told, face daunting challenges via unnecessary
        government regulations and crushing taxes. But these views held less appeal to those facing rising financial
        insecurity, who were more likely to hold an “unfavorable” view of businesses, to agree that “Wall Street hurts
        the economy more than it helps,” that “there is too much power” concentrated “in the hands of business,” and
        that corporations make excessive profits (2011).
      


      
        The above attacks on corporate America are not trivial. Capitalism is premised on
        the belief that there is no such thing as “excessive” profits for corporations, which should be free to earn as
        much money as their owners desire and that markets should be freed from “artificial” government restrictions.
        But most who experienced heightened financial insecurity (post-2008) disagreed with this mindset. They were
        suspicious of corporate power and privilege and rejected plutocratic views that business elites play a positive
        role in American society.
      


      
        The conviction that Wall Street causes more problems than it solves represents a
        fundamental challenge to the financialized version of capitalism that dominates contemporary America. While
        suspicion of corporate finance is not inherently Marxist, it is critical of neoliberal, financialized
        capitalism. This distrust also overlaps with a socialist critique of finance capital as a vampiric
        force—drawing upon other industries for its profits, while harming the masses by creating market instability
        via speculative “boom and bust” cycles. The downturns in these cycles produce financial insecurity and stoke
        resentment of business interests and Wall Street.
      


      
        Growing financial insecurity is linked to a desire to see the government address
        market failures. But when the government fails to promote economic recovery in recessionary periods and amid
        growing worker insecurity and unemployment, depressed earnings, and lost household savings, the government is
        likely to receive much of the blame. We see this phenomenon on two levels, with heightened economic insecurity
        linked to increasingly unfavorable views of the government in general and with growing criticisms of the
        president’s party. For opinions on the government (Figure 8.19),
        those facing rising financial insecurity were more likely to agree that government officials “quickly lose
        touch with the people” (2011), that officials “don’t care what people like me think” (2011), and to disagree
        that “government does a better job than people give it credit for” (2011). Other measures of government
        discontent also seemed to be fueled by financial insecurity, including negative views of local, state, and
        federal governments (2011).
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          FIGURE 8.19 Growing Insecurity and Opinions on the Government
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          Sources: Pew Research Center Surveys, 02/11; 01/12; 09/13; 02/15
        

      


      
        Although economic anxiety was linked to increased support for the Obama administration after the 2008 election,
        surveys from later years suggest that insecure Americans became more hostile to the Democrats. Individuals
        facing heightened insecurity (Figure 8.19) were more likely to hold
        unfavorable views of the Democratic Party and Democrats in Congress (2012, 2015). They were less likely to
        approve of Obama’s “handling” of the economy (2012–2013) and less likely to approve of Obama (2015). These
        feelings were driven in part by  the opinion that the
        president’s party failed to aid Main Street Americans, via the decreasing likelihood of the increasingly
        insecure agreeing that Democrats “care about the middle-class” (2015). This resentment appeared to encourage a
        large migration of working-class voters away from the Democratic Party in the 2016
        election. These voters, particularly those in areas hurt by deindustrialization and “outsourcing” in “rustbelt”
        states, did not flock to the Republican Party so much as they abandoned the Democrats to nonvoting. This point
        is reinforced by one post-election assessment concluding the Democratic Party lost 3.5 times as many rustbelt
        voters as Republicans gained from the 2012 to the 2016 presidential elections. These results contradict the
        common narrative that financially stressed Americans who were harmed by “globalization” and “outsourcing” fled
        the Democratic Party to embrace Donald Trump’s 2016 campaign. Vulnerable Americans are more likely to develop
        hostile attitudes toward the Democrats while also refusing to embrace the Republican Party and its
        pro-business ideology.
      


      
        Finally, there is the apparent impact of rising financial insecurity on policy preferences. Rather, rising
        insecurity (Figure 8.20) is linked to feelings that federal policies
        have not helped the middle class (2013; 2015), instead favoring the wealthy. Rising insecurity is tied to the
        belief that corporations and the wealthy “don’t pay their fair share of taxes” and that the “tax system” is
        “unfair.” Those facing heightened insecurity are more likely to favor policies that “do more to help the
        needy.” These policy preferences are left-liberal in orientation, promoting economic redistribution from the
        rich to the middle class, working class, and poor.
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          FIGURE 8.20 Growing Insecurity and Economic Policy
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        An aggregate assessment of rising financial insecurity suggests it has a sizable impact on how Americans think
        about political economy. For all 37 questions I examined, the average difference in beliefs between those
        facing heightened insecurity and the economically stable was 16 percentage points. I also provide an aggregate
        assessment (Figure 8.21) of the predictive power of rising financial
        insecurity across the 37 questions. The estimates are for the relative power of each factor in predicting
        political-economic attitudes, on a 0 to 1 standardized scale, controlling for all other factors examined.
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          FIGURE 8.21 Growing Insecurity and Political/Economic Attitudes
          (Aggregate Findings)
          

        


        
          Sources: Pew Research Center Surveys, 2011–2015
        

      


      
        Heightened economic insecurity is a stronger predictor of political-economic attitudes than education, age,
        gender, and race but weaker than partisanship and ideology. Based on these estimates, it seems that economics
        matter in determining how Americans look at political-economic issues, even if other factors exert a stronger
        impact on the minds of the masses.
      


      
         
      


      
        Rising insecurity is not as strong a predictor of political-economic beliefs, compared to poor finances in
        general. This raises a simple question: why? One possible answer is that those experiencing growing financial
        insecurity (post 2008) were a more economically diverse group, compared to those generally reporting poor
        finances. I provide evidence for this point in Figure 8.22, which is
        drawn from 2011 Pew polling. The survey included measures for both changing financial status and overall
        financial status. A large majority of the financially insecure—70 percent—hailed from household incomes of less
        than $30,000 a year.
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          FIGURE 8.22 Incomes for Those Experiencing Financial Insecurity
          and Worsening Finances
          

        


        
          Source: Pew Research Center Surveys, 02/11; 12/11
        

      


      
        Those who saw their finances decline post 2008, however, came from various backgrounds: 35 percent earned less
        than $30,000 a year, 22 percent earned from $30,000 to less than $50,000, 30 percent earned from $50,000 to
        less than $75,000, and 13 percent earned $75,000 or more.
      


      
        The financially insecure overwhelmingly come from poorer backgrounds, with 87 percent making less than $50,000
        a year. But individuals from across the income distribution were harmed by the 2008 crash. This distinction may
        explain why changing financial status is a weaker force for predicting political-economic beliefs. As I argue
        throughout this book, the disadvantaged are more likely to recognize the economic divide and to support leftist
        political views. Americans with lower, middle, and higher incomes, however, are more varied in their views.
      


      
          
      

    

    
      Coronavirus as a Catalyst for Shifting Public Opinion


      
        This chapter presented evidence that rising financial insecurity, and financial insecurity in general, are
        associated with progressive-left attitude formation. While Covid-19 may not have dramatically shifted public
        opinion about inequality, it was associated with a rapid increase in Americans’ financial insecurity. This
        insecurity, based on the findings I have offered, would be expected to produce heightened support for
        progressive-left political-economic attitudes. And this is precisely what I find in my review below. Covid-19
        stoked growing support among large numbers of Americans for progressive policy initiatives in a time of rising
        mass insecurity. The public experienced widespread anxiety and pain as the crisis emerged and intensified,
        while poor and working-class Americans were hardest hit. Mass frustrations translated into widening support for
        a slew of governmental measures that could reduce the suffering of those in precarious positions in a time of
        desperation and need. And, of course, these results further undermine claims that insecurity encourages growth
        in conservative-right-wing political attitudes.
      


      
        A rapidly worsening U.S. economy and public health crisis meant that most Americans expressed growing anxiety
        over the state of the nation and their place in it. By late February 2020, 69 percent of Americans said they
        were “concerned about the effects” of Covid-19 on the U.S. economy, up from 52 percent in late
        January.40 From early to late March, those
        who felt that Covid-19 posed “a major threat” to their “personal financial situation”
        grew from 29 to 49 percent.41 By mid-March,
        three-quarters of Americans worried the virus would have a “negative economic effect” on the U.S.42 Polling from late March revealed growing public
        anxiety, with seven in 10 suffering from “personal stress” as related to the outbreak, compared to 61 percent
        of Americans who experienced stress following the 2008 economic crash. Nearly all Americans in late March—92
        percent—expected a recession to result from Covid-19.43
      


      
        Public anxieties over Covid-19 were very real, considering the rising economic insecurity that afflicted the
        nation. Polling from mid-March 2020 found that 53 percent of Americans were worried they would “lose income due
        to a workplace closure or reduced hours,” while more than four in 10 worried they had “put themselves at risk
        of Covid-19 exposure because they can’t afford to stay home from work.”44 At that time, 77 percent said the crisis represented a “threat to their
        personal financial situation.”45 By late
        March, the number of Americans who were economically affected by the crisis was staggering, with one in three
        saying they or an “immediate family member” had been “laid off or lost their job,” and 51 percent citing they
        experienced a “cut in pay or work hours.”46
        At this time, nearly a quarter of Americans said they had either lost their job or that their employer had
        closed,” thereby eliminating their ability to work.47
      


      
        Poorer Americans were the worst impacted by the nation’s rapidly declining economic state, and the rising
        desperation among those harmed most led to growing polarization against the Trump administration for its
        failure to plan for the crisis and for its initial denial of the severity of the pandemic. Exacerbating
        America’s preexisting problems with inequality, poorer Americans were most at risk from Covid-19. Lower-income
        Americans (earning less than $40,000 a year), compared to those with middle ($40,000–90,000) and high incomes
        ($90,000+), were more worried that they or their family members would get sick due to their precarious economic
        positions.48 Low-income earners were more
        than twice as likely as high-income earners to say they “put themselves at risk of exposure” to Covid-19
        because they could not “afford to miss work.”49 This problem stemmed in large part because of their reduced access to remote
        work, with Americans earning incomes less than $40,000 being half as likely as those earning more than $90,000
        to say they were able to perform their jobs “from home.”50
      


      
        Additional problems the poor faced from the Covid-19 crisis stemmed from losses to their earnings and rising
        unemployment. Poorer Americans were nearly twice as likely to cite a loss of income as a result of “workplace
        closure or reduced hours” in the midst of the Covid-19 outbreak.51 And part-time workers were most vulnerable to income losses, compared to those
        with full-time employment.52 By late March
        2020, 3 of 10 Americans reported income losses as a result of the pandemic, although those making less than
        $50,000 a year were twice as likely to be “let go” or have “work hours reduced,” compared to those earning more than $50,000.53 Low-income Americans were twice as likely to cite taking a pay cut or losing a
        job, compared to high-income earners.54
        Younger Americans, people of color, and individuals with high school degrees or only “some college” education
        were the most adversely affected demographic groups.55 Finally, low-income earners were also less likely to say they held jobs that
        provided “paid time off” for individuals or their families who fell “sick or ill.”56
      


      
        The impacts of heightened suffering among the most vulnerable were pronounced, particularly regarding
        assessments of the Trump administration. In the early days of the crisis, President Donald Trump denounced the
        media for promoting “fake news” by “inflaming” the crisis beyond what was warranted.57 The president wrongly speculated that the virus would
        suddenly disappear with warm weather.58 And
        he pushed against developing significant testing capabilities for those contracting the virus—despite
        intelligence warnings about the dangers of Covid-19—for fear that high infection rates would harm his
        reelection prospects.59
      


      
        In light of the administrations’ failures, 6 of 10 Americans agreed the president was “unprepared” to deal with
        the crisis, and opposition was strongest among those who were the most economically impacted.60 As polling from late March 2020 demonstrated,
        disapproval of Trump was nearly 15 percentage points higher in areas of the country where the most “severe”
        economic impacts of the virus were felt and among those reporting “their lives have been especially disrupted”
        or who “know someone who’s caught the virus” compared to areas experiencing “lighter” or “moderate” impacts and
        among those who did not have personal experiences with the virus’s transmission.61 And as described in Chapter 2, economic
        insecurity appeared to increase support for critical views of inequality and support for progressive
        redistribution. More specifically, my polling from Harris found that lower-income Americans were more likely to
        recognize during the Covid-19 pandemic that the U.S. was economically divided between haves and have-nots. And
        they were more likely to support government efforts to reduce inequality by raising the minimum wage and
        increasing taxes on the wealthy to guarantee health insurance from those who lost their insurance during the
        Covid-19 crisis. In sum, Covid-19-related economic and health-related anxieties appeared to produce growing
        disapproval of the president at a time when it was widely recognized that Trump badly failed in early efforts
        to combat Covid-19’s spread.
      


      
        Outside of the polarizing impact of financial insecurity and health struggles, a collective sense of anxiety
        and insecurity also appears to have impacted mass consciousness. Contrary to claims that such insecurities
        encourage the formation of right-wing attitudes, we see the opposite with the Covid-19 pandemic. Collective
        concern with, and empathy for, the poor, needy, and disadvantaged was the dominant response to a national
        crisis. We see this rising tide of progressive politics most clearly in mass support for government
        intervention to aid the disadvantaged and against the Trump administration’s efforts to limit the federal
        government’s involvement in relief efforts to a secondary role to that of the states.62
      


      
        One area where near unanimity was reached among Americans was with support for
        emergency measures to aid needy groups and the sick. Polling from late March 2020 found that overwhelming
        majorities of Americans—between 79 and 86 percent—supported a variety of policy initiatives, including
        emergency unemployment aid to those who lost jobs “through no fault of their own”; an “immediate moratorium on
        foreclosures, evictions, and utility shutoffs”; additional food subsidies for children attending schools that
        were closed; $1 billion in emergency funds for increased “food security assistance” for those affected by the
        crisis; additional federal funds for Medicaid to assist states facing financial burdens due to Covid-19; free
        vaccines for all Americans when a Covid-19 vaccine becomes available; and a guaranteed 14 days of paid sick
        leave and three months of paid leave for all workers.63 A smaller majority—53 percent—agreed that the government (in response to the
        virus) should guarantee “every American health care without any out of pocket costs for monthly premiums,
        co-pays, or deductibles.”64
      


      
        When provided with the choice between more or less generous financial subsidies during the Covid-19 crisis,
        Americans gravitated toward the former. Most—55 percent—said by April 2020 that the government had “not done
        enough to help those who have lost jobs or wages during the outbreak.”65 People wanted stronger action from Congress, as one March survey found that
        Americans favored the House stimulus plan over the Senate plan, after it was explained that the Senate plan
        included a $1,200 subsidy for adults, compared to the House’s $1,500 subsidy and other House-bill benefits,
        including $600 per week of additional unemployment benefits, and expanded earned income tax credits
        (benefitting the poor), child tax credits, and dependent care credits. While only 48 percent of Americans
        approved of the Republican-Senate plan, the Democrats’ House plan was supported by nearly two-thirds of the
        public.66 These results represent a clear
        repudiation of the Republican Party’s efforts to direct fewer benefits toward the masses of Americans, and
        particularly concerning benefits focused on the disadvantaged.
      


      
        Beyond emergency measures, Americans were also sympathetic toward other economic measures with the potential to
        reduce inequality and toward efforts to protect workers and combat corporate malfeasance and corruption.
        Three-quarters of voters supported companies receiving bailout funds only if they committed “to no layoffs,”
        while 62 percent supported a three-year prohibition on executive bonuses for companies receiving federal
        stimulus funds. Nearly two-thirds of voters agreed that CEOs accepting stimulus funds should be forced to
        “certify they are following stipulations” as applied to executive bonuses and prohibited layoffs and “be held
        criminally liable if they don’t.” For low-income workers, 54 percent of voters agreed that employers accepting
        stimulus funds should be required to guarantee a $15 minimum wage for all their employees, compared to just 27
        percent who were opposed. And 52 percent supported the protection of collective
        bargaining for union workers in companies receiving stimulus funds, compared to only 13 percent who were
        opposed.67
      


      
        Finally, most Americans embraced a “people first” position on the Covid-19 pandemic,
        contrary to a “profits first” approach that the Trump administration emphasized when he sought to restart the
        U.S. economy prior to the containment of the virus.68 By late March 2020, and following Trump’s call to reopen the U.S. economy by
        Easter, 81 percent of Americans agreed with continued “social distancing” practices and policies, including
        “shelter at home” orders, regardless of “the impact to the economy.” Only 19 percent endorsed ending social
        distancing policies to “get the economy going again.”69 Contrary to the Trump administrations’ elevation of profits over human health,
        most Americans were unwilling to support state or national policies that would worsen the health crisis
        produced by the rapid spread of Covid-19.
      


      
        The evidence presented here reveals that, across a large number of issues, Americans overwhelmingly rejected
        conservative, market-based thinking and profit-oriented prescriptions amid the worst public health crisis in
        modern history. Americans who suffered most—via threats to their personal health and because of their negative
        economic experiences during the pandemic—were among the strongest opponents of the Trump administration. The
        polling results also reveal that rising economic anxiety and insecurity during the Covid-19 crisis were
        associated with mass support for active government efforts to assist America’s most needy. But statistics alone
        do not tell the entire story of the Covid-19 pandemic and its impact on economic consciousness and behavior. In
        Chapter 9, I examine the rise of mass protest as a serious response to the
        crisis, as working Americans became increasingly angry and disillusioned with neoliberal policies that
        relegated the working class and poor to a second-class status, via the prioritization of profits over people.
      

    

    
      Conclusion


      
        This chapter provided a large volume of evidence that economic insecurity, in general, and relative
        deprivation—as measured by growing financial insecurity—are linked to progressive-left political-economic
        views. These findings partially reinforce an economic determinist model of mass consciousness, in which
        personal finances drive how individuals assess politics and the economy. But reality is more complex than an
        “economics only” model suggests; other factors related to socialization and identity, including education,
        race, age, partisanship, ideology, and gender, also impact how Americans think.
      


      
        One might respond to my findings by pointing out that the trends documented here are irrelevant if economically
        insecure Americans fail in large numbers to challenge neoliberal political economy. Economic disadvantage, for
        example, is associated with a declining likelihood of voting, and lower-income Americans were less likely
        (Figure 8.23) to register to vote than higher-income Americans in the
        late 2000s and early 2010s. Low-income Americans were also less likely to register in the early 2010s
        compared to low-income Americans in the late 2000s. In sum, rising economic insecurity demobilized the
        poor in various ways post-2008.
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          FIGURE 8.23 Income and Declining Voter
          Registration over Time
          

        


        
          Statistical controls: gender, age, education, race, partisanship, ideology
        


        
          Source: Pew Research Center Surveys, 2007–2013
        

      


      
        On second consideration, however, these findings are not so devastating to my own findings, for two reasons.
        First, low-income Americans still vote in significant numbers, with about half to 60 percent of households
        earning less than $50,000 a year voting in the presidential elections.70 Poorer voters, while politically marginalized compared to those with higher
        incomes, turn out in large enough numbers to impact politics.
      


      
        Second, voting is only one form of political participation. Alternative modes of engagement include
        participation in protests and social movements. As I discuss in Chapter 9,
        support for, and participation in, these movements is more common among economically disadvantaged Americans.
        These movements have a significant impact on American politics, as I show with various uprisings in the 2010s,
        including for the Madison, Wisconsin, protests against Republican governor Scott Walker, Occupy Wall Street,
        the “Fight for $15” living-wage movement, and the protests against repealing “Obamacare.”
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    REBELLION IN AMERICA


    
      Protest, Inequality, and Insecurity
    


    
      The decade after the 2008 economic crash was one of upheaval and resistance to hegemonic neoliberal values. Sixty
      percent of Americans expressed trust in the government after the September 11, 2001, terror attacks. But trust
      fell steadily in the 2000s, amid the unpopular war with Iraq, to 34 percent in February 2006, prior to the
      national housing crash. By October 2011, trust in the government was just 10 percent—a record low since the
      Pew Research Center began surveying this question in the 1950s. Confidence in the
      government remained low in subsequent years, with only 18 percent of Americans trusting the government by
      mid-2017.1
    


    
      Optimism about opportunities for economic mobility—long a mainstay of American culture—fell significantly. In
      2007, 70 percent of Americans were “satisfied” with the level of “opportunity” in America “for a person to get
      ahead by working hard.” But that fell to 53 percent by 2012, although rising to 63 percent by 2018.2 In the last chapter, I presented evidence that rising
      economic insecurity was associated with growing discontent with the economy, corporations, and government and
      with increased support for progressive-leftist attitudes. This chapter expands on the last by fleshing out this
      progressive inclination among insecure Americans, as I document the ways in which Americans become more opposed
      to neoliberalism. I undertake three inquiries: (1) an experimental analysis of how rising economic insecurity
      impacts attitudes about welfare politics; (2) a review of the rise of leftist social movements, documenting how
      the 2011 Madison protests, Occupy Wall Street, the Fight for $15, protests of the Affordable Care Act repeal
      effort, and protests during the Covid-19 pandemic, were fueled by economic anxieties; and (3) an analysis of the
      2016 election, dispelling the myth that Trump support was fueled by mass economic insecurity, while documenting
      the role of insecurity in the rise of leftist insurgent presidential candidate Bernie
      Sanders. I document how public faith in neoliberalism has fallen, despite enduring claims about widespread
      opportunity for “hard-working” Americans. I discuss the increasingly conflictual “dialectic” between political
      and business elites invested in the neoliberal order and growing numbers of economically insecure Americans who
      reject hegemonic claims about the virtues of “free markets.”
    


    
      Insecurity and the Welfare State: The
      Food Stamp Challenge Experiment


      
        I examined survey data in the last chapter linking financial insecurity and greater support for
        progressive-leftist beliefs. To build a stronger case for the cause-andeffect relationship between the two, I
        undertook an experimental analysis to simulate how rising insecurity impacts political-economic attitudes. By
        exposing Americans to insecurity, I explore the process through which individuals become more progressive in
        their attitudes. In spring, summer, and fall 2015, I embarked on a “food stamp challenge” experiment (separate
        from the experiments undertaken in earlier chapters) with nearly 150 students from a Midwestern college in a
        moderately sized metropolitan region of 150,000. As I informed students, the goal of the experiment was to see
        how living on the average “SNAP” (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program) benefit might “influence your
        attitudes toward government welfare.” A second goal, I informed them, was to “get students thinking about what
        it means to be on government assistance.”3
      


      
        The food stamp challenge included a pretest survey, gauging participants’ opinions about welfare for the poor.
        The questions included (1) opinions on whether “government aid to the poor does more harm than good, by making
        people too dependent on government assistance” or if “government aid does more good than harm, because people
        can’t get out of poverty until their basic needs are met”; (2) attitudes about whether “poor people today have
        it easy because they can get government benefits without doing anything in return” or if “poor people have hard
        lives because government benefits don’t go far enough to help them live decently”; (3) opinions on a “proposal
        to reduce federal spending on food stamps to balance the federal budget”; (4) attitudes on a proposal to “cut
        benefits for all food stamp recipients by about 5 percent,” discussed in Congress at the time; and (5)
        perceptions of whether “food stamps are so generous that there is significant abuse of the program,” compared
        to the claim that “the food stamp program generally does not provide large benefits for the poor, making it
        difficult to abuse.”
      


      
        After completing the initial survey, students were asked to partake in the food stamp challenge, with the goal
        being to sustain themselves for one week on the average SNAP benefit allotted to a single American. Since SNAP
        represents a “supplemental” benefit for poor Americans, beneficiaries are not expected to “make it” on
        food stamp benefits alone, which averaged just $140 a month per person in the
        mid-2010s. Despite these meager benefits, and as conservative pollsters point out, concerns with welfare abuse
        and fraud—particularly food stamps—are common.4 Reflecting a conservative view of welfare, many Americans embrace stereotypes of
        the poor as lazy and abusing “overly-generous” welfare programs—so generous they supposedly provide the poor an
        incentive not to work.
      


      
        The goal of this experiment was not to provide students with an accurate view of how individuals on food stamps
        live, supplementing their own food spending with SNAP funds. Rather, I had two goals. First, I sought to assess
        the educational and informational value of the food stamp challenge, providing participants with direct
        experience assessing the common assumption that welfare spending is “so generous” it provides incentives for
        the poor not to work. Second, the experiment assessed how simulating poverty and economic insecurity—in this
        case trying to live on a food stamp allotment—impacts how Americans look at policies aiding the needy.
        Considering these goals, students were told to spend $32.69 for grocery purchases for the entirety of the
        seven-day food stamp challenge, amounting to about $4.67 for food each day of the experiment (totaling $140 a
        month).
      


      
        To protect students from potential injury and to uphold ethical standards, I told them:
      


      
        This challenge is voluntary, so if at any point you feel that you simply can’t make it the whole seven days, or
        simply don’t want to anymore for whatever reason, you are free to stop participating in the challenge. The
        7-day total is merely a goal that I have set out, to help students understand the nature of food stamp benefits
        in the U.S. If you only make it one day and decide that you can’t or don’t want to continue, that is okay. If
        you make it four days, that is okay. If you make it the entire week, that is okay.
      


      
        However long they participated—students were asked to submit a posttest survey immediately upon completing the
        challenge. This test was identical to the pretest, allowing me to gauge whether the experiment impacted
        students’ views of welfare. Finally, students were asked to reflect on these questions: (1) “What did you learn
        about the food stamps program and welfare in the U.S.?”; (2) “Has your opinion of the program changed?”; and
        (3) “If so, why did it change?” I explore the answers to these questions in this chapter, increasing my
        confidence about the claims of a causal relationship between economic insecurity and progressive-left attitude
        formation.
      


      
        For participants in my experimental groups, the overwhelming majority were white and young, although they were
        a nearly even mix based on gender. These groups, ideologically speaking, were more conservatively biased. A
        majority identified as moderates, but there were twice as many conservatives as liberals. This bias reflected the conservative demographics of the metropolitan region. Large numbers of
        students saw the poor as lazy and abusing welfare, so I did not need to worry about a “selection bias” problem
        where individuals were predisposed before the experiment (because of liberal-Democratic leanings) to be more
        sympathetic to welfare spending. Considering this center-right demographic, a finding that experiment
        participants become more sympathetic to welfare spending after the food stamp challenge would further increase
        my confidence of the power of economic insecurity to impact political attitudes. By “stacking the deck” against
        my thesis, I present a “hard test” of the claim that insecurity pushes disadvantaged Americans to the left.
      


      
        The findings presented in Tables 9.1 and 9.2 suggest that, even with a center-right sample of students, participation in the
        food stamp challenge produced significant shifts in how people looked at welfare. Consistent with the
        conservative bias of the student samples, we see from the spring, summer, and fall pretests that a majority or
        plurality of students endorsed conservative positions on welfare for eight of the 10 questions surveyed.
        Despite significant hostility toward welfare programs, students’ attitudes shifted dramatically following the
        challenge. Table 9.1 provides results for three survey questions
        examining attitudes toward food stamps and efforts to reduce spending for the program. Despite 65 percent of
        participants agreeing in spring 2015 that food stamps were “so generous” they enable abuse, that sentiment fell
        to just 32 percent once the challenge was complete. Similarly, the percentage of participants agreeing with
        this attitude in summer and fall 2015 fell from 67 to 27 percent from the pretest to posttest. These represent
        33 and 40 percentage point shifts in opinion.
      


      
        
          
            TABLE 9.1 Effects of the Food Stamp Challenge on Welfare
            Attitudes Spring 2015 (N = 95 Participants)
          

          
            
              	
                How Generous Are Food Stamps? (% agreeing)*
                

              
            


            
              	

              	Pretest

              	Posttest

              	% Change
            


            
              	
                

              
            

          

          
            
              	Food stamps are so generous there is significant abuse

              	65%

              	32%

              	−33%
            


            
              	Benefits are poor, making abuse difficult

              	30%

              	64%

              	+34%
            


            
              	
                

              
            


            
              	
                Opinions on Cuts in Food Stamps as a Means of “Balancing the Budget” (% agreeing)*
                

              
            


            
              	

              	Pretest

              	Posttest

              	% Change
            


            
              	
                

              
            


            
              	Support Congressional efforts to reduce food stamp benefits

              	48%

              	26%

              	−22%
            


            
              	Oppose efforts to reduce food stamp benefits

              	45%

              	68%

              	+23%
            


            
              	
                

              
            


            
              	
                Opinions on 2013 5% Proposed Cut in Food Stamp Benefits (% agreeing)*
                

              
            


            
              	

              	Pretest

              	Posttest

              	% Change
            


            
              	
                

              
            


            
              	Approve cut

              	52%

              	27%

              	−25%
            


            
              	Disapprove of cut

              	39%

              	67%

              	−28%
            


            
              	
                

              
            


            
              	Effects of the Food Stamp Challenge on Welfare Attitudes Summer—Fall 2015
              (N = 52 Participants)
            


            
              	
                

              
            


            
              	How Generous Are Food Stamps? (% agreeing)***
            


            
              	
                

              
            


            
              	

              	Pretest

              	Posttest

              	% Change
            


            
              	
                

              
            


            
              	Food stamps are so generous there is significant abuse

              	67%

              	27%

              	−40%
            


            
              	Benefits are poor, making abuse difficult

              	25%

              	69%

              	+44%
            


            
              	
                

              
            


            
              	Opinions on Cuts in Food Stamps as a Means of “Balancing the Budget” (%
              agreeing)***
            


            
              	
                

              
            


            
              	

              	Pretest

              	Posttest

              	% Change
            


            
              	
                

              
            


            
              	Support Congressional efforts to reduce food stamp benefits

              	45%

              	24%

              	−21%
            


            
              	Oppose efforts to reduce food stamp benefits

              	45%

              	62%

              	+17%
            


            
              	
                

              
            


            
              	Opinions on 2013 5% Proposed Cut in Food Stamp Benefits (%
              agreeing)***
            


            
              	
                

              
            


            
              	

              	Pretest

              	Posttest

              	% Change
            


            
              	
                

              
            


            
              	Approve cut

              	52%

              	27%

              	−25%
            


            
              	Disapprove of cut

              	35%

              	69%

              	+34%
            

          
        


        
          
            Source: Author’s Data, Spring/Summer/Fall 2015
          


          
            Paired samples (pre- and posttest) means comparison (t-test)
          


          
            Significance levels: *** = 0.1% ** = 1% * = 5%
          

        

      


      
        
          
            TABLE 9.2 Effects of the Food Stamp Challenge on Welfare
            Attitudes, Spring 2015 (N = 97 participants)
          

          
            
              	
                Opinions on Welfare’s Effects (% agreeing w/ each position)***
                

              
            


            
              	

              	Pretest

              	Posttest

              	% Change
            


            
              	
                

              
            

          

          
            
              	Gov. aid does more harm than good

              	59%

              	30%

              	−29%
            


            
              	Gov. aid does more good than harm

              	37%

              	66%

              	+29%
            


            
              	
                

              
            


            
              	
                Perceptions of Welfare and Laziness (% agreeing w/ each position)***
                

              
            


            
              	

              	Pretest

              	Posttest

              	% Change
            


            
              	
                

              
            


            
              	Poor people have it too easy (b/c gov. benefits too generous)

              	52%

              	25%

              	−27%
            


            
              	Poor people have it hard (b/c gov. benefits are limited)

              	34%

              	71%

              	+37%
            


            
              	
                

              
            


            
              	
                Effects of the Food Stamp Challenge on Welfare Attitudes
                

                Summer—Fall 2015 (N = 52 Participants)
                

              
            


            
              	
                Opinions on Welfare’s Effects (% agreeing w/ each position)*
                

              
            


            
              	

              	Pretest

              	Posttest

              	% Change
            


            
              	
                

              
            


            
              	Gov. aid does more harm than good

              	46%

              	32%

              	−14%
            


            
              	Gov. aid does more good than harm

              	51%

              	64%

              	+13%
            


            
              	
                

              
            


            
              	
                Perceptions of Welfare and Laziness (% agreeing w/ each position)*
                

              
            


            
              	

              	Pretest

              	Posttest

              	% Change
            


            
              	
                

              
            


            
              	Poor people have it too easy (b/c gov. benefits too generous)

              	54%

              	29%

              	−25%
            


            
              	Poor people have it hard (b/c gov. benefits are limited)

              	40%

              	68%

              	+28%
            

          
        


        
          
            Source: Author’s Data, Spring/Summer/Fall 2015
          


          
            Paired samples (pre- and posttest) means comparison (t-test)
          


          
            Significance levels: *** = 0.1% ** = 1% * = 5%
          

        

      


      
        Table 9.1 also summarizes changes in attitudes related to a proposal
        to cut food stamp spending. Cutting such spending as a means of “balancing the [federal] budget” was supported
        by 48 percent of participants in the spring and 45 percent in the summer and fall, prior to participation in
        the food stamp challenge. But support fell to 26 and 24 percent, respectively, following completion of the
        experiment—representing 22 and 21 percentage point changes. These represent sizable shifts in attitudes.
        Finally, we see that what many participants (initially) saw as an acceptable cut in food stamps—a 5 percent
        reduction in annual spending—became increasingly unpopular upon completing the challenge. While 52 percent of
        participants approved of the proposed cut in the spring, summer, and fall 2015 experiments, just 27 percent
        supported the cut upon completing the food stamp challenge. This reduction in support represented a 25
        percentage point shift in opinion.
      


      
        Other questions measured whether opinions on government spending changed regarding general references to
        welfare. Opinions in spring 2015 on whether government aid “does more harm than good” (Table 9.2) shifted significantly from the pretest to posttest, with 59 percent
        embracing this position prior to the challenge, but just 30 percent feeling the same way afterward. A similar
        finding was evident for summer and fall 2015, with the percentage of participants agreeing  government aid “does more harm than good”
        falling from 46 to 32 percent. These represent 29 and 14 percentage point shifts, respectively. Table 9.2 also documents how opinions on the poor and their quality of life saw
        large shifts during the experiments. For spring 2015, although 52 percent of respondents agreed in the pretest
        that “poor people have it easy because government benefits are too generous,” that fell to 25 percent after the
        challenge. A comparable shift occurred in summer and fall 2015, with 54 percent agreeing the poor had it easy
        prior to the experiment, but just 29 percent agreeing in the posttest. These represent 27 and 25 percentage
        point shifts, respectively.
      

    

    
       The Food
      Stamp Challenge: A Closer Look


      
        The food stamp experiment provided for political education, by familiarizing young Americans with how welfare
        benefits are allocated to the poor. But the experiment also speaks to how Americans change their perceptions of
        poverty and welfare based on direct experiences with economic (food-based) insecurity. A primary lesson from
        the experiment was that $4.67 per day was not enough to sustain healthy eating habits. One participant
        reflected that this allocation “allowed me the bare minimum amount of food” per meal; another framed it as just
        enough to “make it” in providing basic food needs. Many of the participants—38 percent—admitted they did not
        make it through the entire seven-day challenge, as the allotment was insufficient for their dietary needs.
        Those failing to complete the challenge emphasized the inadequacy of food stamps, in the absence of additional
        funds. Some of these reflections are included below:
      


      
        	I made it two days before I really became hungry all the time. I feel like $32.69 [a week] is not even
        close to enough to buy groceries. With that kind of money, you can only buy the cheapest food items to make it
        last the duration. It’s pretty crazy how little food a family would have to live on if they only relied on food
        stamps.5


        	It was impossible to get all the food I needed for a week on such a small budget. I tried to buy all the
        off-brand products to keep my total low enough, and I ended up spending a little over $35 dollars. The
        off-brand products tasted so bad, I definitely would never want to eat that again.6


        	I learned the food stamps program is very difficult to live off. I only did it for a few days. I couldn’t
        imagine people trying to live on it for their whole lives and to have to provide for their families with such
        pitiful spending.7


        	I used to think most people living off welfare were lazy and unmotivated. But after realizing how little
        government gives an individual, I think it would be nearly impossible to live solely off government aid with no
        other source of income. Doing this challenge not only changed my attitude toward welfare, but toward the people
        relying on it.8

      


      


      
        Post-challenge assessments of welfare beneficiaries were grounded in participants realizing that SNAP benefits
        necessitate the average beneficiary hold a job in order to “make it.” As one participant explained after eating
        “chicken and rice for every meal, with the exception of a packet of yogurt for breakfast”: “I learned that to
        have a better meal or have more money to do so, one must work a job, because the food stamp program doesn’t
        offer a lot of resources to meet your basic food needs.”9
      


      
        One lesson from this challenge is that individuals became more supportive of welfare through their growing
        empathy with the poor. Economic struggle impacts how individuals look at the lives of the less fortunate.
        Without this simulated experience with poverty, many admitted, they would not have
        reconsidered their opinions on SNAP:
      


      
        	My opinion has changed [about food stamps] because I realized how hard it actually is to live on such a
        small amount of money. Without food stamps, I had the ability to grab whatever I wanted to eat, but with them
        my selection of foods was very small.10


        	I didn’t have a good idea of what $32.69 a week felt like, so I really didn’t know if it mattered that the
        spending was cut or not. Now after living on that for a week, I understand what many poor people go through. I
        know for a fact that families with growing boys living on these programs alone would go hungry every day. I ate
        almost all my food in two days and was still hungry.11


        	Planning my day around only $4 for food cut out a lot of normal things for me such as going out to eat. I
        went grocery shopping and tried to only use part of the $32, so I could have some extra for snacks or going out
        to eat. While shopping, the food prices meant a lot more, and it was difficult not being able to buy food that
        I normally would, and buying only the essentials and cheap stuff.12


        	I feel like people on food stamps can’t abuse the system because they don’t get much from it. My opinions
        changed on this because I actually went through it. I lasted four days until I wanted to start eating healthier
        foods that were hard to buy with only four dollars a day. It’s hard for those who are oblivious to the way poor
        people live to change their opinions, and I believe that until you experience something like this for yourself,
        you will not understand how difficult it is. People who try to live on this amount of money are not spoiled and
        don’t “have it made.”13


        	I put myself in the shoes of someone who relies on food stamps. When I first heard about the goals of the
        challenge, I figured I would be able to do it fairly easily. When I began doing it for real, I found out I was
        very wrong. I was still able to go a full week, but it wasn’t easy, and it is not something I would be able to
        do for longer than a week.14

      


      


      
        One insight participants gained was the ability to link poverty to other struggles such as obesity. Healthy
        foods, including fresh fruits and vegetables, are difficult to afford for an individual living on SNAP benefits
        alone, and paying for such foods is a struggle for the poor, considering the documented link between poverty
        and obesity.15 Students made this link based
        on firsthand experience. As one participant recognized: “healthy foods are costly, leaving the only option to
        buy cheap foods, which are unhealthy, and could potentially lead to diabetes, heart problems, or other health
        issues as you age.”16 Another individual
        reflected on the difficulties with consuming fatty processed foods: “how does the government expect obesity to
        decrease when people can only afford cheap, unhealthy food?”17 A third participant reconsidered his previous
        stereotypes of the poor as “making bad decisions” by buying junk food: “at first, I thought food stamps were
        too generous, because I work at a small-town grocery store, and I see parents buying junk food with their food
        stamps. I thought people were taking advantage of welfare, but once I struggled with trying to get three meals
        a day, I understand why they bought cheap foods.”18
      


      
        The greatest struggles with the food stamp challenge were reserved for those with active lifestyles.
        Participants struggled to maintain a regular exercise routine while consuming cheap foods. Some reflections
        include the following:
      


      
        	What I didn’t realize was that even though I don’t eat a lot of food, I do eat healthy foods, which makes
        it difficult to live on these stingy food stamp benefits. What I realized one day when I got home at night
        after my workout was that I had no money left for any fruit or healthy snacks to compensate for the amount of
        calories I burned at the gym. It is no wonder many poor people are getting heavier, because eating healthy food
        is more expensive than eating unhealthy food.19


        	I’m a very active individual and I exercise every day. Within three days I had run out of food because
        trying to keep my energy levels up with less is a challenge. I had to pull out of the challenge because I
        couldn’t handle being hungry and trying to keep up my lifestyle. So I realized how much of a struggle it can be
        for those trying to maintain their own health, and how hard it can be on them physically.20

      


      
        The above experiences make it clear that complaints about food stamps being “too generous” are unsustainable
        when efforts to live off the “average” benefit are not compatible with active, healthy life choices.
      


      
        The origins of the poverty-obesity problem come into focus when reviewing the kinds of foods
        participants purchased on their constrained budgets. They were largely processed, fatty foods, nonperishable
        items, and at best, frozen vegetables and some meats and poultry. Common staples included Ramen Noodles and
        canned soups, peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, chips and cookies, cheap flavored drinks, generic cereals,
        cheap meats (bologna, canned tuna, and high-fat beefs), high-caloric processed foods such as Hot Pockets and
        Pop Tarts, the occasional visit to the “dollar menu” at fast food restaurants, and simple staples like potatoes
        and rice. These sorts of diets are unfit for those seeking a healthy lifestyle, those seeking to avoid obesity,
        and those wishing to avoid health problems such as heart disease and diabetes.
      


      
        The results from the food stamp challenge suggest that people’s experiences on a limited budget impact their
        political views. I found an increased willingness from many participants to question conventional views of the
        food stamps program as enabling laziness and poor life choices. One participant took aim at those linking food
        stamp benefits to drug testing:
      


      
        Having heard people’s protestations about the trading of food stamps for illegal drugs,
        I can’t see how a person could reliably do that given the amount of money the program provides.… Now that I
        know the amount is so small, I find all the protestations to be unfounded. I’m all the more firmly in support
        of this program, because to me it’s not meant to be lived off of, but to support a person trying to survive on
        a low wage.21
      


      
        A second person lamented attacks on the poor as out of touch with the struggles they face:
      


      
        I realized that I easily spent in one night out at a restaurant what someone on public assistance gets from
        government to last them a week. That’s insane, and to think that people ridicule those that need food stamps to
        live is ignorant. I suppose it is much easier to blame those that rely on your tax dollars than to make a
        genuine effort to educate yourself. I don’t know who would willingly live off only food stamp
        benefits.22
      


      
        Some participants went further than opposing food stamp cuts, arguing that benefits should be increased. This
        mindset was reflected in one participant’s comments:
      


      
        I can possibly see someone living off food stamps on their own without any family, but would barely just be
        getting by. I feel, after doing this challenge, that food stamps benefits should be increased, from what now is
        basically nothing.23
      


      
        This person was not alone in thinking that U.S. welfare programs are inadequate for meeting the needs of the
        poor, as the comments below reveal:
      


      
        	I think that people on welfare should get more money because it will help them afford healthier food and
        have more options. I did not last more than three days [with this challenge] because at that point I wanted to
        have a variety of foods and had already selfishly spent my week’s worth of money. I thought it would be way
        easier than it was, and this experience taught me a valuable lesson about what it means to struggle and why
        government assistance is so important.24


        	Before taking on this challenge, I was okay with the 5 percent cut in SNAP benefits. I now feel they should
        be increased by 5 to 10 percent. Trying to live on SNAP was very difficult. I don’t know how anyone could sell
        their benefits and have enough money left to meet their nutritional needs.25


        	Government aid to the poor does more good than harm. I’m sure most people receiving aid are really in need
        of help, in circumstances that are beyond their control.… It’s a bad idea to reduce spending on food stamps.…
        There will always be people who abuse any benefit, but there are also many who do not
        have sufficient income and have to rely on food stamps to feed themselves and their family.26


        	I think food stamps must be increased, because this is supposed to be a country where people can succeed
        with hard work. But people are incredibly stressed at this economy, and food stamps do not relieve much of the
        burden. We need to increase funding substantially.27

      


      
        The final reflection above links support for welfare programs to the recognition that the poor face dwindling
        prospects for economic success in the modern economy. This trend is increasingly common among individuals
        suffering from economic insecurity, who are less likely to agree that hard work
        guarantees success (Chapter 8).
      


      
        The food stamp experiment raises questions about conventional explanations for the effects of poverty and
        economic insecurity on political-economic attitudes. Many scholars maintain that
        financial insecurity and poverty produce growing support for conservative-Republican political views, but this
        claim is undermined by the survey results from the last chapter and the experimental results here, which
        suggest those struggling economically are more likely to support government efforts to assist the poor, reduce
        poverty, and combat inequality.
      

    

    
      Social Movements, Economic Insecurity, and Protest


      
        Lower-class status is associated with depressed voter turnout. But this observation misses more unconventional
        methods of participation the disadvantaged are more likely to engage in, including progressive protest
        movements. Numerous progressive movements arose in the early to mid-2010s to challenge the hegemonic position
        that “free market” capitalism is the only viable path forward to prosperity. The counterhegemonic claims of the
        Madison protesters (2011), Occupy Wall Street (2011), Fight for $15, and health-care protesters were premised
        on distrust of “free market,” neoliberal political economy, and embraced notions of collective political
        responsibility, in which the government is responsible for helping the needy and disadvantaged.28
      


      
        In a Gramscian sense, a critical dialectic has emerged between two factions. On one side are the forces of
        neoliberal capitalism—centered on Wall Street and in other segments of corporate America. On the other are
        progressive activists, organized labor, and working-class Americans pressuring the government to address
        problems such as rising poverty, inequality, and mass economic insecurity. These protests reveal that growing
        economic insecurity is not necessarily associated with political inaction and may manifest itself in increased
        vigilance and mass rebellion. Mass inaction in the face of perceived abuses is often the norm in the U.S. and
        other countries. But as I document below, sometimes important events occur that serve as a catalyst for action.
        Furthermore, the economically motivated progressive protests of the 2010s were
        significant in their political effects, as we see with Bernie Sanders’s insurgent presidential campaigns and
        the growth of the progressive wing of the Democratic Party.
      

    

    
      The Madison Protests


      
        The February 2011 labor protests in Madison, Wisconsin, against Republican governor
        Scott Walker were a serious uprising against neoliberal, anti-labor politics.29 The governor sought to eliminate collective
        bargaining for public sector unions and for pay raises above the consumer price index, meaning that Wisconsin
        workers could never again collectively pressure government for pay raises (cost-of-living adjustments, by
        definition, are not raises, since they merely allow employees’ incomes to keep pace with inflation). Tens of
        thousands of protesters congregated around and within the capitol building that winter, with more than 100,000
        protesting the governor on some days.30 While
        the demonstrators were unsuccessful in preventing state Republicans from eliminating collective bargaining, the
        protests received significant national attention and sparked a conversation about the responsibilities of the
        government toward workers in a time of mass economic insecurity.
      


      
        The demonstrators in Madison were motivated by fears that the elimination of collective bargaining would
        increase insecurity among public sector workers in a state where the average salary for state employees was
        only $48,348 a year.31 I traveled to Madison
        regularly from my home in Chicago, Illinois, in February 2011 to converse with, participate in, and support the
        public sector protests against Walker. From my conversations with demonstrators, it was clear that economic
        anxiety was motivating them to protest Walker’s anti-union agenda. The message voiced by demonstrators was that
        Walker was anti-worker and anti-family. They pointed out that he tried to eliminate collective bargaining in
        the name of “balancing the budget,” while supporting $140 million in business tax cuts.32 This dual strategy, they argued, was tantamount to
        robbing workers to enrich corporations—a modern example of class warfare.
      


      
        The solidarity shared between protesters revealed a symbolic aspect to the protests, which were driven by
        heightened economic anxiety and critical class consciousness from public sector workers. The common refrain of
        the protesters in support of collective bargaining was expressed in the chant “United we stand, divided we
        beg.” This slogan was a representation of collective solidarity, as public sector workers fought to ensure they
        were not victimized by the market dictates of neoliberal capitalism. The “divided we beg” message captures
        workers’ economic anxiety, in that efforts to destroy collective bargaining were associated with the
        pauperization of the working class under work arrangements that prohibit them from using their power in numbers
        to negotiate for pay raises and benefits.
      


      
        Finally, the protesters I interacted with and observed drew comparisons between their economic situation and
        that of the repressed in other countries. A common parallel drawn was with Egyptian
        protesters, who were rebelling against and overthrew the dictatorial regime of Hosni Mubarak. Mubarak was a
        corrupt, repressive dictator who engaged in routine human rights abuses,33 while Walker was also framed as a political leader with authoritarian
        tendencies, via his assault on working-class public employees. Critics of the protesters would no doubt dismiss
        this comparison as inappropriate, considering that Walker, unlike Mubarak, was elected and that only one of
        these officials was responsible for blatant human rights violations. Still, the comparisons spoke to the
        economic anxiety of Wisconsin workers, who likened their financial struggles in a time of economic instability
        to those faced by Egyptians suffering under poverty, stagnant wages, and skyrocketing food prices during the
        2011 Egyptian revolution.34 In sum, the
        Mubarak-Walker comparison demonstrates how economic frustrations drive protests against neoliberal, anti-worker
        political reforms.
      

    

    
      Occupy Wall Street


      
        The rise of Occupy Wall Street (OWS) in late 2011
        occurred at a time when Americans faced rising economic insecurity and frustrations, amid the worst economic
        collapse since the Great Depression. OWS arose following calls from the Canadian magazine Adbusters for
        activists to gather near Wall Street, in pursuit of revolutionary political-economic change.35 The call resulted in about 1,000 activists
        congregating in Zuccotti Park on September 17 (2011), in the Wall Street district,
        united in protest against the established political-economic order and sleeping overnight in the park in a sign
        of collective solidarity.36 That protest
        inspired others. After a few weeks, thousands of protesters were active in Zuccotti Park—part of a blossoming
        Occupy movement. Protests included daily marches on Wall Street, among other acts of civil disobedience. On
        October 5, more than 10,000 protesters traveled from Foley Square to Zuccotti Park in a peaceful march,
        although hundreds of demonstrators were pepper sprayed and arrested.37 Four days earlier, thousands of Occupy activists marched on the Brooklyn
        Bridge, seeking to block traffic, resulting in 700 arrests.38 Demonstrations quickly proliferated in more than 950 cities.39
      


      
        While OWS chapters dissipated in the face of police efforts to shut down encampments, demonstrators’ concerns
        received sustained media attention. The movement breathed life into the grievances of millions of Americans,
        who expressed anger at the government and the private economy following the 2008 Wall Street housing market
        collapse. References to corporate greed, class conflict, and citizens’ economic grievances regularly appeared
        in reporting on OWS, even if the media only sparingly covered these topics during typical news
        cycles.40 The movement spoke to the concerns
        of “Main Street” Americans, via frustrations over declining pay, outsourcing of factory jobs, rising
        unemployment and poverty, record inequality, and plutocratic politics.41
      


      
        It is inaccurate to claim that OWS activists were motivated simply by abstract concerns
        with inequality.42 When surveyed about their
        biggest concerns, Occupy activists in New York City included a mix of the general
        and the personal. On the general level, they emphasized concerns regarding growing inequality between the top
        “1 percent” of Wall Street and other business elites and the masses, with monied elites’ dominance of electoral
        politics, and with corporate greed. Other concerns, however, overlapped with economic insecurity, including
        frustration over growing student loan debts, rising costs of health care, and occupational insecurity in a
        period of high unemployment.43 Many Occupiers
        were drawn from the ranks of the economically insecure, considering the bifurcated incomes of those protesting
        in New York City; 63 percent earned less than $100,000 a year, compared to 77 percent of all New York City
        residents, and 37 percent earned more than $100,000, compared to 24 percent of city residents.44 In one measure of economic insecurity, 28 percent of
        Occupy activists in New York and 27 percent in Chicago were unemployed—three times higher than the U.S.
        unemployment rate.45 Clearly, personal
        economic frustrations were a significant part of what drove Occupy.
      

    

    
      “Fight for $15”


      
        While OWS took aim at inequality and Wall Street’s political power, “Fight for $15” demanded a $15-an-hour wage
        for workers across America. The idea of the “living wage” traces back to activist campaigns across numerous
        municipalities in the 1990s and 2000s, which sought to establish incomes for service workers allowing them to
        pay for basic needs. That movement saw numerous successes, with 140 cities passing living wage ordinances by
        the late 2000s.46 “Fight for $15” was a
        continuation of this campaign, pushing for higher minimum wages at the state and national levels. These
        demonstrations occurred throughout the 2010s, involving union activists, community organizers, immigrant rights
        groups, faith-based organizations, and women’s rights groups, among others.47
      


      
        Mass protests began in late 2012, when service employees in New York City came together in a walkout strike,
        including workers from McDonalds, Wendy’s, KFC, Burger King, and Taco Bell in demand of a $15 minimum wage.
        Protests continued in other cities, including Chicago, Detroit, and St. Louis in July to August 2013; in more
        than 100 cities in December of that year; in more than 100 and 190 cities, respectively, in September and
        December 2014; in hundreds of cities and including as many as 60,000 demonstrators in May 2015; and in 50
        cities in February 2018.48 The protests were
        well received by various political leaders across the country, even if not at the national level. New York and
        California announced plans for a $15 minimum wage, after pressure from service workers.49
      


      
        Fight for $15 drew on the financial frustrations and grievances of food service workers, who found their
        incomes declining throughout the 2010s amid constant cost-of-living increases and a
        stagnant federal minimum wage that had not increased since 2009. These food service employees endure
        high-stress, low-wage work environments, earn poverty or near-poverty wages, and often fail to receive benefits
        afforded to most full-time workers. Much of their frustration comes from industry practices that breed
        occupational insecurity, such as the practice of only providing employees an average 24-hour work-week to avoid
        federal health-care regulations requiring that all employers (with more than 50 employees) provide health
        insurance.50 The lack of benefits added
        insult to injury for many food service workers, compounded with their anxiety over low wages. Put into context,
        the federal minimum wage of $7.25 an hour in 2018 represented a decline in inflation-adjusted purchasing power
        of 39 percent since its highest value of $11.84 in 1968.
      


      
        Grievances over low pay and poor benefits were at the heart of “Fight for $15.” This is important for two
        reasons. First, it demonstrates, as with the grievances expressed by Madison and OWS activists, that increased
        economic insecurity is tied to growing support for progressive political values. Second, the rise of “Fight for
        $15” demonstrates that economic insecurity—particularly during times of economic crisis (post-2008)—is
        accompanied by an increased willingness to engage in political protest. This second finding is
        important, considering the risk of being fired that service employees face when striking against poor wages and
        benefits. Most poor Americans passively accept their subordinate economic positions in life, failing to
        organize in favor of better pay or treatment. But if the 2010s were notable for anything, it was for the
        rise of mass protest by the economically insecure.
      

    

    
      The Affordable Care Act Repeal


      
        Protests of Republicans’ (2017) attempt to repeal the Affordable Care Act (ACA) were
        not merely the work of liberally minded individuals operating on lofty principles. Large numbers of Americans
        protested the repeal because of the effects it would have on their health and ability to afford health
        insurance. As many as 22 million Americans would have lost their insurance as a result of the repeal, and if
        fully rescinded, insurers would again be able to deny individuals vital care due to the return of “pre-existing
        conditions.”51 Protests of the ACA repeal
        occurred at the offices of House and Senate Republicans across the country in spring and summer
        2017.52
      


      
        I observed and participated in these protests, at the office of Pennsylvania Republican senator Pat Toomey,
        whose base of operations is in Allentown (the Lehigh Valley). It was clear from my discussions with protesters
        that many had personal interests in preserving the ACA, to protect their own health insurance benefits and
        ensure they were not denied care based on “pre-existing conditions.” Individuals expressed a variety of
        personal concerns related to how a repeal of the law’s Medicaid expansion would affect drug addiction programs
        and how young Americans would no longer be able to remain on their parents’ insurance
        (ACA allowed them to until age 26) and regarding federal subsidies under the law that were vital to them paying
        for health-care plans they otherwise could not afford.
      


      
        Not only were individuals concerned with the benefits they would lose through the repeal, they recognized who
        would benefit if the taxes introduced to pay for the ACA were rescinded: the wealthy. The Republican repeal
        plan would have rolled back the income tax increase on those making more than $250,000 a year, which funded the
        law. Protesters recognized this repeal meant a large subsidy for high-income earners, at the expense of
        those struggling to afford health care. This point was made clear in the placards of protesters, which included
        messages such as: “Trumpcare kills the poor to pay the rich,” “Medicaid not millionaires,” “No tax cuts for the
        wealthy, trickle-down [economics] does not work,” “The only minority destroying America is the rich,” and
        “Health care, not wealth care.”
      


      
        The protests pressured members of Congress to oppose the repeal effort. Mass actions across the country were
        vital, in that numerous Republicans concerned with reelection and with a negative backlash from constituents
        distanced themselves from repeal efforts.53
        The health-care repeal protests are important because of what they tell us about the link between economic
        insecurity and political action. While poorer Americans are less likely to engage in formal political
        activities such as voting, many of those facing the anxiety of losing health-care benefits and protections
        under the ACA were not shy about pressuring their political representatives to oppose the repeal. The anti-ACA
        repeal demonstrations are another example of how the economically insecure join to form progressive protest
        movements rather than embracing right-wing political views.
      

    

    
      The Economics of Protest: Public Opinion of Progressive Social Movements


      
        It is one thing for a relatively small numbers of economically insecure Americans to engage in progressive
        protests. But a deeper analysis must look at whether financial insecurity impacts how these protests are
        received by the public. To measure public opinion of these protests, I review national surveys, demonstrating
        how leftist protests appeal to the disadvantaged.
      


      
        While the protests against Governor Walker failed to halt the repeal of collective
        bargaining, the union demonstrations did speak to economically disadvantaged Americans. At the time of the
        uprising, lower-income Americans were significantly more likely to support unions and collective bargaining,
        compared to those with higher incomes, controlling for respondents’ gender, age, education, race, partisanship,
        and ideology.54 Poor Americans recognized the
        value of unions in improving the living standards of working Americans, as they were more likely to agree that unions are necessary to ensuring that workers are “treated fairly,”
        with this sentiment being the strongest among poor whites.55 These findings are probably not coincidental, considering that the Madison
        protestors were mainly financially insecure whites.
      


      
        My analysis of polling data on Occupy Wall Street finds that Americans who shared progressive-left attitudes
        related to inequality, corporate power, and economic discontent were significantly more likely to support the
        movement. Occupy supporters were more likely to agree “hard work” is “no guarantee of success”; that the U.S.
        is divided between haves and have-nots; that Wall Street “hurts the economy more than it helps”; that the
        wealthy are “not paying their fair share of taxes”; and that the “rich and corporations” have “too much
        power.”56 OWS supporters expressed less
        support for capitalism and greater support for socialism.57 Aside from attitudinal predictors, support for the movement was more common
        among economically disadvantaged Americans. This was not the case for those from poorer black and poorer LatinX
        racial/ethnic backgrounds, as members of these demographic groups were more likely to criticize the movement.
        This is not surprising, considering OWS’s failure to prioritize struggles in poor minority communities—as
        related to racial profiling and police brutality.58 Still, Occupy was more likely to receive support from lower-income white
        men—the dominant group represented in the Occupy encampments in New York.59 Support from lower-income white men was statistically significant, controlling
        for respondents’ age, education, partisanship, and ideology.60
      


      
        The struggles of low-paid food service workers also resonated with poorer Americans, who were more like to
        identify with the protesters’ cause. Likely seeing the benefits of a higher minimum wage for their own
        finances, lower-income Americans, in addition to lower-income whites, lower-income men, and women of LatinX
        ethnic backgrounds, were more likely to support a $15-an-hour minimum wage, echoing the demands of “Fight for
        $15.”61 Income and the intersection of income
        and ethnic identity (for poorer LatinX Americans) were both significant predictors of support for a higher
        minimum wage, controlling for respondents’ gender, age, education, partisanship, and ideology.62
      


      
        Finally, opposition to the repeal of the Affordable Care Act was also stronger among disadvantaged Americans.
        This opposition was not evident for lower-income Americans in general, but for those with intersecting
        identities based on race, gender, and class. Lower-income LatinX men and women and lower-income black women
        were more likely to oppose ACA repeal, controlling for respondents’ age, education, partisanship, and
        ideology.63 Poorer white men and women were
        more likely to oppose the ACA in mid-2017, which at first seems to confirm the claim that poorer whites
        exhibit conservative political tendencies.64
        But this conclusion is unwarranted; lower-income whites are not more likely to support the repeal of the ACA so
        much as to support its modification and improvement.65
      


      
        In summary, there is little evidence that the poor, including poor whites, poor blacks,
        and poor LatinX Americans, gravitate toward conservative-Republican values when it comes to social protest.
        Rather, we see that the four protest movements here successfully appealed to economically disadvantaged
        Americans. Throughout this chapter and the last, I have discussed an emerging dialectic between the forces of
        capital and those who reject hegemonic views claiming that markets (instead of governments) best represent the
        needs of the people. Poor, disadvantaged groups across gender, racial, and class-based identities are more
        likely to challenge “free market,” anti-government dogmas. Their protests have a significant impact on
        political discourse and thought in support of progressive political change.
      

    

    
      The Trump Uprising: A
      Mythic Rebellion Against Neoliberalism


      
        Echoing Trump’s own rhetoric, the media have uncritically repeated claims that his support is derived from
        economically insecure, working-class Americans who have been harmed by outsourcing of manufacturing
        jobs.66 This narrative is repeated by
        scholars who link economic insecurity and anxiety with support for Republican-conservative political-economic
        values.67 The right-wing working-class
        narrative traces back to the rise of the Tea Party, a movement that was also depicted as representing the
        frustrations of those suffering from economic insecurity.68 But little of this narrative is accurate, as my review of the evidence
        suggests.
      


      
        Numerous empirical inquiries reveal the inaccuracy of the narrative of Trump supporters as economically
        downtrodden. A large volume of evidence thus far disputes this myth.69 My research concludes that numerous economic concerns are statistically
        unrelated to Trump support. These include concerns with finding a job and with the lack of “good paying” jobs
        in America, support for strengthening the economy as a top priority, support for “improving the job situation”
        nationally, concerns with reducing Americans’ health-care costs, and concerns with the “gap between the rich
        and poor.”70 Other survey findings also
        undermine the claim that Trump supporters are economically insecure. Supporters are not more likely to
        be unemployed or suffer poor personal finances. They are not more likely to say their finances have been
        impacted by growing food prices or costs for other goods, by increasing gas prices, by a shortage of available
        jobs in their communities, or by any investment losses in the stock market. Finally, they are less likely to be
        impacted by falling real estate prices or rising health-care costs.71
      


      
        Trump lamented the decline of U.S. manufacturing jobs. But there was little evidence his supporters were
        impacted by this development. While they were more likely to echo the president’s criticisms of free trade,
        they were not more likely to come from parts of the country negatively affected by manufacturing
        outsourcing.72 To the contrary, those living
        in areas harmed most by loss of manufacturing jobs were more likely to vote in favor of
        Hillary Clinton, not Donald Trump, in 2016.73
        Furthermore, evidence that Trump voters suffered from declining personal finances in the run-up to 2016 was
        thin. One highly publicized study concluded that negative shifts in self-reported personal finances, employment
        status, and income from 2012 to 2016 were not significantly associated with Trump support.74 Similarly, other research documented how Republican
        presidential voting from 2012 to 2016 was associated with social concerns and “identity politics” issues,
        rather than being economically motivated.75
      


      
        My analysis of national survey data prior to the November 2016 election provides a comprehensive assessment of
        the extent to which Trump supporters faced various forms of financial insecurity. These results, drawn from the
        August-to-September CNN-Kaiser Family Foundation survey, are based in my previous work and reproduced in
        Figure 9.1. These findings are notable, considering the sheer volume
        of indicators in which Trump supporters, and particularly white Trump supporters, are not more likely to
        suffer from economic insecurity or anxiety based on specific financially related metrics. Voter preference for
        Trump is statistically unrelated to various indicators of economic insecurity and stress, including being on
        Medicaid, dealing with increasing credit card debt, having lost a job or faced reduced work hours, being on
        food assistance, relying on unemployment benefits, finding it harder to “get ahead financially” or “get a good
        education,” facing “unexpected” losses in savings, relying on “government assistance” to pay one’s medical
        bills, feeling it is difficult to “find a good job,” and concerns about being able to afford retirement. On
        some issues, Trump supporters were less likely than nonsupporters to cite economic struggles. In
        Figure 9.1, Trump voters (overall and for whites) were less likely to
        say they had borrowed money from friends or family in the last year and more likely to report higher
        incomes than nonsupporters. For only one financial indicator were Trump supporters (all supporters and whites)
        more likely to indicate financial stress—that is, finding it increasingly difficult “to afford health care.”
        But this point must be qualified. Trump supporters were not more likely to actually put off care, but
        simply to complain about these costs, considering (Figure 9.1) they
        were no more likely than nonsupporters to have “postponed medical or dental care in the last year.”
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          FIGURE 9.1 The Myth of Economic Deprivation and Trump Voting
          

        


        
          Source: CNN-Kaiser Family Foundation Survey, September-October 2016; Reprinted from: Anthony R.
          DiMaggio, Rebellion in America: Citizen Uprisings, the News Media, and the Politics of Plutocracy (New
          York: Routledge, 2020).
        

      


      
        On some issues, Trump voters were more likely to express anxiety, but these items were not linked to any
        specific metrics that revealed greater financial insecurity compared to nonsupporters. Trump voters are more
        likely to say they are “concerned” for the “future of their kids.” They are more likely to take on additional
        work hours or a second job, compared to non-Trump voters. Of note is the interaction between increased
        occupational stress (via additional work hours/a second job), race, gender, and xenophobic attitudes, with
        white men who express suspicion of immigrants being significantly more likely to support Trump. Seemingly, many
        overworked white males were looking for someone  to blame
        for their occupation-related stresses. The Trump campaign provided an easy scapegoat by targeting immigrants,
        who were depicted as a drag on America’s economy, resources, and greatness.
      


      
        Examination of the economic demographics of Trump supporters uncovers little to validate the claim that Trump
        was supported by the disadvantaged. In my research based on numerous polls prior to the 2016 election, measures
        of economic status were consistently unrelated to support for Trump. And Trump supporters were no more likely
        to identify as lower or lower middle class or as working class, while self-identified working-class whites were
        not more likely to approve of Trump.76
      


      
        On the other hand, exit polling data from the 2016 election revealed Trump voters were
        more likely to feel the economy was in poor shape and that their family’s finances were in worse shape by
        election time, compared to in the past.77
        Furthermore, Trump supporters were more likely than other Americans to agree that working people like them have
        a harder time in modern times making ends meet than working people did in decades past.78 But these subjective assessments reflected an
        extremely generalized anxiety among Trump supporters. They do not speak to any specific aspects of his
        supporters’ actual finances. And this limited evidence of insecurity is contradicted
        by most all the economic indicators reviewed in this chapter, which find little to no evidence of real-world
        financial struggles among Trump supporters.
      


      
        Traditionally underprivileged economic groups were not more likely to embrace Trump. Lower-income individuals,
        lower-income men, and lower-income white men were not more likely to approve of Trump. Instead, Trump was more
        likely to receive support from higher-income white men, and his strongest support came from conservative and
        Republican higher-income white men.79 These
        findings suggest Trump was not the working-class savior he is often made out to be in the press.
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          FIGURE 9.2 Economic Insecurity and Support for Trump? (2017)
          

        


        
          Controls: gender, age, education, race, income, partisanship, ideology
        


        
          Significance levels: * = 10% ** = 5% *** = 1% **** = 0.1%
        


        
          Source: Pew Research Center Survey, July 2017
        

      


      
        In Figure 9.2, I update my 2016 findings with an analysis of the
        demographic factors associated with Trump support in the post-election period, drawing on Pew national survey
        data. Lower-income respondents in 2017 were not more likely to approve of Trump. Trump
        support was also unrelated to one’s level of economic insecurity, as measured by whether individuals had any
        savings in reserve, or by their employment status.
      


      
        My analysis of Pew’s July 2017 survey does find that lower-income white men were more likely to support Trump,
        as were higher-income white men and white men overall. But the support from lower-income white men must be
        qualified. The intersection of class, race, and gender—via approval of Trump from poorer white men (earning
        less than $50,000 a year)—is a very weak predictor of support, with this group being only 8 percent more likely
        to support Trump than other groups of Americans, controlling for other factors, in Figure 9.2. Other factors were far more powerful predictors of Trump support, including
        ideology, partisanship, education, and age. In sum, Trump received much of his support, not from the
        economically distressed, but from less educated Americans, older individuals, Republicans, and conservatives.
      


      
        Finally, there is compelling evidence that Trump supporters’ economic anxieties were largely superficial and
        fueled by Trump’s own rhetoric rather than by objective economic conditions or financial insecurities. Trump
        supporters were more likely to be dissatisfied with the state of the economy and the state of the nation in the
        run-up to the 2016 election, but their opinions rapidly transformed by 2017–2018, once Trump was in office.
        Whereas displeasure with the condition of the economy and the state of the nation were associated with Trump
        support in 2016, optimism about the state of the economy and nation were significant predictors of Trump
        support by 2017–2018.80 The dramatic
        transformation in Trump supporters’ attitudes was largely unrelated to real-world economic metrics. Economic
        growth rates, as measured by GDP change, were only slightly stronger during Trump’s first few years in office,
        compared to the post-recession years under President Obama.81 Furthermore, unemployment rates continued their slow and steady decline early
        during Trump’s first term, in line with the falling unemployment rate that had occurred for years under
        Obama.82 And median household income growth
        was actually lower in Trump’s first few years in office, compared to in the late Obama years.83 Given the meager evidence of a strong recovery unique
        to the Trump years, it appears that other factors were at play in shifting Trump’s supporters’ economic
        perceptions. Their growing optimism was likely a product of partisanship at a time when Trump was issuing his
        own celebratory rhetoric, via his routine bragging about U.S. economic growth and his fallacious claim that he
        presided over “the greatest economy in the history of our country” during the late 2010s.84
      


      
        My results, coupled with those of other scholars, suggest the evidence to support the claim that Trump
        supporters are economically deprived is somewhere between extremely weak to nonexistent. Relative deprivation,
        as a concept describing resistance to the political-economic status quo, has little relevance to Trump
        supporters, at least for metrics related to economic insecurity. If economic insecurity
        was not driving Trump support, what explains his rise to power? Some research suggests authoritarian values—via
        contempt for dissent and a preference for a strong reactionary leader—were determining factors.85
      


      
        My research suggests reactionary social and economic stances related to immigration, minorities, religion,
        gender inequality, and pro-upper-class policy preferences, are paramount. The strongest attitudinal predictors
        of Trump support include anti-Muslim sentiment, preoccupation with protecting gun rights, concern that
        government leaders have “too little faith,” suspicion of immigrants, support for prohibiting the immigration of
        Syrian refugees, agreement that Americans have focused excessively on the issue of race, opposition to gender
        equality via scapegoating of women for fueling “reverse sexism,” opposition to abortion, and opposition to
        increased racial and ethnic diversity via disagreement that immigration “makes America a better place to
        live.”86 When economic attitudes are
        significant in predicting Trump support, they are reactionary in nature. These include disinterest in reducing
        CO2 emissions, disinterest in aiding the poor and needy, support for lowering taxes on
        the rich, and opposition to raising the minimum wage.87
      


      
        I extend my analyses of how social and economic values predict Trump support by including data from Pew’s
        “summer 2017” national survey, measuring opinions of Trump as linked to 25 different attitudes. While many
        attitudes (Figure 9.3) are not significant in accounting for Trump
        support, social attitudes are more consistent predictors than economic attitudes. All six social attitudes
        predict Trump support, including: opinions that immigration is a burden, that the U.S. is “too open” to
        immigrants, that homosexuality “should be discouraged,” that the nation has already achieved equality between
        blacks and whites, that women no longer face obstacles to “getting ahead,” and that one needs to believe in God
        for people to have strong “moral values.” Only three of the nine economic attitudes predict Trump support.
        These attitudes are reactionary, hardly representing a threat to corporate power, and include a preference for
        smaller government providing fewer services, agreement that the “economic system” is “generally fair” to
        Americans, and that the poor “have it easy” because they get benefits from government “without doing anything
        in return.” Also of note to the Trump-economic populism thesis: concern with inequality between the rich and
        the poor is not relevant to predicting attitudes toward Trump; nor is concern with “improving the job
        situation” in America.
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          FIGURE 9.3 Political, Economic, and Social Attitudes and Trump
          Support (2017)
          

        


        
          Significance Levels: * = 10% ** = 5% *** = 1% **** = 0.1%
        


        
          Source: Pew Research Center “Summer 2017” Survey
        

      


      
        Finally, the strongest attitudinal predictor of Trump support in the first year of his administration was the
        feeling that people were “satisfied with the way things are going in the country today.” This hardly suggests
        Trump voters were maladjusted discontents, angry at the political-economic status quo, and falling to the
        margins of society. These individuals fit the traditional demographic of older, Republican, relatively
        affluent, conservative Americans. Trump’s supporters  were
        not so much angry about economic marginalization as they were mad that a Republican was not president (prior to
        Trump). Once Trump was in office and began to implement his reactionary agenda, they quickly shifted their
        evaluation of the state of America to reflect a contentment that right-wing values were again driving the
        office of the presidency.
      

    

    
      Bernie
      Sanders and the Politics of
      Insecurity


      
        In a sign of the distorted nature of mainstream political discourse, Trump’s 2016 campaign, rather than Bernie
        Sanders’s, was depicted as appealing to the economically insecure. In reality, the opposite was the case, with
        Sanders’s Democratic presidential primary run speaking to the frustrations of millions—particularly the
        young—who felt they were left behind by neoliberal capitalism. But this point was
        marginalized in the news; reporters consistently refused to cover Sanders commensurate with the volume of
        stories devoted to Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump.88 This marginalization overlaps with my claim that corporate media suppress
        concerns with inequality and class divisions in the U.S. Sanders’s campaign was primarily interested in these
        issues but received short shrift from journalists.
      


      
        Despite this marginalization, a review of surveys from the 2016 primary season suggests that economic
        frustrations and suspicion of neoliberal political economy were major drivers of Sanders’s support. Sanders
        supported increased regulations on corporate America and heavier taxation of the wealthy to combat poverty and
        inequality.89 Central to his campaign were
        promises to prioritize education and health-care services, via establishing a nonprofit “nationalized
        health-care system” to provide health insurance to all and his support for universal access to higher
        education.90
      


      
        In line with Sanders’s platform, economically marginalized Americans were more likely to support his candidacy.
        Numerous attitudes were significantly linked to Sanders’s support, including disagreement that “hard work and
        determination” “guarantee” success in life, agreement that “business corporations make too much profit,”
        agreement that government should provide “health care for all,” prioritization of government aid to the “poor
        and needy,” agreement that greater resources should be devoted to making Medicare “financially sound,” support
        for reforming the nation’s tax system, and support for cutting military spending.91 Sanders’s 2016 campaign was more likely to be supported by poorer white
        men and women (earning less than $50,000 a year), although it received less support among poorer black men and
        women and poorer LatinX men and women.92 The
        lack of support from these groups likely related to Sanders’s failure to prioritize discussions of problems
        facing poor communities of color, such as mass incarceration, racial profiling, and police
        brutality.93 But these shortcomings were
        addressed moving into the 2020 primaries, when Sanders made explicit efforts to appeal to women and people of
        color to build greater support for his progressive policy platform.94
      


      
        Sanders’s campaign prioritized poverty and inequality reduction, and his proposals resonated with economically
        insecure groups, including younger Americans and lower-income whites. His “Medicare-for-all” initiative was
        more likely to receive support from poor individuals across intersectional identities, including lower-income
        white men and women, lower-income black men and women, and lower-income LatinX men and women.95 Younger Americans (29 and younger) with concerns
        about lowering the costs of education and health care were significantly more likely to support Sanders,
        compared to other groups.96 Sanders’s support
        among the young was noted in the 2016 primary exit polls, with Sanders receiving more than 2 million votes from
        Americans under 30—more than the 1.6 million combined votes young Americans cast for Clinton and
        Trump.97 More generally, Sanders’s support
        flowed from a group of Americans who were highly class conscious—those with progressive economic views who disproportionately suffered from economic anxiety and who recognized that a vote for
        Sanders was a vote for reforms aimed at combating poverty and rising inequality in America. Sanders expanded
        his support among disadvantaged groups moving into the 2020 Democratic primaries, as surveys revealed he held
        wide appeal with younger and lower-income Americans as well as with black, white, and LatinX voters, men and
        women, self-identified liberals (more so than Democrats), and noncollege graduates.98
      


      
        The support for Sanders from young Americans is noteworthy considering the candidate’s and American youths’
        embrace of “socialism,” contrary to neo-liberal capitalism. Americans under 30 are significantly more likely to
        support “socialism” and to oppose capitalism, and the relationship between age and socialism is significant,
        controlling for respondents’ gender, income, race, education, partisanship, and ideology. Sanders’s version of
        “socialism” is not socialism in the traditional sense, since the term historically necessitated government or
        collective worker ownership of the means of economic production. Sanders’s “socialism”—outside of his support
        for socialized national health care—was more compatible with a New Deal–era regulatory state committed to
        reducing poverty and inequality. Still, Sanders’s “socialism” was a significant deviation from neo-liberal
        capitalism and its embrace of business deregulation, lower taxes on the wealthy, and cuts in welfare spending.
      


      
        Young Americans’ support of Sanders’s “socialism” suggests that many were increasingly disillusioned with the
        neoliberal status quo. Furthermore, young Americans’ embrace of socialism suggests a meaningful challenge to
        the modern capitalist system. Gallup polling reveals that the dominant
        understanding of “socialism” among Americans entails a broader commitment to “equal standing” among individuals
        and equality “in distribution” of society’s resources and wealth.99 This idealization of equality is in tension with many Americans’ tolerance and
        even embrace of neoliberal capitalism and the dramatic inequality it produces. Young Americans’ “socialism”
        also runs contrary to the public’s tolerance of inequality, via the latter’s refusal to recognize the divide
        between haves and have-nots, their failure to see the country in terms of class divisions, and their
        misinformed “understandings” of what poverty really looks like in the U.S.
      


      
        Furthermore, young Americans are significantly more likely to eschew hegemonic-consumerist notions of identity,
        in terms of questioning efforts to define status by accruing material goods. This point is made clear in a 2016
        Harris poll showing that younger Americans deprioritize materialist identities.
        Those in the 18–34 age group are more likely to express interest in community-based experiences with friends
        rather than with activities centered on the purchase of consumer goods. A strong majority of this age group—78
        percent—prefer to spend their money on experiences rather than on products. A majority—55 percent—spend more on
        experiences and events than on consumer goods compared to in previous years. A large majority—82 percent—had
        attended a live experience—an art performance, concert, sports event, or festival—within the past year, and nearly 70 percent said partaking in such events helped them feel more
        connected with their community. And 70 percent expressed a “fear of missing out” on such experiences, compared
        to traditional notions of fulfillment via purchasing consumer products.100
      


      
        The above findings speak to significant cultural, economic, and political differences between younger Americans
        and older generations. Younger Americans represent a threat to the dominance of the neoliberal
        political-economic system. Their support for Sanders reveals their discontent with rising inequality and
        corporate power and their resentment of a society that fails to provide affordable education, universal health
        care, and widespread opportunities for well-paying careers.101 By expressing their support for “socialism,” many younger Americans reject
        the neoliberal political-economic order.
      

    

    
      Coronavirus as a Catalyst for Progressive Activism


      
        Reporting from April 2020 during the beginning of the U.S. Covid-19 pandemic made clear the uneven ways the
        virus was impacting Americans based on socioeconomic class and in an era of record inequality. In a story
        titled “Social Distancing? Working-Class People Don’t Have That Luxury,” the Guardian provided a
        journalistic profile for the experiences of the disadvantaged in the country’s hardest hit city—New York. It
        reported on
      


      
        disturbing photos and videos of jam-packed New York subway stations and cars, crowded with passengers—mostly
        people of color—on their way to work. Some passengers are wearing masks, some aren’t. Whether they like their
        jobs, believe in what they do, worry about health protections at work, fear losing their health insurance, if
        they have any, they probably have something in common: they wouldn’t be on this packed subway if they didn’t
        have to be.102
      


      


      
        This on-the-ground reflection in America’s largest city was reinforced by polling data examined in the last
        chapter, which showed how lower-income Americans disproportionately struggled from the Covid-19 fallout. But
        how did such struggles impact Americans’ political beliefs and actions, and what were the prospects for
        progressive movement building as a result of rising personal economic and health-related insecurities? In this
        section, I document how the heightened insecurities and anxieties associated with Covid-19 pushed Americans
        into embracing a renewed progressive politics, fostering collective action in favor of worker rights and
        against those who would place corporate profits above human needs.
      


      
        Activism that emerged at the height of the Covid-19 crisis took numerous forms, based on protests against
        corporate profiteering, through support for the infected, as related to concerns with unsafe working
        conditions, and in the embrace of efforts to provide economic relief in a time of
        desperation and need. Corporate profiteering was spotlighted, as workers were asked to risk their health so
        that nonessential, non-health-care-related business operations could remain open. For example, in the case of
        JoAnn Fabrics, company employees expressed growing frustration with the decision that stores would remain open,
        amid large numbers of patrons visiting stores at “Black Friday levels of busy,” in an effort to purchase fabric
        for homemade masks and ironically increasing individual crowding and potential exposure to the
        virus.103 In Colorado Springs, employees
        protested the corporation’s decision to remain open to the public, with demonstrators carrying signs that read
        “people over profit”; “our health over their profit”; “we deserve better”; and “fair wages for retail
        workers.”104 Demonstrators’ protests of
        controversial profit-oriented business practices, coupled with court shutdown orders and negative public
        attention, meant that companies like Hobby Lobby and JoAnn Fabrics were pressured to limit their business
        operations, and to place public and employee health above profit interests.105
      


      
        Concerns with workplace safety extended beyond crafting stores. They included growing frustrations with
        retailers and anger within the health-care industry over unsafe working conditions and the failure of hospitals
        to secure sufficient medical supplies in the fight against Covid-19. Amazon and Instacart became battlegrounds
        for workers seeking to assert their concerns over rising infection rates, unsafe working conditions, and
        compensation issues.106 Amazon employees in
        New York and Michigan protested by staging walkouts, at a time when Americans were becoming increasingly
        reliant on online shopping. With reports of employee Covid-19 infections in these workplaces, workers from both
        companies forwarded numerous demands of their employers, including calls for increased access to paid sick
        leave, temporary warehouse closings for cleaning and sterilization, increased access to hand sanitizers and
        disinfectant wipes and cleaners, and increased wages in compensation for the heightened health risks that these
        workers faced.107
      


      
        Online vendor employees were not the only ones to walk out in protest of unsafe or hazardous working
        conditions. Wastewater workers in Baltimore also walked out, citing a lack of access to workplace sanitation
        products or protective clothing and equipment.108 Whole Foods workers across the nation called out sick in a coordinated
        strike, citing a “lack of employee protections” for those operating on the front lines to provide food to the
        public. Whole Foods workers issued numerous demands, including calls for guaranteed sick leave, health
        insurance for part-time workers, hazard pay, temporary closure and sterilization of stores with employees
        testing positive for Covid-19, and stronger commitments from employers to provide for additional sanitation
        resources to keep workplaces clean.109
      


      
        The Whole Food protests demonstrated the direct link between rising worker insecurity and collective
        mobilizations that were geared toward exposing the problems posed by low pay and unsafe working conditions.
        “Whole Worker,” the employee group articulating employees concerns, reflected about the
        intensifying crisis: “as this situation has progressed, our fundamental needs as workers have become more
        urgent.”110 This statement, coupled with
        employees’ collective action, speaks to the significant effects that worsening workplace health issues and
        financial insecurities have on consciousness and behavior in times of crisis.
      


      
        Finally, rising worker insecurity was also associated with rebellion for health-care workers struggling on the
        frontlines of the Covid-19 pandemic. Reports in early 2020 widely exposed the extreme shortages of basic
        medical equipment, including ventilators, masks, medical gowns, gloves, among other items, as hospitals
        struggled to provide care for the infected. In these conditions, medical professionals found themselves
        increasingly at risk of contracting Covid-19. This rising insecurity pushed many to mobilize, in collective
        acts of protest that drew media and public attention to the inadequate safety conditions faced by American
        health-care workers. Nurses and other health-care workers across numerous states, including New York, Georgia,
        Missouri, Illinois, and California, engaged in highly visible public protests and demonstrations starting in
        late March 2020 and demanded improved access to personal protective equipment for those at risk of contracting
        Covid-19 from infected patients.111 These
        demonstrations sensitized Americans to the problems health-care professionals faced in combating Covid-19 in a
        country that was woefully unprepared to face this pandemic.
      


      
        Activists benefitted from the empathy of other groups of professionals. For example, General Electric workers
        demonstrated six feet apart at the company’s aviation facility in Lynn, Massachusetts, and at the corporate
        headquarters in Boston, against the planned layoff of 10 percent of GE’s aviation workforce. These activists
        called for GE to repurpose its manufacturing (rather than down-sizing), by increasing its focus on ventilator
        production, to meet the dire needs of hospitals and medical professionals.112 The GE protests, coupled with health professional protests, demonstrated
        that this crisis was accompanied by growing public militancy and demands that corporations and government step
        forward to protect the health of workers, professionals, and the public.
      


      
        One final area of rising protest sprung from growing public concerns among low- and moderate-income Americans
        who feared evictions after losing their jobs or being furloughed or facing other forms of income loss. In
        California, tenants of the Saturn Management rental company joined together en masse to coordinate a rent
        strike after the company accidentally copied its more than 300 tenants in an email threatening to evict those
        who did not pay their rent, despite a California emergency order prohibiting such evictions.113 Rent strikes occurred across the country, in San
        Diego, Chicago, and New York, demanding the suspension of rents for those struggling to pay their
        bills.114 Clearly, rising insecurities were
        encouraging the formation of a collective progressive consciousness, in which vulnerable Americans joined
        together in favor of a common cause.
      


      
        This rising critical collective consciousness was apparent from the comments of
        numerous activists involved in organizing the rent strikes. Carroll Fife from the Alliance of Californians for
        Community Empowerment, a group responsible for organizing rent strikes in Oakland and San Francisco,
        California, announced: “everyone understands that there is power in numbers, and that we’re in a unique time
        where so many people are in the same position.”115 Similarly, Susanna Blankley, an organizer for “Right to Counsel NYC,” stated
        that “rent strikes have the power to build consciousness and to build a political power to demand that the
        state cancels rent. This is a political crisis and it needs a political response.”116 The heightened and radical political consciousness came from those
        across the country flocking to the rent strike cause, as seen in a petition delivered to the U.S. Congress
        signed by 400,000 Americans demanding it pass legislation freezing all utility bills, rents, and mortgages
        across the nation in response to the Covid-19 crisis.117 Justin Ruben, director of the ParentsTogether Action, the group that
        organized the petition, reflected that “millions are wondering how they’ll pay their rent or mortgage by
        tomorrow. We need additional emergency action suspending rent, mortgage, and utility payments for the duration
        of this crisis.”118
      


      
        The above cases speak to a broader trend in which those facing health threats and financial insecurity are
        galvanized to take progressive action. These trends run directly contrary to conservative “free market”
        approaches to structuring private workplaces, which discourage collective action—particularly protests and
        strikes—by American workers. When coupled with all the other case studies in this chapter and the large volume
        of polling data from Chapter 8, the cumulative weight of the evidence I
        presented provides a firm foundation for the conclusion that economic insecurity acts to foster
        progressive-left political and economic values, rather than conservative ones.
      

    

    
      Conclusion


      
        This chapter reinforced findings from the last, identifying the ways in which rising financial insecurity
        impacts how Americans look at political-economic issues. The previous chapter found economic insecurity was
        associated with increased skepticism of the government and the economy and with support for progressive-leftist
        political-economic attitudes. This chapter elaborated on the link between heightened insecurity and attitude
        formation. I showed through an experiment how the process of growing insecurity radicalizes Americans in
        favor of progressive values regarding welfare spending. My review of contemporary social movements provided
        numerous real-world examples of how rising economic insecurity is affiliated with support for progressive
        uprisings against neoliberalism.
      


      
        Finally, I documented how the prevalent journalistic assumption that the economically insecure gravitate toward
        right-wing values and officials is a myth. There is little evidence that economic
        deprivation—as reflected in individuals’ real-world finances—led Americans to support the Trump campaign or his
        administration. Rather, the Trump phenomenon is primarily driven by reactionary social values. Contrary to
        journalistic myths, it was Sanders’s campaign, not Trump’s, that appealed to economically insecure Americans.
        This point is obscured by reporting that marginalized the Sanders campaign—thereby omitting from mainstream
        political discourse the link between Sanders’s support and economic insecurity.
      


      
        Throughout the 2010s, a counterhegemonic dialectic emerged in the U.S. This dialectic saw economically
        marginalized individuals joining together in social movements and in support of progressive political calls to
        combat poverty and inequality. That dialectic, and the broader progressive fight to roll back neoliberal
        capitalism, was still ongoing as Americans moved into the third decade of the 21st century. Whether this
        campaign will ultimately succeed is unclear and will require further assessment moving forward.
      

    

    
      Notes


      
        1 Pew Research Center, “Public Trust in Government: 1958–2017,” Pew Research Center,
        December 14, 2017, www.people-press.org/2017/12/14/public-trust-in-government-1958-2017/
      


      
        2 Frank Newport, “Majority in U.S. Satisfied with Opportunity to Get Ahead,” Gallup,
        Marcy 7, 2018, https://news.gallup.com/poll/228914/majority-satisfied-opportunity-ahead.aspx
      


      
        3 Anthony DiMaggio, Food Stamp Experiment, Spring 2015, Summer 2015, Fall 2015.
      


      
        4 Thomas Phippen, “Poll: Most Americans Want to Stop People on Food Stamps for Buying Soda,”
        Daily Caller, April 26, 2017, https://dailycaller.com/2017/04/26/poll-most-americans-want-to-stop-people-on-food-stamps-from-buying-soda/
      


      
        5 Anthony DiMaggio, Food Stamp Experiment, Spring 2015, Summer 2015, Fall 2015.
      


      
        6 Anthony DiMaggio, Food Stamp Experiment, Spring 2015, Summer 2015, Fall 2015.
      


      
        7 Anthony DiMaggio, Food Stamp Experiment, Spring 2015, Summer 2015, Fall 2015.
      


      
        8 Anthony DiMaggio, Food Stamp Experiment, Spring 2015, Summer 2015, Fall 2015.
      


      
        9 Anthony DiMaggio, Food Stamp Experiment, Spring 2015, Summer 2015, Fall 2015.
      


      
        10 Anthony DiMaggio, Food Stamp Experiment, Spring 2015, Summer 2015, Fall 2015.
      


      
        11 Anthony DiMaggio, Food Stamp Experiment, Spring 2015, Summer 2015, Fall 2015.
      


      
        12 Anthony DiMaggio, Food Stamp Experiment, Spring 2015, Summer 2015, Fall 2015.
      


      
        13 Anthony DiMaggio, Food Stamp Experiment, Spring 2015, Summer 2015, Fall 2015.
      


      
        14 Anthony DiMaggio, Food Stamp Experiment, Spring 2015, Summer 2015, Fall 2015.
      


      
        15 James A. Levine, “Poverty and Obesity in the U.S.,” Diabetes 60, no. 11 (2011):
        2667–2668.
      


      
        16 Anthony DiMaggio, Food Stamp Experiment, Spring 2015, Summer 2015, Fall 2015.
      


      
        17 Anthony DiMaggio, Food Stamp Experiment, Spring 2015, Summer 2015, Fall 2015.
      


      
        18 Anthony DiMaggio, Food Stamp Experiment, Spring 2015, Summer 2015, Fall 2015.
      


      
        19 Anthony DiMaggio, Food Stamp Experiment, Spring 2015, Summer 2015, Fall 2015.
      


      
        20 Anthony DiMaggio, Food Stamp Experiment, Spring 2015, Summer 2015, Fall 2015.
      


      
        21 Anthony DiMaggio, Food Stamp Experiment, Spring 2015, Summer 2015, Fall 2015.
      


      
        22 Anthony DiMaggio, Food Stamp Experiment, Spring 2015, Summer
        2015, Fall 2015.
      


      
        23 Anthony DiMaggio, Food Stamp Experiment, Spring 2015, Summer 2015, Fall 2015.
      


      
        24 Anthony DiMaggio, Food Stamp Experiment, Spring 2015, Summer 2015, Fall 2015.
      


      
        25 Anthony DiMaggio, Food Stamp Experiment, Spring 2015, Summer 2015, Fall 2015.
      


      
        26 Anthony DiMaggio, Food Stamp Experiment, Spring 2015, Summer 2015, Fall 2015.
      


      
        27 Anthony DiMaggio, Food Stamp Experiment, Spring 2015, Summer 2015, Fall 2015.
      


      
        28 Todd Gitlin, Occupy Nation, 2012; Gould-Wartofsky, The Occupiers, 2015;
        DiMaggio, Rebellion in America, 2020.
      


      
        29 John Nichols, Uprising: How Scott Walker Betrayed Wisconsin and Inspired a New
        Politics of Protest (New York: Nation Books, 2012); Michael D. Yates, ed., Wisconsin Uprising (New
        York: Monthly Review Press, 2012).
      


      
        30 James B. Kelleher, “Up to 100,000 Protest Wisconsin Law Curbing Unions,” Reuters,
        March 12, 2011 www.reuters.com/article/us-wisconsin-protests/up-to-100000-protest-wisconsin-law-curbing-unions-idUSTRE72B2AN20110313
      


      
        31 Monica Davey and Steven Greenhouse, “Angry Demonstrations in Wisconsin as Cuts Loom,”
        New York Times, February 16, 2011, www.nytimes.com/2011/02/17/us/17wisconsin.html
      


      
        32 John Nichols, “The Nation: In Wisconsin, It Isn’t About the Money,” National Public
        Radio, February 23, 2018, www.npr.org/2011/02/23/133990022/the-nation-in-wisconsin-it-isnt-about-the-money
      


      
        33 Public Service Europe, “Mubarak Convicted, But Abuses Continue in Egypt,” Human Rights
        Watch, June 10, 2012, www.hrw.org/news/2012/06/10/mubarak-convicted-abuses-continue-egypt
      


      
        34 Annie Lowrey, “Protesting on an Empty Stomach,” Slate.com, January 31, 2011, https://slate.com/business/2011/01/egyptian-protests-how-a-food-crisis-is-driving-a-political-crisis.html;
        Christian Parenti, “Reading the World in a Loaf of Bread: Soaring Food Prices, Wild Weather, and a Plateful of
        Trouble,” Tomdispatch.com, July 19, 2011,
        www.tomdispatch.com/archive/175419/christian_parenti_loaf_of_bread
      


      
        35 Martin Kaste, “Exploring Occupy Wall Street’s ‘Abbuster’ Origins,” National Public
        Radio, October 20, 2011, www.npr.org/2011/10/20/141526467/exploring-occupy-wall-streets-adbuster-origins
      


      
        36 Rolling Stone, “Occupy Wall Street Timeline,” Rolling Stone, October 18, 2011,
        www.rollingstone.com/politics/politics-lists/occupy-wall-street-timeline-18147/september-17-2011-177535/
      


      
        37 Chantal Da Silva, “Has Occupy Wall Street Changed America,” Newsweek, September
        19, 2018, www.newsweek.com/has-occupy-wall-street-changed-america-seven-years-birth-political-movement-1126364
      


      
        38 NPR Staff, “Hundreds Arrested After Protest on Brooklyn Bridge,” National Public
        Radio, October 1, 2011, www.npr.org/2011/10/01/140983353/about-500-arrested-after-protest-on-brooklyn-bridge
      


      
        39 Gloria Goodale, “Got Protests? A Call to Action for Occupy Wall Street, Groups
        Worldwide,” Christian Science Monitor, October 15, 2011, www.csmonitor.com/USA/2011/1015/Got-protests-A-call-to-action-for-Occupy-Wall-Street-groups-worldwide
      


      
        40 DiMaggio, Rebellion in America, 2020.
      


      
        41 Ruth Milkman and Stephanie Luce, “Occupy Wall Street,” in The Social Movements Reader:
        Cases and Concepts, eds. Jeff Goodwin and James M. Jasper (Malden, MA: Wiley Blackwell, 2015): 30–44.
      


      
        42 Levine, American Insecurity, 2015.
      


      
        43 Milkman and Luce, “Occupy Wall Street,” 2015.
      


      
        44 Milkman and Luce, “Occupy Wall Street,” 2015.
      


      
        45 Milkman and Luce, “Occupy Wall Street,” 2015.
      


      
        46 Harry J. Holzer, “Living Wage Laws: How Much Do (Can) They Matter?” The Urban
        Institute, October 2008, www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/32126/411783-Living-Wage-Laws.PDF
      


      
        47 Deva R. Woodly, The Politics of Common Sense: How Social Movements Use Public
        Discourse to Change Politics and Win Acceptance (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015); Laurel Weldon,
        When Protest Makes Policy: How Social Movements Represent Disadvantaged Groups (Ann Arbor, MI:
        University of Michigan Press, 2011); Jonathan Rosenblum, Beyond $15: Immigrant Workers, Faith Activists, and
        the Revival of the Labor Movement (New York: Beacon Press, 2017); David Rolf, The Fight for $15: The
        Right Wage for a Working America (New York: New Press, 2016).
      


      
        48 For a detailed review of the major protests of the Fight for $15, see: DiMaggio,
        Rebellion in America, 2020.
      


      
        49 DiMaggio, Rebellion in America, 2020.
      


      
        50 Rolf, The Fight for $15, 2016.
      


      
        51 Yasmeen Abutaleb and Susan Cornwell, “Republican Healthcare Bill Imperiled with 22
        Million Seen Losing Insurance,” Reuters, June 26, 2017, www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-healthcare/republican-healthcare-bill-imperiled-with-22-million-seen-losing-insurance-idUSKBN19H1NZ
      


      
        52 www.cnbc.com/2017/03/24/obamacare-supporters-rally-against-congressional-repeal-efforts.html
      


      
        53 DiMaggio, Rebellion in America, 2020.
      


      
        54 DiMaggio, Rebellion in America, 2020.
      


      
        55 DiMaggio, Rebellion in America, 2020.
      


      
        56 DiMaggio, Rebellion in America, 2020.
      


      
        57 DiMaggio, Rebellion in America, 2020.
      


      
        58 Gould-Wartofsky, The Occupiers, 2015.
      


      
        59 Gould-Wartofsky, The Occupiers, 2015.
      


      
        60 DiMaggio, Rebellion in America, 2020.
      


      
        61 DiMaggio, Rebellion in America, 2020.
      


      
        62 DiMaggio, Rebellion in America, 2020.
      


      
        63 DiMaggio, Rebellion in America, 2020.
      


      
        64 DiMaggio, Rebellion in America, 2020.
      


      
        65 DiMaggio, Rebellion in America, 2020.
      


      
        66 DiMaggio, Rebellion in America, 2020.
      


      
        67 Campbell, American Discontent, 2018. Michael McQuarrie, “The Revolt of the Rust
        Belt: Place and Politics in the Age of Anger,” The British Journal of Sociology 68, no. 1 (2017):
        120–152; Stephen L. Morgan and Jiwon Lee. 2017. “The White Working Class and Voter Turnout in U.S. Presidential
        Elections, 2004–2016,” Sociological Science, 4 (2017): 656–685; Stephen L. Morgan and Jiwon Lee, “Trump
        Voters and the White Working Class,” Sociological Science 5 (2018): 234–245;
      


      
        68 DiMaggio, Rebellion in America, 2020.
      


      
        69 David Norman Smith and Eric Hanley, “The Anger Games: Who Voted for Donald Trump in the
        2016 Election,” Critical Sociology 44, no. 2 (2018): 195–212; Brian F. Schaffner, Matthew MacWilliams, and Tatishe Nteta, “Understanding White Polarization in the 2016
        Vote for President: The Sobering Role of Racism and Sexism,” Political Science Quarterly, 2018, http://people.umass.edu/schaffne/schaffner_et_al_PSQ_accepted.pdf; Alan I.
        Abramowitz, “It Wasn’t the Economy Stupid: Racial Polarization, White Racial Resentment, and the Rise of
        Trump,” in Trumped: The 2016 Election That Broke All the Rules, eds. Larry Sabato, Kyle Kondik, and
        Geoffrey Skelley (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2017); Nicholas Carnes and Noam Lupu, “It’s Time to Best
        the Myth: Most Trump Voters Were Not Working Class,” Washington Post, June 5, 2017, www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2017/06/05/its-time-to-bust-the-myth-most-trump-voters-were-not-working-class/?utm_term=.45f7d2197ad1;
        Niraj Chokshi, “Trump Voters Driven by Fear of Losing Status, Not Economic Anxiety, Study Finds,” New York
        Times, April 24, 2018, www.nytimes.com/2018/04/24/us/politics/trump-economic-anxiety.html; Daniel Cox and
        Robert P. Jones, “Beyond Economics: Fears of Cultural Displacement Pushed the White Working Class to Trump,”
        Public Religion Research Institute, May 9, 2017, www.prri.org/research/white-working-class-attitudes-economy-trade-immigration-election-donald-trump/;
        Jeff Manza and Ned Crowley, “Ethnonationalism and the Rise of Donald Trump,” Contexts 17, no. 1 (2018):
        28–33; Richard C. Fording and Sanford F. Schram, “The Cognitive and Emotional Sources of Trump Support: The
        Case of Low-Information Voters,” New Political Science 39, no. 4 (2017): 670–686; Anthony DiMaggio,
        “Election Con 2016: New Evidence Demolishes the Myth of Trump’s ‘Blue-Collar’ Populism,” Counterpunch,
        June 16, 2017, www.counterpunch.org/2017/06/16/93450/; Anthony
        DiMaggio, “Donald Trump and the Myth of Economic Populism: Demolishing a False Narrative,” Counterpunch,
        August 16, 2016, www.counterpunch.org/2016/08/16/donald-trump-and-the-myth-of-economic-populism-demolishing-a-false-narrative/;
        Alan I. Abramowitz, The Great Alignment: Race, Party Transformation, and the Rise of Donald Trump
        (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2018).
      


      
        70 DiMaggio, Rebellion in America, 2020.
      


      
        71 DiMaggio, Rebellion in America, 2020.
      


      
        72 Max Ehrenfreund and Jeff Guo, “A Massive New Study Debunks a Widespread Theory for Donald
        Trump’s Success,” Washington Post, August 12, 2016, www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2016/08/12/a-massive-new-study-debunks-a-widespread-theory-for-donald-trumps-success/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.cc1fa1abbfce
      


      
        73 Jonathan Rothwell, “Economic Hardship and Favorable Views of Trump,” Gallup, July
        22, 2016, https://news.gallup.com/opinion/polling-matters/193898/economic-hardship-favorable-views-trump.aspx;
        Jonathan Rothwell and Pablo Diego-Rosell, “Explaining Nationalist Political Views: The Case of Donald Trump,”
        SSRN, August 15, 2016, https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2822059
      


      
        74 Diana Mutz, “Status Threat, Not Economic Hardship, Explains the 2016 Presidential Vote,”
        Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America April 23, 2018, 1–10.
      


      
        75 John Sides, Michael Tesler, and Lynn Vavreck, Identity Crisis: The 2016 Campaign and
        the Battle for the Meaning of America (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2018).
      


      
        76 DiMaggio, Rebellion in America, 2020.
      


      
        77 New York Times, “Election 2016: Exit Polls,” November 8, 2016, www.nytimes.com/interactive/2016/11/08/us/politics/election-exit-polls.html
      


      
        78 Gest, The New Minority, 2018.
      


      
        79 DiMaggio, Rebellion in America, 2020.
      


      
        80 Anthony DiMaggio, “The ‘Trump Recovery’: Behind Right-Wing Populism’s Radical
        Transformation,” Counterpunch, August 9, 2019, www.counterpunch.org/2019/08/09/the-trump-recovery-behind-right-wing-populisms-radical-transformation/
      


      
        81 DiMaggio, “The ‘Trump Recovery,’” 2019.
      


      
        82 FRED Economic Research, “Unemployment Rate,” Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis,
        2019, https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/UNRATE
      


      
        83 DiMaggio, “The ‘Trump Recovery,’” 2019.
      


      
        84 Glenn Kessler, “President Trump’s Repeated Claim: ‘The Greatest Economy in the History of
        Our Country,” Washington Post, September 7, 2018, www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2018/09/07/president-trumps-repeated-claim-greatest-economy-history-our-country/
      


      
        85 Smith and Hanley, “The Anger Games,” 2018; Matthew MacWilliams, “The One Weird Trait That
        Predicts Whether You’re a Trump Supporter: And it’s Not Gender, Income, Race, or Religion,” Politico,
        January 17, 2016, www.politico.com/magazine/story/2016/01/donald-trump-2016-authoritarian-213533
      


      
        86 DiMaggio, Rebellion in America, 2020.
      


      
        87 DiMaggio, Rebellion in America, 2020.
      


      
        88 Thomas E. Patterson, “Pre-Primary News Coverage of the 2016 Presidential Race: Trump’s
        Rise, Sanders’ Emergence, Clinton’s Struggle,” Harvard Shorenstein Center, June 13, 2016, https://shorensteincenter.org/pre-primary-news-coverage-2016-trump-clinton-sanders/
      


      
        89 Bernie Sanders, Bernie Sanders Guide to Political Revolution (New York: Henry
        Holt, 2017).
      


      
        90 Sanders, Bernie Sanders Guide to Political Revolution, 2017.
      


      
        91 DiMaggio, Rebellion in America, 2020.
      


      
        92 DiMaggio, Rebellion in America, 2020.
      


      
        93 Sanders’ Guide to Political Revolution raises numerous issues related to poor
        people of color—for example, police brutality and racial profiling. But these issues are secondary to his
        analysis, which focuses mainly on a progressive economic program and progressive economic reforms.
      


      
        94 Tara Golshan, “Bernie Sanders’s Real Base Is Diverse—and Very Young,” Vox.com, March 7, 2019, www.vox.com/2019/3/7/18216899/bernie-sanders-bro-base-polling-2020-president
      


      
        95 DiMaggio, Rebellion in America, 2020.
      


      
        96 DiMaggio, Rebellion in America, 2020.
      


      
        97 Aaron Blake, “More Young People Voted for Bernie Sanders Than Trump and Clinton
        Combined—by a Lot,” Washington Post, June 20, 2016, www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-fix/wp/2016/06/20/more-young-people-voted-for-bernie-sanders-than-trump-and-clinton-combined-by-a-lot/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.6f68ccd1d5d4
      


      
        98 Pew Research Center, “Most Democrats Are Excited by ‘Several’ 2020 Candidates—Not Just
        Their Top Choice,” August 16, 2019, www.people-press.org/2019/08/16/most-democrats-are-excited-by-several-2020-candidates-not-just-their-top-choice/;
        Philip Bump, “How Sanders’s 2019 Support Compares with His 2016 Run,” Washington Post, December 6, 2019,
        www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2019/12/06/how-sanderss-support-compares-his-run/
      


      
        99 Frank Newport, “The Meaning of Socialism to Americans Today,” Gallup, October 4,
        2018, https://news.gallup.com/opinion/polling-matters/243362/meaning-socialism-americans-today.aspx
      


      
        100 Anthony DiMaggio, “Youth in Revolt: Why Millennials Are the Key
        to Future Social Transformation,” Truthout, September 16, 2017, https://truthout.org/articles/youth-in-revolt-why-millennials-are-the-key-to-future-social-transformation/
      


      
        101 Ben Popken, “Most Jobs Created Since 2005 Are Nontraditional,” NBCnews.com, December 8, 2016, www.nbcnews.com/business/consumer/most-jobs-created-2005-are-temporary-or-unsteady-n693631
      


      
        102 Francine Prose, “Social Distancing? Working-Class People Don’t Have That Luxury,”
        Guardian, April 1, 2020, www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/apr/01/coronavirus-covid-19-working-class?fbclid=IwAR2U-awLOOaY7-Wwn3KR8jM96KL8dcUWosBwHGbIFaE7GyC96PCgmcgyLTc
      


      
        103 Emma Ockerman, “JoAnn Fabrics Employees Are Furious They’re Working in Crowded Stores
        After the Company Declared Itself ‘Essential,’” Vice, March 26, 2020, www.vice.com/en_us/article/k7e9ez/joann-fabrics-employees-are-furious-theyre-working-in-crowded-stores-after-the-company-declared-itself-essential
      


      
        104 Ockerman, “JoAnn Fabrics Employees Are Furious They’re Working in Crowded Stores After
        the Company Declared Itself ‘Essential,’” 2020; Kerjan Bianca, “Employees Protest at JoAnn Fabric, Ask
        Corporate to Consider ‘People Over Profit,’” KRDO, March 25, 2020, https://krdo.com/news/2020/03/25/protesters-at-jo-ann-fabric-and-craft-plead-with-corporate-to-consider-people-over-profit/
      


      
        105 Kelly Tyko, “Is Hobby Lobby an Essential Retailer? Some Forced to Close Because of
        COVID-19 Shelter-in-Place Orders,” USA Today, April 2, 2020, www.usatoday.com/story/money/2020/04/01/coronavirus-essential-business-hobby-lobby-closings/5104667002/
      


      
        106 Annie Palmer, “Amazon Workers Protest at Michigan Warehouse, Calling for Coronavirus
        Protections,” CNBC, April 1, 2020, www.cnbc.com/2020/04/01/amazon-workers-plan-strike-at-michigan-warehouse-for-covid-19-protections.html;
        Alina Selyukh and Shannon Bond, “Amazon, Instacart Grocery Delivery Workers Demand Coronavirus Protection and
        Pay,” NPR.org, March 30, 2020, www.npr.org/2020/03/30/823767492/amazon-instacart-grocery-delivery-workers-strike-for-coronavirus-protection-and-
      


      
        107 Palmer, “Amazon Workers Protest at Michigan Warehouse,” 2020.
      


      
        108 WMAR Staff, “Wastewater Workers Walkout, Claim Unsafe Working Conditions,” WMAR
        News, March 31, 2020, www.wmar2news.com/news/coronavirus/wastewater-workers-walkout-claim-unsafe-conditions
      


      
        109 Chris Mills Rodrigo, “Whole Food Workers Planning Strike on Tuesday,” The Hill,
        March 20, 2020, https://thehill.com/policy/technology/490196-whole-foods-workers-to-strike-tuesday
      


      
        110 Rodrigo, “Whole Food Workers Planning Strike on Tuesday,” 2020.
      


      
        111 Audrey McNamara, “Nurses Across the Country Protest Lack of Protective Equipment,”
        CBS News, March 28, 2020, www.cbsnews.com/news/health-care-workers-protest-lack-of-protective-equipment-2020-03-28/;
        Kevin Hardy, “‘Frightening’: Kansas City Nurses Protest Lack of Gear to Protect Against Coronavirus,” The
        Kansas City Star, April 1, 2020, www.kansascity.com/news/coronavirus/article241680451.html
      


      
        112 Noah Higgins-Dunn, “GE Workers Protest at Company’s Headquarters Aviation Factory After
        Coronavirus Layoffs,” CNBC, March 30, 2020, www.cnbc.com/2020/03/30/ge-workers-plan-to-protest-at-two-facilities-after-coronavirus-layoffs.html
      


      
        113 Lam Thuy Vo, “A Management Company Emailed Hundreds of Tenants, Demanding They Pay the
        Rent. It Backfired,” Buzzfeed News, April 3, 2020, www.buzzfeednews.com/article/lamvo/coronavirus-update-rent-strike-landlord-management-organized
      


      
        114 Renae Merle, Heather Long, and Patricia Sullivan, “A New Rallying Cry Among America’s
        Working Class: No One Should Pay Rent Until the Coronavirus Pandemic Ends,” Washington Post, April 1,
        2020, www.washingtonpost.com/business/2020/04/01/rent-strike-coronavirus-april/
      


      
        115 Vo, “A Management Company Emailed Hundreds of Tenants,” 2020.
      


      
        116 Caroline Spivack, “‘Do I Pay Rent or Do I Have Money to Live?’” Curbed, April 3,
        2020, https://ny.curbed.com/2020/4/3/21207016/nyc-rent-strike-coronaviruscovid-19-tenant-landlord?fbclid=IwAR1Idg6bKCbp4DLtzmryTkuB8Bm0TttSzGhBYPw7P059bVSf5RzeTUk1Be8
      


      
        117 Jake Johnson, “With Bills Due April 1, More Than 400,000 Demand Congress Freeze All
        Rent, Mortgage, and Utility Payments,” Common Dreams, March 31, 2020, www.commondreams.org/news/2020/03/31/bills-due-april-1-more-400000-demand-congress-freeze-all-rent-mortgage-and-utility?utm_campaign=shareaholic&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=facebook&fbclid=IwAR0bTng2ykZ45gzJGuwpLVBMk3QhR5YJJVFlh2nTqOcFCjq20zPwekHZE10
      


      
        118 Johnson, “With Bills Due April 1, More than 400,000 Demand Congress Freeze All Rent,
        Mortgage, and Utility Payments,” 2020.
      

    

  


  
    CONCLUSION


    
      In this book, I presented evidence that critical economic consciousness in the U.S. is significantly
      underdeveloped. Most Americans historically have been ignorant to the growing divide between haves and have-nots
      and have seriously underestimated the severity of inequality. The nation is significantly split with regard to
      economic attitudes. Fifty-eight percent of Americans in 2019 did not think that the U.S. was divided between
      haves and have-nots, despite roughly half the country holding no financial wealth and the U.S. having the highest
      inequality rate of all wealthy countries.1
    


    
      I have identified numerous explanations for why so many Americans lack a strong sense of critical economic
      consciousness. Some reasons are hegemonic, as related to indoctrination via parental socialization, partisan
      pressures, media consumption, and education. Some factors are material, including economic privilege, geographic
      place, and lack of economic struggle on the part of affluent Americans. Reluctance to recognize the economic
      divide is also driven by attitudinal factors, such as the belief that hard work guarantees success in a land of
      boundless opportunities.
    


    
      Many Americans are confused about how class divisions work in their society. I found that a slim majority—52
      percent of Americans—identify with an economic class that does not match their class, as measured by the income
      quintile of the country into which they fall. And according to the Pew Research Center, this may be a significant
      underestimate. As Pew found in 2018, most all Americans—89 percent—thought of themselves as “middle-class,”
      although 52 percent actually earned “middle-tier” incomes. Nineteen percent of Americans earned “upper-tier”
      incomes, but just 1 percent identified as “upper-class,” while 29 percent earned “lower-tier” incomes, and only 9
      percent identified as “lower-class.”2 Based
      on Pew’s estimates, as many as 75 percent of Americans embraced a class identity that did
      not match the class of Americans within which they fell based on their incomes.
    


    
      Most Americans have historically lacked critical economic consciousness, and very few hold a revolutionary class
      consciousness. Despite 37 percent of Americans holding a “positive” view of “socialism” in 2018, few seemed to
      understand the revolutionary historical meaning of the term.3 The most common definition associated it with general references to “equality”
      of “rights,” “standing,” and “distribution,” compared to historic definitions of the term defined by government
      or worker ownership of industry and the means of economic production.4 Only 17 percent defined socialism as government ownership of industry, while
      just 1 percent associated it with the formation of cooperative-style organizations, which overlaps with the idea
      of collective worker ownership of the means of economic production.5 Most problematic is the fallacious notion that the U.S. is already a socialist
      nation, presumably in reference to various socialized public goods that exist. This view is embraced by nearly 40
      percent of Americans.6 If government
      provision of services is all that is needed for a nation to be socialist, then the term has been stripped of any
      revolutionary meaning.
    


    
      The U.S. is nowhere near achieving socialism in the historic sense of the term, and it is unlikely to move toward
      such a system in a political climate in which the masses have little to no understanding of what revolutionary
      economic change entails, how it is defined, or how it can be achieved. Furthermore, it is difficult to imagine a
      scenario in which a progressive-leftist political system emerges to replace the neoliberal one, as long as
      Americans en masse lack a critical economic consciousness. Implementing New Deal–style progressive reforms will
      likely require most Americans to consistently turn out for elections and vote for strongly progressive-left
      political candidates. But voting in the U.S. has long fallen short of democratic ideals. In 2016, just 56 percent
      of eligible Americans turned out to vote at all, and only 48 percent voted in the 2018 midterms, despite turnout
      being significantly higher than in 2014.7 To
      put it simply, a progressive alternative to neoliberalism is not going to emerge without serious and sustained
      electoral and movement activism on the part of the mass public, which we had yet to see, as of the late 2010s.
    


    
      The emergence of the Covid-19 crisis helped roll back mass public ignorance about inequality. In April 2020, a
      majority of Americans, for the first time since polling records have been kept, agreed that the U.S. was divided
      between haves and have-nots. But the nation remained deeply divided on this issue, with 43 percent continuing to
      deny the economic divide. Still, the rise of the Covid-19 outbreak in the U.S.—and the incredibly negative
      effects it had on the American public—opened up many new possibilities for progressive activism, as I described
      in Chapter 9. But as of the writing of this conclusion (April 2020), a massive
      leftist revolutionary movement placing economic inequality at the forefront of its agenda had not yet emerged.
    


    
      Much public attention was devoted in early to mid-2020 to the “reopen” America protests,
      which were dominated by right-wing activists demanding an end to stay-at-home orders that were put in place
      across American states to slow the spread of Covid-19. But these protests were not driven by economic insecurity
      or concerns with inequality. Careful scholarly investigation revealed that the protests were primarily driven by
      libertarian rhetoric about the “tyranny” of “big government” shutdowns and by concerns with making corporations
      profitable again, rather than about concerns with health-care professionals and service workers on the front
      lines of Covid-19 or about the poor or people of color, who were the most devastated in terms of negative
      economic and health outcomes associated with the pandemic.8 Further investigation revealed that the protests were overwhelmingly
      coordinated by a few large national and state political organizations, primarily aligned with the gun rights
      movement and corporate America, rather than being the product of spontaneous decentralized and grassroots
      rebellion.9 And nearly half of the
      “individuals” active in promoting the “reopen” America movement on social media were revealed to be bots rather
      than real people.10 Finally, there was no
      statistical evidence that Americans who had been disproportionately harmed by the Covid-19 economic fallout were
      more likely to support the “reopen” movement.11 In sum, while there was plenty of evidence of astroturfing when it came to
      elitist forces driving the reopen protests, there was little reason to think that the “movement” was being driven
      by a mass groundswell of citizens who were being fueled by economic insecurity or disadvantage.
    


    
      Pressure for political reform grew dramatically throughout 2020, with societal disadvantage being linked to
      progressive protest efforts. A massive wave of Black Lives Matter protests swept across the country following the
      killing of George Floyd by Minneapolis police in mid-2020. A recording of Floyd’s interaction with the city’s
      police showed that the officer involved in Floyd’s death, Derek Chauvin, had engaged in an egregious abuse,
      suffocating Floyd by holding his knee on his neck for nearly 10 minutes.12 The brutal nature of Floyd’s death provoked intense anger across the country.
      The protests included frustrated people of color suffering in poor communities under the dual shocks of poverty
      and police brutality as well as sympathetic whites who also sought to spotlight the problem of structural racism
      in the criminal justice system.13 These
      protests benefitted from mass public support, with three-quarters of Americans supporting the protests and
      two-thirds opposing President Trump’s response.14 The Covid-19-era Black Lives Matter uprising represented a dramatic success
      when it came to drawing public attention to continuing racial inequality in the U.S., even if it did not present
      a unified set of demands for how to combat record economic inequality. The protests demonstrated that millions of
      Americans rejected the status quo of over-policing against people of color, as reflected in progressive demands
      for partial police defunding or even complete abolition of policing.
    


    
       The
      2018 and 2020 Elections


      
        By the late 2010s, sustained economic growth and low unemployment appeared to suppress public economic
        anxieties. Most voters going into the 2018 election seemed little concerned with the economic troubles of the
        poor or with rising inequality. Neither issue appeared in the 2018 exit polling on the list of the biggest
        problems with which American voters were concerned.15 Despite record inequality, voters fell into a hegemonic mode of thinking,
        with a sizable majority—66 percent—saying the economy was in “good” or “excellent” shape and with 55 percent
        approving of Republican President Donald Trump’s economic policies.16 The de-prioritization of inequality and poverty complemented the hegemonic
        reporting of the news media, which preferred economic indicators that are vital to the marketplace, including
        economic growth and unemployment, over those highlighting economic insecurity, poverty, and wealth and income
        inequality.
      


      
        The rise of the Covid-19 crisis meant that President Trump appeared uniquely vulnerable in battleground states,
        as disapproval of his handling of the crisis rose among likely voters and as the economy collapsed, causing
        mass anxiety in a time of rising unemployment.17 During the rise of the Covid-19 pandemic in March 2020, nearly a third of
        voters in electoral swing states said the outbreak was one “of several important factors” that were likely to
        influence their vote.18 In these states,
        more than half the voters held “very or somewhat serious” concerns about a Covid-19-induced
        recession.19 These concerns should have
        worried the Trump administration, considering the well-known trend of “retrospective” voting, in which
        Americans become increasingly likely to vote against the party of the president in power during periods
        associated with high unemployment and significant declines in personal finances.20 Rising economic insecurity typically spells trouble for the party in
        the White House, and concerns with the economy appeared to be particularly acute as a result of Covid-19, with
        voters nearly 20 percentage points more likely to express concerns about their local economies and 16 points
        more likely to be worried about the U.S. economy, when compared to nonvoters.21
      


      
        Polling in 2018 suggested that economic concerns were manifested in numerous ways. A plurality of voters in
        2018—41 percent—said health care was the “most important issue facing the country, while only 23 percent cited
        immigration, 22 percent mentioned the economy, and 10 percent cited “gun policy.”22 Among these voters, there was clearly anxiety regarding Republican
        efforts to repeal the Affordable Care Act and take away insurance from tens of millions of Americans. This
        point was most clear in exit polling, which found that 58 percent of voters agreed Democrats, rather than
        Republicans, were more trusted in handling the health-care issue—and in particular in protecting the health
        care of those with preexisting conditions.23 For obvious reasons, health and health-care–related issues remained the
        public’s primary concerns with the outbreak of Covid-19 in 2020, meaning that such
        anxieties had the potential to mobilize the public in favor of government efforts to provide health insurance
        to those who had lost it due to the rapidly rising unemployment rate.24
      


      
        While inequality and poverty were not large concerns in the late 2010s, most voters displayed some
        understanding that the economic system was biased in favor of the privileged. Polling from late 2019 revealed
        that 82 percent of Americans agreed that “large corporations” and “people who are wealthy” had “too much power
        and influence in today’s economy,” compared to just 5 percent who said the same about “people who are poor” and
        “the middle class.”25 These statistics
        suggest a majority of Americans held a general distrust of the economy for serving business elites at the
        expense of the many, even if most lacked a deeper understanding of the severity of inequality and the economic
        divide.
      

    

    
      Prospects for
      Change?


      
        While critical economic consciousness is significantly underdeveloped in contemporary America, I have provided
        evidence of how this may change in the future. In the decade following the 2008 economic collapse, rising
        economic insecurity was accompanied by the ascendance of progressive social movements, which received
        significant support from economically disadvantaged individuals and groups. Progressive-left policies received
        increased support from those facing rising economic insecurity. These findings suggest many Americans were
        increasingly displeased with the neoliberal status quo. A major lesson of the post-2008 crash seems to be that
        economic anxiety is an important precondition for galvanizing Americans to action by protesting the growing
        divide between haves and have-nots. By extension, future recessions or depressions are likely to produce
        additional public pressure on the political system to address poverty and inequality. There was a rapid growth
        in the number of Americans who saw their finances worsening throughout 2020 as a result of Covid-19’s fallout.
        And as I documented in Chapter 8, we know that individuals reporting poor and
        worsening personal finances are significantly more likely to hold or develop progressive-left
        political-economic attitudes. When taken together, these developments suggest that Covid-19 set the stage for
        the rise of another wave of rising mass public support for progressive political reform, with the potential to
        be even stronger than the wave that emerged following the 2008 economic collapse. These conclusions are
        unlikely to provide Americans with much comfort. No one wants to believe that further and intensifying economic
        misery is necessary to shake enough Americans of their apathy and ignorance so that they recognize the need to
        address the widening economic divisions in their country.
      


      
        Despite the rising popularity of “socialism” in public opinion polls, revolutionary class consciousness in
        America was in short supply as of the early 2020s, with Americans supporting capitalism
        over socialism by a ratio of two-to-one.26
        But for those who support reform within a capitalist system, there are numerous policy options available for
        reducing poverty and inequality, even if there was little direct pressure on government in the run-up to the
        2018 election to implement them. Still, the rise of the progressive Bernie Sanders and Elizabeth Warren
        campaigns in the 2020 Democratic primaries demonstrated that large numbers of Americans preferred a progressive
        Democratic candidate willing to actively combat poverty and inequality. Although neither candidate won the 2020
        Democratic Primary race, their status as top-tier electoral candidates spoke to the large amount of support
        they received among party voters who favored progressive political and economic reforms.
      


      
        Moving into the 2020s, numerous anti-poverty policies may be pursued by progressively oriented political
        leaders. Some prominent examples include raising the minimum wage or creating a “living wage” that is indexed
        to inflation; new legislative protections for labor organizers that make it easier to unionize corporate
        workplaces and the private sector; the introduction of a universal basic income for all American adults,
        regardless of employment status; the introduction of more progressive taxes on higher-income Americans; more
        generous tax credits for the working poor; and the introduction of new social welfare programs, including
        Medicare-for-all, free college tuition, and increased funding for anti-poverty programs. Other policy options
        will inevitably be raised and discussed in the future. But there is reason to question whether any of these
        programs will be prioritized by the government if most Americans remain ignorant on the issue of the growing
        economic divide.
      


      
        I am not personally optimistic about the likelihood that the Democratic or Republican Party will suddenly
        embrace a “new” New Deal or introduce a generous Scandinavian-style social welfare system, considering the
        intensifying bi-partisan support for neoliberal governance over the last four decades. But optimists will no
        doubt point to the rapid gains by Bernie Sanders and Elizabeth Warren and the growing support among
        rank-and-file Democratic officials for a $15 minimum wage and for universal health care, as suggesting that
        progressive change is possible within the Democratic Party.27 Whatever one thinks about the potential for Democratic Party reform, mass
        pressure—via social movements and citizen protest—will be central to the introduction and implementation of any
        progressive policies in the future. The post-2008 era saw the mainstreaming of social protest as a means of
        political expression, via the rise of the Madison protests, Occupy Wall Street, “Fight for $15,” the anti-ACA
        repeal efforts, and later the Covid-19-related protests. With this mainstreaming, the foundation for
        progressive political reform was laid, as Americans moved into the third decade of the 21st century. But
        additional protest movements, with even wider mass support bases, are needed to reach a “tipping point” in
        favor of achieving progressive political change.
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