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      Preface

      
      
      As the most unpredictable presidential candidate in American history—a man whom many
         assumed lacked the stability, acumen, and self-discipline to be elected to high office—is
         sworn in as the forty-fifth president of the United States, the central questions
         examined in this book are more relevant than ever. The Obama presidency was marked
         by the addition of fifteen million new jobs, seventy-four straight months of private-sector
         job growth, twenty million more people with health insurance, an unemployment rate
         cut nearly in half, and stock markets climbing to record highs; however, Donald Trump’s
         Make America Great Again messaging resonated with enough Americans in key battleground
         states to upset Barack Obama’s presumed successor and usher in one of the most shocking
         moments in American political history. Consequently, Donald Trump’s election represents
         a rich opportunity for communication and rhetorical scholars to apply the tools of
         our trade.
      

      
      The United States has never elected someone like Donald Trump. He is a paradox, a
         mystery, a conundrum. And because communication and rhetoric does its most important
         work on paradox, mystery, and conundrum, the critical tools developed in the following
         pages should make a valuable scholarly contribution to some of the most pressing questions
         of our historical moment. Part of Trump’s appeal comes from his ability to forcefully
         explain a fundamental question: Why are some people so poor and others so rich? His
         message of economic populism, although thin on policy details, resonated with many
         Americans, and in the process, illuminated the historical moment from which he—and
         this book—emerges.
      

      
      Economic inequality has become a disconcerting but defining feature of American democracy.
         Massive inequality has the potential to tear at our social fabric, break down the
         solidarity and trust required for democratic governance, and diminish the lives of
         everyone—rich and poor—producing a less trusting, less safe, less healthy, and less
         happy citizenry. But what public conversations about inequality often fail to recognize
         is that most people can accept inequality as long as it is justified. If we trust
         the social, political, and economic mechanisms that produce massive differences in
         material wealth, we have no problem going to work, sending our kids to school, making
         the mortgage payment, reciting the Pledge of Allegiance, and watching Monday Night Football—even while a select few acquire more money than they can spend.
      

      
      If we do not trust those mechanisms—if inequality is perceived to be unjustified—then
         we are more likely to civically withdraw. What is more, if the conditions are right,
         we always have the option to protest, riot, and actively participate in revolutionary
         upheavals. The historical record is replete with examples, most notably the unrest
         and wars that brought down ancient civilizations like the Mayans and Greeks, sparked
         the French Revolution, and gave birth to Communist Russia. Closer to home, the Tea
         Party and Occupy Wall Street movements, along with the candidacies of Bernie Sanders
         and Donald Trump, reflect the range of responses available to those uncomfortable
         with the current explanations of economic arrangements.
      

      
      Democracies avoid this type of upheaval by constructing and affirming stories about
         who is rich, who is poor, and why. Accurately understanding the relationship between
         democracy and inequality, therefore, moves this exploration onto the terrain of the
         symbolic, the social, and the rhetorical.
      

      
      American democracy provides a vivid case study. The United States is the richest nation
         in the history of the world, but that wealth is disproportionately concentrated into
         the hands of a few. As I will detail in this book, the United States has the highest
         level of economic inequality of all developed countries. There is always the potential
         for the gap between the rich and the rest to make us question the entirety of our
         social, economic, and political relationships. This is especially threatening now,
         because inequality is not caused by a lack of material resources. This was not always
         the case. Resources were historically understood to be finite: Without them, it made
         sense that most people were born into poverty, lived in poverty, and died in poverty.
         Not anymore. Inequality in the United States today is not a natural problem; it is
         not a problem of scarce resources. Instead, inequality is a social and political problem
         caused by breakdowns in democratic representation.
      

      
      The potential for revolutionary upheaval is not diminished by the rising tide lifting
         all boats, or the argument that today’s poor—with dental care, air conditioning, and
         flat-screen TVs—live better than kings did in the Middle Ages. Without trust in the
         mechanisms that produce material differences, the entire legitimacy of our democratic
         system of governance can be put into question. Unjustified inequality still has the
         potential to strike a damaging blow to the trust required for a healthy and fully
         functioning democracy. The stability of systems of governance—and the cultural, economic,
         technological, and military dominance those systems have produced—must be fundamentally
         dependent on the construction and affirmation of a story that justifies inequality.
         For decades, we had a name for that story: the American Dream.
      

      
      We have been told to trust our economic arrangements because the American Dream promises
         equal opportunity for everyone. Unlike other countries plagued by legacies of feudal
         aristocracies and pernicious caste systems, every American gets a fair shake, and
         with the right amount of hard work, morality, and merit, anyone can become rich. The
         American Dream does not promise that everyone will; it promises everyone will have
         the chance.
      

      
      This uniquely individualistic explanation of our economic arrangements asserts a compelling
         argument for why the rich deserve their wealth: Put simply, they earned it. The rich
         have been able to take advantage of their opportunities and are reaping the rewards.
         The American Dream is deeply woven into the fabric of our nation’s story because it
         explains economic arrangements, justifies massive levels of material disparity, and
         contains the threat of revolutionary upheaval. But how long can this explanation continue?
      

      
      While the American Dream justifies income inequality, it has a much harder time explaining
         our dismal rates of social mobility. To accept the promise of equal opportunity, we
         have to be able to see a substantial number of Americans born into poverty climb the
         economic ladder. When this happens, these American Dream success stories are promoted
         as the model for the rest of us and an effective way to legitimize the entire system.
         And here is a potential moment of rupture in this story: Upward mobility almost never
         happens. The United States has some of the worst levels of intergenerational social
         mobility in any developed country. As I also detail in the introduction, compared
         to France, Germany, Sweden, Denmark, Spain, Canada, Australia, those born rich in
         America are more likely to stay rich, and those born poor are more likely to stay
         poor. The most effective way to achieve the material rewards exclusively held by the
         rich is not to work hard or play by the rules; you must choose the right parents.
         Those who do, reap the benefits of personal prestige, quality schools, social contacts,
         and political power that follows them the rest of their lives.
      

      
      This decidedly un-American phenomenon highlights a glaring contradiction between who
         we are and who we think we are. We cannot let that contradiction sit. The legitimacy
         of our entire democracy is contingent on coming up with an account for these arrangements.
         And an economic explanation alone will not satisfy; what needs to emerge is new story,
         a new myth that engages the core components of any stable social system.
      

      
      Given this urgency and timeliness, it is not surprising that economic inequality and
         social mobility have caught the public’s attention. I am not the first person to explore
         these questions—either in academic circles or on the pages of the New York Times. However, the sustained and original argument I explore in this book can make a fresh
         and unique contribution to scholarly and public conversations. This book, in fact,
         is not about economic inequality or the American Dream. This book is not about a topic
         at all. It is a book about a critical problem, a glaring paradox, an uneasy mystery,
         and a baffling conundrum between who we are, who we think we are, and who we want
         to be.
      

      
      By employing the tools of rhetorical criticism, I hope this book can make several
         specific contributions to these conversations. First, I am taking a set of critical
         tools—old tools, to be sure—and putting them to use in a new way. Second, these tools
         allow for a clear look at the ideological potency of the American Dream. I will show
         how there are no timeless and transcendent “stories of us”; put into practice, these
         stories operate as uniquely partisan political cudgels fundamentally intertwined with
         explanations of massive levels of inequality and dismal levels of social mobility
         in a way that makes oppressive forms of governance difficult to notice, much less
         contest. This story would not have been recognizable fifty years ago. The rhetoric
         of the American Dream has only emerged as a dominant cultural touchstone in oscillation
         with a widespread shift to individualistic explanations for economic arrangements,
         the arrival of neoliberalism, the decline of collectivistic solutions to social problems,
         massive levels on inequality, and dismal rates of social mobility.
      

      
      The American Dream is positioned within the onset of rising rates of inequality and
         declining rates of social mobility in the 1970s, through the Great Recession of 2007–2008
         and our misguided political responses, and, more recently, the Occupy Wall Street
         and Tea Party movements and the election of Donald Trump. I begin by first positioning
         the data on economic inequality and social mobility within its proper historical context.
         In the introduction, I survey the anecdotal and empirical data on economic inequality
         to show how massive divergence between the rich and the rest has the potential to
         disrupt our social, economic, and political systems. I outline my research questions
         and the scope of the book in this section. In chapter 1, I describe the value of ideology,
         rhetoric, and myth as critical tools uniquely equipped for an exploration into our
         economic arrangements. In chapter 2, I deploy those tools by analyzing the historical
         development of the American Dream. I suggest that although it can seem to be a timeless
         and transcendent explanation of American exceptionalism, the American Dream has emerged
         relatively recently and for a distinct political purpose. In chapter 3, I use prosperity
         theology to illuminate both the historical emergence of the American Dream and its
         core features. In chapter 4, I discuss the policy implications arising in relation
         to the widespread acceptance of the American Dream, including its influence on the
         American education system and the development of neoliberalism. In chapter 5, I detail
         how the economic and rhetorical limitations of the American Dream were finally exposed
         in the Great Recession, marking its decline and the need for an alternative explanation
         for why some are rich and others are not. In chapter 6, I position Donald Trump as
         that alternative. I suggest that Trump departed from the Tea Party and the American
         Dream orthodoxy by aligning his messaging with premillennial apocalyptic rhetoric.
         In the final chapter, I conclude by describing an alternative vocabulary that can
         promote new forms of economic justice and democratic governance.
      

      
      In all, I try to tell a complicated but broadly synthetic story. Because more public
         attention is being devoted to issues of poverty, class, economic inequality, and social
         mobility, I hope this book will be appealing to anyone interested in explaining why
         some Americans have so much, others so little, and what we can do about those arrangements.
         I think these are fundamentally important questions for our democracy, and I hope
         at the end of this book you will be able to add a fresh and exciting perspective to
         this urgent conversation.
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         Economic Injustice and the 
Rhetoric of the American Dream
         

         
      

      
      A peculiar characteristic of twenty-first-century American life is that our social,
         political, and economic arrangements—for one reason or another—allow a select few
         to enjoy enormous amounts of wealth, while millions of American citizens governed
         by the same set of laws survive on a fraction of the food, housing, and health care
         they desperately need. Consider those at the very top of the economic stratification
         ladder: One percent of Americans own nearly 40 percent of the nation’s wealth, take
         home a quarter of the national income, and own half the nation’s stocks, bonds, and
         mutual funds.[1] More narrowly, 400 Americans own as much as 150 million Americans; and even more
         narrowly than that, the Walton family, heirs of Walmart founder Sam Walton, enjoys
         wealth equal to all the assets of the entire bottom 40 percent of the US population.[2] Robert Reich, labor secretary under Bill Clinton, offered a more dramatic illustration:
         In 2005, Warren Buffett was worth $44 billion and Bill Gates $46.5 billion (they are
         worth much more now); the combined wealth of the 120 million Americans on the lower
         end of the economic stratification ladder was about $95 billion, meaning Gates and
         Buffett alone were worth as much as 40 percent of the US population.[3] 
      

      
      We live in a country where millionaires can spend $50,000 to clone their pet cats,
         billionaires can spend $20 million for a brief vacation in space, hairdressers can
         charge clients $1500 for haircuts, and Ted Turner can have a private bison herd in
         Montana. When guests enter Bill Gates’s house, they attach special pins to their clothes;
         when they walk through different rooms, the pins send a signal that adjusts the lighting,
         temperature, and music based on the guests’ preferences. A jet owned by hedge fund
         manager Ken Griffin is large enough to include its own plant nursery; Microsoft cofounder
         Paul Allen’s 414-foot yacht, The Octopus, has two helicopters, a submarine, and a swimming pool.[4] Larry Ellison, CEO of Oracle, earned $37,692 an hour in 2013, based on a forty-hour
         workweek. He also has a 400-foot yacht with a cinema, a speedboat, a helicopter pad,
         and a crew of thirty.[5] These individual examples add some texture to a larger reality: The United States
         is the richest nation in human history. Americans have enough disposable income that
         each year we can spend more than $40 billion on maintaining our lawns, $40 billion
         on weight loss products, $12 billion on tanning salon visits and tanning products,
         and another $12 billion on renting and purchasing pornographic movies.[6] 
      

      
      Now consider those at the bottom: In the same country where the ultrawealthy feed
         caviar to their pets, own private islands, and buy million dollar Buggati sports cars,
         forty-five million American citizens live in poverty and forty-nine million live in
         food-insecure households. American poverty hits children the hardest. The United States
         has a child poverty rate of 21 percent, one in five American children is at risk of
         hunger, and nearly one in four children lives in a household that struggles to put
         food on the table.[7] That means almost seventeen million children are not sure where their next meal is
         coming from. Three million American children live in households in which each person
         has less than
         $2 per day to spend; almost half of all American children will be on food stamps at
         some point during their childhood.[8]  UNICEF reported that the United States has the second highest rate of childhood
         poverty of the world’s developed countries; only Romania is beneath us.[9] 
      

      
      The data indicate that the divergence between the rich and the poor is only increasing.
         Using Internal Revenue Service figures dating to 1913, University of California, Berkeley,
         economist Emmanuel Saez found that the wealthiest Americans earned more than 19 percent
         of the nation’s income in 2012—the largest percentage since 1928.[10] That number bottomed out in 1973 when the top 1 percent’s share of income was 7.7
         percent. The top 10 percent in 2012 captured a record 48.2 percent of total earnings,
         and saw their incomes rise nearly 20 percent (compared with 1 percent for the remaining
         99 percent). The gap between the richest 1 percent and the rest of America is the
         widest it has been since the Gilded Age of the late nineteenth century.
      

      
      The economic growth at the very beginning of the twenty-first century generally benefited
         the rich, and the Great Recession that followed hurt mostly the poor. The Bush-era
         tax cuts did nothing to alleviate the downward slide of middle- and working-class
         Americans that began in the 1970s. Instead the Bush-era tax cuts put an average of
         $65,000 into the pockets of the wealthiest 1 percent while the number of Americans
         living in poverty grew by 6 million.[11] 
      

      
      Quantitative data, however, do not illuminate the most peculiar feature of our economic
         arrangements: Poverty is not an issue of scarcity. If it were, then massive stratification
         could be understood as a product of impersonal and economic forces, like natural disasters,
         farming patterns, or technological changes.[12] But it’s not. The numbers of Americans in poverty—especially the most vulnerable—are
         not in that situation because of economic forces. This was not always the case. Michael
         Katz pointed out in The Undeserving Poor that one hundred years ago, it would have been preposterous to imagine a society
         without poor people.[13]  Because resources were finite, economic arrangements were more closely aligned with
         the image of a pie chart: If a few rich individuals had giant yachts, that meant the
         poor did not have as much to eat. We now know that is a flawed metaphor.[14] The degree of economic stratification I have just described is not a tragedy of scarcity
         and impersonal forces, but a political, rhetorical, and social scandal. This is a subtle difference, but an important one. Poverty is scandalous—not just
         tragic—because we have the ability to feed, clothe, house, educate, and provide adequate
         health care for all American citizens. We just decide not to.
      

      
      There is historical precedent for an alternative. The United States citizenry made
         a deliberate decision to wipe out extreme hunger for all Americans and pay special
         care to our elderly. For the hungry, the federal government implemented food stamp
         and school lunch programs in the 1960s and 1970s that cost the government billions
         of dollars a year. But together, we decided the programs were worth it. Since then,
         these programs have become one of our country’s single most effective interventions
         against poverty: Women living in counties with food stamp programs deliver babies
         with higher birth weights; poor children who receive food stamps are less likely to
         be victims of abuse or neglect and less likely to be diagnosed with anemia, failure
         to thrive, or nutritional deficiency than poor children who do not; children with
         families that move onto food stamps make greater gains in reading and math than those
         moving off; and school breakfast programs significantly raise children’s attendance
         and test scores. As Jane Waldfogel, Compton Foundation Centennial Professor for the
         Prevention of Children and Youth Problems at Columbia University, argued, “The Food
         Stamp programs can clearly be judged a success in reducing poverty, combating hunger
         and food insecurity, and improving the nutrition and related outcomes for low-income
         children and families.”[15] 
      

      
      Another well-documented success was our decision to implement Social Security, Medicare,
         and other programs that provided aid and ensured provisional universal health-care
         coverage to the elderly. The number of elderly in poverty dropped from nearly 50 percent
         in 1962 to fewer than 10 percent in 2012.[16]  Although opponents of these programs originally argued that forcing workers to pay
         into a system to support the elderly was foreign to the country’s founding principles,
         we did it anyway. And we have all benefited from it. These programs kept the elderly
         out of poverty so their adult children did not have to carry the financial burden
         of their parents’ illnesses, freeing them up to fully contribute to the labor pool
         during the prime years of their working lives.[17] 
      

      
      The American public clearly has the capacity to improve the material conditions of
         its citizens—when it wants to. That we don’t further demonstrates the scandalous state
         of economic arrangements in the United States. While it may be true that we will always
         have poor people, we clearly don’t need to have so many who suffer so much. That we
         do prompts several questions: Why does the richest nation in the history of the world
         put up with this arrangement? Why do we allow such massive levels of inequality? How
         does a democracy where one person gets one vote endorse such a disproportionate divergence
         in material well-being? 
      

      
      There is no blatant coercion here. Our police and military forces are not directly
         stealing from the poor and giving it to the wealthy. We vote for the laws and political
         policies that allow these economic arrangements to be constructed and maintained.
         Why?
      

      
      These questions provide the starting point for this book.

      
      In the following pages, I will demonstrate why we must understand our peculiar economic
         arrangements as a product of discourse. To argue that our economic arrangements are
         discursively produced is to align my inquiry with the scandalous explanation for economic stratification:
         Inequality does not bother us, as long as it is justified. As I argued in the preface,
         if we trust the social, economic, and political mechanisms that produce massive differences
         in material wealth, we will not have a problem with these highly stratified economic
         arrangements. But as Thomas Piketty argued in his book Capital in the Twenty-First
         Century, it is almost inevitable that a society with a pronounced degree of inequality
         will crumble into violent revolution, unless “some peculiarly effective repressive
         apparatus exists to keep it from happening.”[18] This book is about that peculiarly effective apparatus.
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      Chapter 1

      The Language of Inequality 

      
         
         
      

      
      While Adam Smith, John Locke, and David Hume shaped early conversations about economic
         arrangements in the West, Karl Marx and the doctrine of classical Marxism offered
         the first substantial and coherent account of inequality as an ideological process.[1] Karl Marx died in 1883. If he were around today, he would not be surprised by massive
         levels of inequality in the United States. A defining characteristic of capitalism
         is pronounced stratification: the existence of a relatively small class that controls
         most of the productive wealth. Marx assumed capitalism will inevitably generate arbitrary
         and unsustainable inequalities that pose radical threats to the perception of economic
         justice. Poverty is not an unfortunate accident. For Marx, the precise purpose of
         capitalism is for Larry Ellison to sail around the world on his $250 million yacht
         while millions of Americans go hungry every day. Marx thought pronounced stratification
         is a required product of capitalism’s distinctive political economy. Capitalism requires
         some to fail. Just like a football game or a political election, some teams and candidates
         have to lose—our economic arrangements must have a bottom to have a top.[2] 
      

      
      Marx offered the theoretical tools and intellectual instruments that could unmask
         the strategies used by apologists for capitalism and expose them for what they were:
         ideological ruses obscuring the possibility of any alternative way of seeing the world,
         the nature of work, political responses, the possibilities of justice, and the chance
         for all people—even those who don’t own factories or TV stations—to live viable lives.[3] Capitalism numbs us to boring jobs, unsatisfying relationships, and despoiled landscapes.
         The endless pursuit of higher levels of the stratified ladder, profit, promotion,
         the Gucci handbag, and fantasy football keeps the power elite in firm control.
      

      
      Marx thought this arrangement was unsustainable. He was a careful reader of British
         parliamentary reports during the mid-1800s, and he used those reports to compare the
         misery of the working class, workplace accidents, deplorable health conditions, and,
         more generally, the greed of capital with the rapid increase in industrial profits
         in Britain during the same time.[4] Eventually, Marx thought, the gap between capital and labor would widen to such an
         extent that the whole system would burst at the seams.[5] The most industrialized, advanced capitalist countries would be the first to fall;
         the masses would become wise to the ideological ruse, and then—either at the ballot
         box or with pitchforks and torches—revolt. The system would eventually flounder and
         the working class would use their numbers to inevitably rise up and overthrow the
         system. In the famous conclusion to The Communist Manifesto, Marx put it this way: “The development of Modern Industry, therefore, cuts from
         under its feet the very foundation on which the bourgeoisie produces and appropriates
         products. What the bourgeoisie therefore produces, above all, are its own gravediggers.
         Its fall and the victory of the proletariat are equally inevitable.”[6]  
      

      
      But Marx was wrong.

      
      A global working-class revolution never happened. Stages of civilization did not lead
         to classlessness. In contrast, wages in the later parts of the nineteenth century
         began to increase and the improvement of the purchasing power of workers spread everywhere.
         This changed the system dramatically (even if massive inequality persisted and continued
         to increase until World War I).[7] As a political and economic theory, Marxism failed to explain the psychological,
         cultural, and rhetorical prerequisites for revolution.[8] Instead, the decline of classical Marxism and the rise of global capitalism played
         a significant role in initiating the most productive and peaceful time period in human
         history.[9] 
      

      
      Although this is a bold and expansive claim, a wide variety of work from a range of
         thinkers including economist Deirdre McCloskey, geologist Jared Diamond, scientist
         Steven Pinker, and journalist Nicholas Kristof reminds us that most of us are descendants
         of peasants, and for thousands of generations a vast majority of humans lived brief,
         illiterate lives marked by disease, disability, violence, and premature death. Kristof
         wrote, “As recently as 1980, a slight majority of people in the developing world lived
         in extreme poverty, defined as surviving on less than $1.25 in today’s money.”[10] Since capitalism’s global ascendancy, the material well-being of billions of people
         has dramatically improved. The share of the world’s people living in extreme poverty
         has been reduced from one in two in 1980 to one in five today, according to the World
         Bank. Deirdre McCloskey recently detailed World Bank data reminding us that the basics
         of a dignified life—including better food and health care, and amenities like air-conditioning
         and cell phones—are more available to the poor than at any other time in human history,
         by a huge margin.[11] The proportion of humans living on less than $2 a day has been cut in half in the
         last forty years. McCloskey notes that economic growth in South Korea has increased
         the income of the poorest by a factor of thirty; real income for Indians is doubling
         every ten years; and even sub-Saharan Africa is growing. McCloskey writes, “By the
         standard of basic comfort in essentials, the poorest people on the planet have gained
         the most. In places like Ireland, Singapore, Finland and Italy, even people who are
         relatively poor have adequate food, education, lodging and medical care—none of which
         their ancestors had. Not remotely.”[12] 
      

      
      China offers another timely example. McCloskey wrote that while Shanghai was a place
         of misery not long ago, it now resembles the most modern parts of the United States
         (but with better roads and bridges). Teng Hsiao-P’ing exchanged the economic principles
         of classical Marxism for free-market capitalism beginning in 1978. Since then, China
         has become the most successful economic development story in human history: Its economy
         has grown more than 9 percent each year for thirty years—the fastest rate for a major
         economy in recorded history—and four hundred million people have moved out of poverty,
         the largest reduction that has taken place at any time, anywhere. The average Chinese
         person’s income increased twentyfold. In the early 1980s, when my mother made me finish
         my peas because there were starving children in China, East Asia had the highest rates
         of extreme poverty in the world, with more than three in four people living on less
         than $1.25 a day. By 2010 this decreased to one in eight.[13] Taken together, this growth in income accounts for about half the decline in extreme
         poverty worldwide.
      

      
      In sharp contrast, the USSR—one the world’s first Socialist states—failed miserably.
         The human disasters caused by Soviet-style centralized planning showed that capitalism,
         private property, and the market economy not only ensure the oppression of the working
         class, as Marx thought, but they also play an indispensable role in coordinating the
         actions of millions of individuals in a productive direction. While the USSR became
         a sordid kleptocracy and Cubans waited in bread lines, the worldwide triumph of global
         capitalism relegated Marxism and the doctrine of global revolution to the dustbin
         of history.[14] In the process, capitalism has become an idea so deeply ingrained in advanced and
         developed countries that it largely remains hidden even as it dominates the practices
         of our day-to-day lives.
      

      
      Marx was clearly prophetic at some moments, but was misguided at others. Marx knew
         that today’s image of Ted Turner and the Koch brothers as hooded puppeteers twisting
         and turning the masses to their will was arrogant, simplistic, and unconvincing.[15] An oppressive political system is not run from the top by a smooth-functioning, Wizard
         of Oz–like machine. Oppression is messier than that. Capitalism does alienate people,
         but Marx was wrong about how quickly ideology can seal up its cracks. He badly underestimated
         how nimble and nuanced ideology can be. Capitalism—especially a capitalism accused
         of being alienating—has shown itself to be remarkably adept at securing the consent
         of its citizens in sophisticated and subtle ways. [16]  Marx overestimated the ability and willingness of the working class to arrive at
         an objectively authentic representation of economic stratification, class inequality,
         and oppressive thought structures. The masses may never arrive at an objectively true
         representation of their oppressive labor relations because no such objectively true
         representation exists. False consciousness does not have to be revealed as false.
         The curtain can stay drawn indefinitely. Ideology’s nimbleness is evident in its capacity
         to impress on an audience the “truth” of the social relationships it prefers, not
         their factuality. There is a big difference. Truths must be empirically present, constantly
         being remade and re-presented. Factuality doesn’t.
      

      
      Much of the academic research on inequality and democracy assumes humans are rational
         economic actors responding to incentives and disincentives in logical ways.[17] By observing these rational actors, economists can assert predictive hypotheses about
         our attitudes and behaviors, develop generalizable propositions from those hypotheses,
         and accumulate enough evidence to offer comprehensive and cogent explanations for
         the relatively recent invention known as “the economy.” Each proposition is comprised
         of variables that can be teased out and tested, resulting in a way to frame the terms
         of our public debate and propose remedies for our economic well-being using methodologies
         that look to be verifiable, testable, and parsimonious.
      

      
      Such methods have their uses. The abstractions of empirical social science can demonstrate
         economic inequality exists and that it is growing. But these methods struggle to explain
         why. Thomas Piketty—an economist himself—delivered a stinging and eloquent critique
         of his discipline. Piketty argued that his discipline has yet to get over its childish
         passion for mathematics and purely theoretical speculation. Economists tend to be
         too preoccupied with simple stories and petty mathematical problems of interest only
         to themselves, he wrote. This obsession with economic explanations for social problems
         is an easy way of acquiring the appearance of scientificity without having to grapple
         with the far more complex questions woven throughout our social and political lives.[18] The real world and the real humans that populate it always muddy the quantitative
         waters. An economist can count the number of people living below the poverty line,
         the number of food-insecure households, and the impact of marriage or education on
         material well-being; those findings will undoubtedly enrich our understanding of the
         symptoms of economic arrangements. But they will not shed much light on the causes.
         The simple fact is that we are massively unequal; a more complicated fact is that
         the democratic sources of our inequality contradict classical economics, rational-actor
         models, and empirical social-scientific methods.
      

      
      These methods tend to ignore two important features of the human condition. First,
         they cannot adequately theorize about the ways complex social and cultural dimensions
         influence our attitudes toward economic arrangements. New research from a range of
         academic disciplines encourages any inquiry into the underlying discursive production
         of economic arrangements to account for the fact that humans are not all that rational.
         The economic explanation put forth by someone like Deirdre McCloskey, for example,
         argues that inequality does not matter as long as total economic growth lifts up the
         wretched from the earth and enriches their fundamentals, while the police and courts
         protect the right of everyone to receive equal treatment. She quotes Princeton philosopher
         Harry Frankfurt, who said, “Economic equality is not, as such, of particular moral
         importance.” Instead, McCloskey argues, we should lift up the poor to a level of “enough”—a
         level for people to function in a democratic society and to have full human lives.[19] But when we ask complicated questions about why some people are so rich and others
         are so poor, we are also exploring an emotional answer: an answer that may come from
         places below the critical radar, from places that cannot be accessed quantitatively,
         on a spreadsheet, in a survey, or even in an interview. If we assume economists work
         like doctors taking the nation’s pulse, we miss the residuum of feelings and attitudes
         that cannot be articulated because they are coming not from fixed, static, scientific
         judgments, but from interactive and adaptive sources. To even ask why some people
         are so rich and others so poor assumes a set of propositions about how citizens understand
         our economic arrangements and cultural conditions that are not empirically verifiable.
         Second, we are not rational economic actors who always respond logically to incentives
         and disincentives. Classical economics assumes that individuals have well-defined
         preferences and fully rational expectations and perceptions. But in this respect,
         classical economics is deeply misguided. If we knew what we wanted, there would be
         little need for marketing, social influence, and advertising.[20] Instead, we are often irrational, ignorant, and distracted. Whether we are dieting,
         voting, or responding to surveys, we behave in ways that do not always align with
         our own interests, in part because we often rely on representations that do not resemble
         reality. And in some cases, we even adopt attitudes and behaviors that force us to
         be active participants in our own oppression.
      

      
      The main culprit is the three-pound machine we carry between our ears. Our brains
         produce representations that can create mental processes and thought structures that
         take on a life of their own.[21] A familiar (and usually harmless) example is the optical illusion. What we see with
         our eyes is the result of a complex process that takes in raw visual input and contextual
         cues and attempts to represent what is “really there.” But those cues can be misleading;
         they can falsely represent what we think we see. We call that an optical illusion,
         and there is little we can do about it. Most of the time, optical illusions do not
         heavily influence how we make sense of the world.[22] However, if we think of the sense-making strategies that create the idea of “an economy”
         as potential site for social optical illusions, the impact is more consequential. Irrational, ignorant, and distracted
         forms of social optical illusions do have a profound influence on the perception of
         fair economic arrangements.[23] 
      

      
      It is misguided to assume empirical methods can explain economic arrangements.[24]  I can offer a specific example that will relate well to the rest of this book. The
         quest for empirical precision is particularly costly when trying to account for how
         Americans make sense of who is rich, who is poor, and why. For example, a 2011 public
         opinion poll showed that an overwhelming majority of Americans think that everyone
         has the opportunity to achieve material wealth, no matter their economic origins.[25] Unfortunately that explanation does not align with reality. Material standing in
         the United States is most often determined by circumstances beyond the control of
         the individual, such as race, ethnicity, and birth origins. [26]  As I will show in more detail later, the most important factor in determining economic
         standing is not work ethic or pluck; as in becoming a professional basketball player,
         what matters most is who your parents are.[27] 
      

      
      The contradiction between individualistic and structural explanations of economic
         arrangements reveals a rich site of struggle where misrepresentation and reality fully
         converge. In general, humans do not do well when confronted with contradictions, conundrums,
         and paradoxes. We desire order, coherence, and consistency. Barry Brummett offered
         a simple example that illustrates why: Imagine walking across campus one day when
         you are suddenly and mysteriously hit in the head by a hard object. Your first recourse
         would be to make sense of that mystery by developing a vocabulary to account for what
         the experience felt like, where it came from, whether something similar has ever happened
         to you before, and so on. You would not leave that experience unaccounted for. The
         most efficient and effective way to make sense of that mystery would be to create
         a vocabulary that produced an explanation of what happened. [28]  You would have to develop a discourse—a set of linguistically grounded understandings—that
         constituted your experience. New vocabularies would have to emerge that could compensate
         for what you could not previously explain.[29] You would have any number of linguistic options to choose from (the wind, a squirrel,
         a disgruntled friend). Each would produce a different thought structure that you could
         use to explain what happened.
      

      
      Consider how this simple example relates to more complicated questions: Empirical
         methods can reveal what language we choose to explain why some are rich and poor.
         They can’t explain why. This is a problem all social theory must confront: Empirical
         methods cannot adequately account for the discursive mechanisms that produce social,
         economic, and political arrangements.[30] For that we need a different set of tools.
      

      
      Inequality and Ideology

      
      One of the reasons Marx’s predicted revolution did not happen was that the vulgar
         and overdetermined base/superstructure model of economic relations failed to account
         for meaning making and influence processes outside modes of production, in places
         where daily events intersect with deeper structural issues.[31] “The economy” needed to be enlarged to include the production and distribution of
         all elements of our civil society, such as religion, media, and education, not just
         the factory.
      

      
      While Karl Marx located ideological domination in modes of production and labor relationships
         (and the more formal avenues of law and politics that prop these relationships up),
         a group of disenchanted European intellectuals known as the Frankfurt School advanced
         Marx’s central tenets and addressed his main limitations by turning attention to the
         ways economic relationships are legitimized through the cultural production of ideology.[32] Heavily influenced by Marxism, the Frankfurt School acknowledged that coercion was
         important for social control, but it alone never fully explained the range of possibilities
         for institutional domination; they argued that it was important to recognize that
         a totalizing cultural machine also worked hard to keep the masses in line. Religion,
         media, education, and entertainment provided the mechanisms by which ideology takes
         shape. These cultural artifacts, more than any other means, determined consciousness,
         produced representations of the social world, structured economic arrangements, connected
         commercial interests and mass consciousness, and manufactured consent in ways that
         favored governing elites and existing hierarchies of power.[33] 
      

      
      Although members of the Frankfurt School held divergent ideas, a consistent application
         of their work by scholars of ideological criticism in the United States has been focused
         on characterizing culture as a distortion of reality whose purpose was to camouflage
         unequal power relations and produce a passive and politically debilitated audience.
         The masses have been portrayed as zombielike dupes brainwashed into conformity by
         a culture industry that replaced the reality of oppressive social relations with false
         consciousness, myth, and ideology.[34] 
      

      
      The Frankfurt School’s pessimism about the relationship between media, culture, and
         power reflects the social situation in which many of their ideas were being formed.
         Not only did the working-class revolution not occur despite a massive global economic
         crisis in the 1920s and 1930s, but from where they were writing, they had front-row
         seats to Europe’s near total destruction: Italy, Germany, and France, in particular,
         were ruled by a power elite who controlled the state and secured sufficient cooperation
         from every other institution in society—civil service, the military, courts, churches,
         universities—for, among other things, two world wars that wreaked havoc on the continent.[35] 
      

      
      In light of this context, the Frankfurt School was understandably less optimistic
         than classical Marxism about the prospect of inevitable revolution. It was hard for
         the Frankfurt School to be as optimistic after seeing the slaughter of millions of
         innocent men, women, and children. The explicit coercion and violence was then quickly
         replaced after World War II with what Terry Eagleton called “[a] handful of commercial
         thugs who were given free rein to corrupt the minds of the public with Neanderthal
         political views convenient for their own bank balances but for little else.”[36] 
      

      
      This less-than-optimistic attitude toward the possibility of revolution would permeate
         the Frankfurt School’s writings. For the Frankfurt School, ideologies created in this
         environment operated like a prison cell for language, tacitly resigning influence
         and persuasion onto the production of mindless, wholly determined masses who labor
         for a dominant minority. Naturally, the Frankfurt School rejected popular culture
         as inherently manipulative.[37] 
      

      
      Just as residue of classical Marxism can still be seen today, the Frankfurt School’s
         version of top-down control is easy to locate in our daily lives. Most citizens will
         quickly recognize that power is held not only by a state government with tanks and
         drones, but also by the select few who own the newspapers, publishing companies, and
         movie studios.[38] In the global media marketplace, monopolized sources of information such as Viacom,
         Universal, and Disney decide the programming and messages to send; audiences then
         watch and interpret messages according to the dominant, established social and cultural
         norms. Most of the mediated information produced and received comes from major corporations
         who have a stake in maintaining a system of power relations that favors their interests.
         At one time, if you were to get your news from CNN, peruse Sports Illustrated, and check your e-mail on an AOL account, you would be confronted with messages created
         and manipulated by one company—AOL Time Warner—that has an interest in maintaining
         a certain power structure.[39] 
      

      
      For scholars interested in the relationship between ideology and economic arrangements,
         the Frankfurt School’s cultural extension of Marxism represents a significant intellectual
         advancement. But like Marx, the Frankfurt School overreached. The ideological critic
         at work today would need to focus on reconciling the Frankfurt School’s deterministic,
         top-down approach to culture with more contemporary conceptualizations of culture
         as a more open-ended, contingent, up-for-grabs site of struggle.
      

      
      Building from the work of Antonio Gramsci, as well as Louis Althusser and Stuart Hall,
         the concept of hegemony contributed much to this intellectual conversation by explaining how ideology gathers
         consent in natural, commonsense, and taken-for-granted ways.[40] The culture industry of Fox News and the Daily Mail may appear totalizing and deterministic at times, but ideological adherence is a
         continuous process, always prone to failure and contradiction. Some ideologies are
         closely tied to the interests of Ted Turner and the Koch brothers, but others are
         more free floating, constantly being tugged and aligned in struggles over meaning
         and power.[41] Ideological thought systems are never firmly established; they operate in a realm
         of contestation and negotiation, where meaning is stolen, transformed, and appropriated.
      

      
      What the Frankfurt School missed was the process by which relations of dominance and subordination are articulated. There is an unequal
         and uneven struggle to enclose and confine definitions and forms of reality and power.
         There are also points of resistance and struggle. And this goes on continuously, in
         the complex line of contention and acceptance, refusal and capitulation, which makes
         the field of culture a sort of constant battlefield—a battlefield where no once-and-for-all
         victories are obtained, but where there are always strategic positions to be won and
         lost.[42] Ideology is best understood as a mechanism through which alternatives are foreclosed,
         not as a method of brainwashing. Ideology limits choice; it forecloses alternative
         thought systems that could be used to question existing social arrangements, be they
         political, economic, social, or cultural. But it doesn’t determine choice.
      

      
      Ideology is always trying to limit the almost infinite number of responses available
         for reconciling an objective reality that we can never really see with the main tool
         we have to help make sense of our lives: language. Thus, ideology can be most visible
         when language and reality seem to be undeniably divergent. Here is where ideology
         must seal up the cracks between language and reality in order to maintain the perception
         of just economic arrangements. Marx did not think ideology could do this long enough
         to keep a revolution from bringing down capitalism. The Frankfurt School thought the
         cracks would never be seen by the masses because the culture industry so effectively
         sealed them up. Both perspectives have been shown to neglect the contingent, open-ended,
         and up-for-grabs nature of ideology in practice.
      

      
      A middle ground had to be located between Marxism’s overdeterministic optimism and
         the Frankfurt School’s pessimistic brainwashing. People don’t normally believe what
         isn’t true, at least for very long. Our worldview and the language we use to describe
         it must be mostly accurate. If mass consciousness exists, it must be empirically present;
         it must be something obvious to those who participate in it, or at least empirically
         manifested in the language that communicates it. As Eagleton wrote, to believe that
         so many people would live and die for ideas that were absolutely absurd is to assume
         a decidedly demeaning attitude toward ordinary people.[43]  A nexus of knowledge and power has to be described and articulated so that we can
         grasp what constitutes the acceptability of a system. The ultimate authority of power
         lies in its ability to discipline through mental construction—to create a “normal”
         representation. Therefore, it is important to understand how social relations are
         naturalized by telling people to sit down and shut up, but we must also trace the
         moments where they actively consent to their own oppression.
      

      
      As I alluded to earlier, a perceptive more firmly rooted in Antonio Gramsci’s writings
         on hegemony is helpful in carving out that middle ground. For Gramsci, securing power
         relations without coercion is never a once-and-for-all achievement. It is an unstable
         process that has to be continually renewed, re-created, defended, and modified. Just
         as power relations are established, they begin to come apart, as excluded individuals
         and groups struggle to create new alliances capable of transforming inequitable conditions.[44] The clearest access to that struggle is through the discourse used produce it. What
         it means to occupy a certain position in an economy—or more broadly, to have certain
         characteristics, or one sort of identity or another—is as “real” as it gets, but this
         identity must always be constructed in discourse. Therefore, ideology in practice
         is the political language—preserved in rhetorical documents, cultural artifacts, and
         political speeches—that has the capacity to dictate decision, manufacture consent,
         influence public belief and behavior, and indicate the grounds upon which the social
         order remains stable by generating consent to its parameters through the production
         and distribution of language.
      

      
      Ideological criticism assumes these discourses are already at work. They need not
         be tested or verified in a lab or through surveys. Instead, they need to be uncovered
         and illuminated. Language needs to be attached to their processes. If the presence
         of an already existing ideology is proposed, its existence has to be described and
         a discursive space identified.[45] Ultimately, this is ideological criticism’s methodological imperative: Produce enough
         evidence that can uncover in the minds of the reader the unconscious, buried, and
         repressed thought systems that guide our social behavior, political arrangements,
         and the perceptions of economic justice.
      

      
      This charge moves our inquiry onto the terrain of rhetoric.

      
      Inequality and Rhetoric

      
      The discipline of rhetoric is thousands of years old. Broadly, rhetoric describes
         the symbols, words, images, signs, and representations we use to shape our understanding
         of the world. As in a speech, movie, or piece of music, rhetoric explains how symbolic,
         noncoercive influence is used to make meaning and construct a more ordered and coherent
         world.[46] More narrowly, rhetoric uses symbols to influence our political decisions—that is,
         how we narrow our choices among specified policy options.[47] At its most fundamental level, politics is concerned with the distribution of goods,
         services, and resources.[48]  As long as we chose to live together, and as long as our time, money, and attention
         are limited, we will use symbols to influence how we dispense and withhold those precious
         resources. Civil society requires a citizenry that uses rhetoric to forge cooperation,
         enforce regulation, and create order. Rhetoric does some of its most important work
         when that order is questioned. This definition moves our exploration of rhetoric closer
         to a specific application to our economic arrangements.
      

      
      Rhetoric is concerned with the way symbols influence us to do things or think things
         we normally would not do or think; sometimes these things are not in our own interests.
         Rhetoric can assemble symbolic resources from public discussion and political deliberations
         into sufficiently durable, flexible, and distinctive messages that ease the contradictions
         that inevitably arise when we make political decisions that do not distribute resources
         in a way that conforms to our interests. We know we are not always rational actors.
         We make decisions that counter our self-interests all the time, from simple, daily
         decisions (watching too much television) to the complex (toiling through a depressing
         job we hate that wreaks havoc on our family and our health to ensure that someone
         else can feed caviar to his poodle on his yacht). We do so willingly: We vote for
         political policies that cut for the rich and pensions for the rest, and we do that
         without coercion. Why? Why do we invest in positions that contribute to our own unhappiness?
         Under what conditions are other options attractive? We answer these questions by employing
         symbols that allow us to move through our day as if it were coherent and ordered,
         when in reality it is often chaotic and irrational. Ideology forecloses the gap between
         our representations of an ordered world and the reality of a world not ordered in
         our favor. Rhetoric provides the discursive and symbolic sealant. You may not see
         ideology appearing on the television or walking up the driveway, but if you look closely
         you can see its rhetorical residue all over the cracks that seal up representation
         and reality.
      

      
      Further, rhetoric offers the systematic statements and critical methods of analysis
         that improve our understanding and appreciation of the way influence works in particular
         contexts. We hear messages, signs, and symbols at the right time, in the right context,
         in particular social conjunctures that enable us to forget about those contradictions
         and assure us that we live in an ordered world constructed out of rational political
         decisions.[49] A fundamental part of that ordering process is ensuring that our economic arrangements
         are fair. Ultimately, our political decisions determine how we will distribute our
         scarce resources. If enough people decide your neighborhood will get a new elementary
         school, my neighborhood may not. Democracy compels us to argue over who gets the new
         school, how much tax I have to pay on my pack of Marlboros, and whether I can bring
         my gun to the state capitol. The relationship between rhetoric and politics illustrates
         the sense of urgency bound up in the relationship between symbols and order. Rhetoric
         is not hot air; it is the scaffolding we use to decide whether our world is just.
         It is a rich site of potential unease, conflict, and contradiction. If your neighborhood
         gets a new elementary school and mine doesn’t, there had better be a good reason for
         it. Without the perception of fair economic arrangements and just resource distribution,
         I may exchange my hardhat, mortgage payment, fantasy football, and cold-insulated
         Coors Light for a picket sign or an AR-15.
      

      
      Small moments of rupture are a constant feature of democratic capitalism. If they
         are not sealed up properly, contradiction and unease get to a point where they cannot
         be ignored. In light of massive levels of economic inequality, how far are we away
         from the point where the scales of economic justice, the perception of fair economic
         arrangements, and appropriate resource distribution become ruptured beyond repair?
         Increasing levels of inequality would reasonably lead to the widespread realization
         that economic arrangements and distribution of resources in our society are not very
         just; the determination of who gets a new school with better teachers is structured
         by centuries of inequality, racism, white supremacy, patriarchy, slavery, coercion,
         violence, global warfare, imperialism, colonization, and genocide, in which an elite
         few use their state power to enrich themselves and their friends by creating structures
         to concentrate wealth further.[50] Most of us know that. But we put up with it because we have a powerful set of symbols
         that encourage us to think of our world as more justly ordered than it actually is.
      

      
      Here is where a more focused definition of rhetoric explains how that unease and contradiction
         is mediated. Rhetoric helps justify difficult and contradictory political decisions
         under conditions of unease, contradiction, and uncertainty.[51] Through a particular set of symbols, we can make coherent contradictory and uncertain
         political decisions. Rhetoric is the means through which contradictions are brought
         together into a coherent ideology. Rhetoric helps to catalogue how ideologies grow,
         decay, respond, and evolve in response to internal and external moments of rupture.
         Ideology is the result of certain rhetorics being widely disseminated and accepted
         in a way that do not serve the political interests of the one accepting them. The
         ideological critic need not set out to look for ideology; rather, the critic looks
         for cracks in our macro-level thought systems and for the symbols used to seal those
         cracks up. Find those, and ideology is usually lurking nearby.
      

      
      Here the ideological critic can begin to develop a critical method of analysis, offer
         improved focused understandings, and begin to identify the way rhetoric works in relation
         to particular specified policy decisions. With that understanding of the intersection
         between ideology, language, and rhetoric, the critic can more perspicaciously illuminate
         the cracks, ruptures, and conjunctures trying to burst through, and, more importantly,
         the symbols we use to seal them up.
      

      
      Inequality and Myth

      
      Virtually all ideologies depend on myth for rhetorical effect.[52] Myths are ideologically potent tools performing rhetorical heavy lifting below our
         critical radar. Most people do not want to directly participate in their own oppression.
         Electoral politics and blatant coercion do not offer much help in explaining why we
         do this anyway. If the ideological critic is concerned with why people invest in their
         own unhappiness, a politician giving a speech about estate taxes will never be as
         ideologically potent as stories about the Pilgrims landing on Plymouth Rock, George
         Washington’s inability to tell a lie, Davy Crockett defending the Alamo, Abraham Lincoln
         trekking through the snow to get to school, or Teddy Roosevelt charging up San Juan
         Hill.
      

      
      Myths make ideology attractive. On a basic level, we are little more than a collection
         of our stories. Stories bind us together by snagging diffused elements of our symbolic
         resources into a net of shared meanings. The individual and personal elements of our
         stories transform into coherent myths when they branch out across disparate discourses
         and cobble together a fragmented symbolic environment into a broader paradigm, capable
         of offering moral instruction and social guidance. We don’t activate myths by ourselves.
         Myths are public dreams, in Joseph Campbell’s words. A myth isn’t specific to one
         person. The stories of our ancestors, presidents, and star athletes function as myth
         when they refer to and constitute a set of shared values. Stories about exceptional people doing exceptional things offer instruction
         and guidance within community. Myths provide understanding, solve problems, and, in
         Walter Fisher’s words, make sense of the world, because they take a diffused set of
         actors and actions and create a community of people who can notice and respond to
         formal plots and story lines featuring “our people” acting in culturally meaningful
         ways.[53]  
      

      
      Myths can do all this without much cognitive expense. Our mental processes have only
         a limited amount of bandwidth.[54] We are all cognitive minimizers, constantly striving for mental shortcuts that allow
         us to navigate the complex rhetorical dimensions of our day-to-day lives without using
         too much of that bandwidth.[55] Myths are convenient in this sense. Myth helps us reduce a limitless range of individual
         stories into mental structures that effortlessly sort people, objects, and situations
         into categories resonating with our existing individual paradigms and socially shared
         value systems.
      

      
      But while myths are not cognitively costly, they are not free. Myths perform these
         valuable functions through a process of compensatory exchange. Myths force us to give
         up alternative paradigms, explanations, and accounts for how the social world operates;
         alternatives are foreclosed in myth, and for us to be able to recognize and adhere
         to the myth’s shared values, we have to be okay with that. Most of the time, the exchange
         is well worth it: Not only do we get a cognitively inexpensive set of moral instructions,
         but we get a vocabulary of symbolic forms and resources that help us navigate the
         social world constituted by the myth.[56] Myths offer up the language we use to navigate our world. That language creates a
         vocabulary that would be meaningless without its mythic referent. Myths carve out
         audiences and create thought structures that would not exist without the symbolic
         resources and the shared values illustrated in the myth. That vocabulary comes together
         to constitute a community that would not exist without that mythic referent. Communities
         are created as a result of rhetoric. Myths serve that rhetorical function by rallying
         individuals around shared paradigms that they can notice and respond to. The constitution
         of that community draws boundaries, sets up categories, and calls to certain types
         of people, who must conform to the moral guidance of the myth in order to be able
         to hear and respond to its rhetorical appeal. The process of compensatory exchange
         is usually worth it because there is comfort and gratification in the order that myths
         produce. Our place in the world is assured when we hear myths from our parents about
         why Grandpa moved off the farm, in schoolbooks about how the Declaration of Independence
         came to be, at church about what Moses found at the burning bush, and in popular films
         about the legend of Thor.[57] And if we exchange a limitless range of alternative explanations for how the social
         world operates, we get this order and this assurance in cognitively inexpensive thought
         structures that appear natural, commonsense, and taken for granted.
      

      
      Myths are ideologically potent because this process of compensatory exchange is never
         neutral. Here is where some myths become more linguistically revealing and rhetorically
         meaningful than others. Power is not dispensed and withheld along abstract or objective
         standards. Social order is never naturally constructed; it only arises from a never-ending
         contestation over symbolic and material resources. [58]  Myths define the parameters where this contestation is won and lost. Myths can make
         particular hierarchies of power look empirically present, culturally current, and
         even necessary and natural. But in reality, myths are always symbolically constructed
         in response to a unique political exigency, historical moment, and social situation.
      

      
      The American Dream offers an important opportunity to operationalize these critical
         tools. With this conceptual foundation established, the next step is putting these
         tools to work through an analysis of the American Dream, its pragmatic political impact,
         and its viability in a context marked by changing social, economic, and political
         conditions.
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      Chapter 2

      The Myth of the American Dream

      
         
         
      

      
      Few myths worked as hard as the American Dream. Historian James Truslow Adams is credited
         with coining the term during the Great Depression to reassure Americans of “that dream
         of a land in which life should be better and richer and fuller for everyone.”[1] But, as David Leonhardt suggested in the New York Times, the dream did not become a reality until the middle decades of the twentieth century
         when rapid, widely shared economic growth allowed almost all Americans to earn more
         money and enjoy higher living standards than their parents. Since then—the story goes—the
         American Dream came to be invoked by aspiring politicians, corporate executives, and
         athletes and hip-hop artists.[2]  Its residue could be located in a wide variety of social, cultural, political, economic,
         and religious contexts in which the consciousness of the nation was thought to have
         developed. For example, the American Dream was pressed into service for the Olympics,
         Major League Baseball, self-help books, and in the biographies of John Winthrop, William
         Penn, Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, Andrew Carnegie, Abraham Lincoln, John
         Wayne, John F. Kennedy, Lyndon B. Johnson, Martin Luther King Jr., Lee Iacocca, Sam
         Walton, Richard Nixon, Michael Dukakis, Bill Gates, Oprah Winfrey, Barack Obama, and
         Sarah Palin. The American Dream was said to be the source of motivation for George
         W. Bush’s attempts to spread democracy in the Middle East, Barack Obama’s Affordable
         Care Act, and recent efforts to increase the minimum wage. Historically, the American
         Dream was associated with the progressive policies of Teddy Roosevelt, and even more
         strongly with those of his cousin Franklin and his successor Harry Truman. Others
         have used the American Dream to show how the progressive politics of the New Deal
         era represented a betrayal of the American Dream and its traditions of autonomy and
         self-reliance. Richard Nixon and Ronald Reagan were credited with connecting the American
         Dream with conservatism as a political philosophy; Bill Clinton said it motivated
         him to escape his turbulent home life; and, more recently, Barack Obama attempted
         to recast the American Dream from a conservative story to a liberal one.[3] 
      

      
      The force with which the American Dream has embedded itself into our nation’s consciousness
         makes it appear as if it has been around forever.[4] It can seem like the American Dream was recited on Plymouth Rock, referenced in Puritan
         sermons, and written into the Declaration of Independence. A wide range of historians,
         sociologists, and political scientists have mined the history and formation of the
         United States and located the American Dream throughout. For example, Jim Cullen argued
         that the American Dream was integrated into our nation’s founding.[5] Cullen pointed to the Pilgrims and Puritans of the seventeenth century who were motivated
         by the American Dream. Although they may not have talked about it, they understood
         the idea; after all, Cullen argued, “they lived it as a people who imagined a destiny
         for themselves.”[6] 
      

      
      It is worthwhile to consider how the Puritans came to shape modern conceptions of
         religious and economic arrangements in relation to the American Dream. Of course,
         it is foolish to draw a straight line from the Puritans’ reformed theology to the
         version of free-market capitalism promoted by Milton Friedman or Ronald Reagan. Instead,
         the Puritans function mythically; they operate as a kind of map or schematic depiction
         of an economic reality that would not otherwise be as accessible.[7] As Sacvan Bercovitch argued, the Puritan myth functions today as a socialization
         ritual that constructs and affirms ideological consensus and cultural hegemony in
         a way that shapes public attitudes toward economic arrangements.[8] 
      

      
      Following Cullen, Puritan theology aligns with the American Dream in that it allows
         wealthy Americans to view their material success as evidence they have fulfilled their
         Calling; the middle-class and poor are encouraged to do likewise. What results is
         a unique American myth that props up our economic and political philosophy: Because
         they earned it by fulfilling their Calling, the wealthy should pay fewer taxes and
         not be subject to government regulation or interference. Privatization, free trade,
         and the unrestricted movement of capital are supported in this myth because government
         interference tends only to get in the way of individuals’ fulfilling their divine
         Calling. In general, government should be limited in all areas except military and
         crime prevention, as foreign policies directed toward projecting American military
         power abroad and imposing regimes friendly to the United States in economically strategic
         areas are supported by the idea that our country should be a “shining city on a hill,”
         in Reagan’s words. The mythic development of this discourse is designed to alleviate
         anxiety or guilt over any action that might oppress another human and rhetorically
         construct an ideology where the wealthy are blessed and the poor have no one to blame
         but themselves.[9] The assumption, ultimately, is that a defining characteristic of capitalistic cultures
         with Calvinist-Puritan heritages produces of an acute brand of alienated individualism
         not found anywhere else in the world. 
      

      
      The residue can be found in the Declaration of Independence, which long functioned
         as the banner of the American Dream, according to Cullen: a banner later waved by
         women’s rights and civil rights activists and used as a potent rallying cry against
         Adolf Hitler and to disparage Joseph Stalin. Cullen argued that the United States
         Constitution should be understood as “the backdrop if not the foundation for all American
         Dreams.”[10] Sandra Hanson also traced the origins of the American Dream back to the Puritans
         and to the writings of Alexis de Tocqueville, claiming: “The American Dream has been
         a dominant theme in U.S. culture from the very beginning.” Hanson and John Kenneth
         White argued in their book The American Dream in the 21st Century that Franklin D. Roosevelt knew that to make his New Deal economic reforms long-lasting,
         he had to link them to the American Dream. White located the American Dream in George
         Washington’s “character and personification”; he argued that Abraham Lincoln “embraced
         the American Dream not just for himself but for everyone.”[11] Cal Jillson wrote that the American Dream was present since the first settlement
         and has been “remarkably stable since well before the American Revolution.”[12] Jillson argued, “Americans know instinctively what it means.” He continued, “The
         Constitution checked government, and the Bill of Rights emboldened individuals. But
         even more important, these documents put a foundation under the American Dream.” By
         the 1780s, according to Jillson, “[a]ll the pieces of the American Dream were in place.”
         Jillson that argued Abraham Lincoln was motivated by a unique vision of the American
         Dream defined as a nation in which everybody had an unobstructed chance to rise in
         society by dint of their own preparation, strength, and effort. Michael Kimmage argued
         that the 1920s was a golden age for the American Dream.[13] Walter Fisher wrote a seminal article asserting that Richard Nixon successfully leveraged
         the American Dream to defeat George McGovern.[14] Likewise, Kimmage attributed the failed presidential campaigns of Walter Mondale
         in 1984, Jimmy Carter in 1980, and Michael Dukakis in 1998, to their inability to
         “harmonize the American Dream with the language and policies of their party.”[15] Bill Clinton supposedly benefited from the metaphysics of the American Dream by reducing
         the size of the government and blessing the virtues of consumption. Kimmage also argued
         that Barack Obama’s father was fond of discussing “the promise of the American Dream”
         with his son.[16] 
      

      
      From this perspective, the American Dream can look like a neutral and timeless organizing
         touchstone that describes unique forms of transcendent American exceptionalism. But
         understanding the American Dream as potent ideological mechanism reveals a much more
         complicated story.
      

      
      The American Dream has never been politically neutral. The American Dream was coined
         and deployed in response to a particular set of political exigencies. James Truslow
         Adams was not, in fact, the first person to use the term: Walter Lippmann originally
         used it in 1914 to condemn laissez-faire versions of nineteenth-century Jeffersonian
         individualism, limited government, and states’ rights.[17] He used it to support increased planning, regulation, and government intervention.
         In contrast, Adams’s 1931 book Epic of America used it to criticize FDR’s New Deal policies, which he thought represented government
         collusion and a betrayal of the American traditions of autonomy.[18] 
      

      
      Additionally, the American Dream is not timeless or transcendent. The American Dream
         was not part of our nation’s founding.[19] It was not mentioned by the first American settlers, the pioneers, the Pilgrims,
         or the Puritans. There is no reference to it on the Mayflower, the Founding Fathers would not have recognized it, and it was not written into the
         Declaration of Independence or the Federalist Papers. The Pilgrims, Puritans, settlers,
         and pioneers would have likely rejected its rhetorical functions as cold, useless,
         and completely unfit for their situation. Puritan social theory had little room for
         the individualism, autonomy, or privacy that ultimately became so central to contemporary
         versions of the American Dream.[20] Puritans formed small, tight-knit rural communities that faithfully replicated the
         village culture and structure of their native land. Rather than separate their land
         into large private farms, they designed their villages to include a town commons,
         a church, a school, and a lot for every family. In this arrangement, each family’s
         land was part of a larger field. Economically, they made collective decisions about
         what crops to plant. Socially, they turned their back on the wilderness to concentrate
         on the communal and religious life of the village.[21] John Calvin’s theology was not conducive to modern, individualistic conceptions of
         the American Dream. Calvin strongly adhered to the medieval church’s strict prohibitions
         against individual economic enterprise.[22] Christians were advised by Calvin to practice self-denial and avoid the entanglements
         of material wealth by seeking after no prosperity apart from the blessing of God.[23] Following Calvin, mainstream Puritan writing and preaching before 1640 explicitly
         opposed unrestrained profit seeking, usury, and even social mobility.[24] John Winthrop said that it was wrong and shortsighted to pursue wealth; he exhorted
         his followers to remember the biblical teachings on the fleeting and unsubstantial
         nature of material goods.[25] Winthrop also explicitly rejected the idea that God gave individuals wealth for their
         personal benefit, or that some individuals were made wealthy out of particular respect
         for their behavior.[26] No one had inalienable rights to the benefits that God offered, no matter their deservedness,
         and to assume one did in the name of one’s own right was to alienate oneself from
         one’s community and the graces of God.[27] Finally, the Puritans valued community and individual interdependence in a way that
         does not align with modern free-market capitalism.[28] 
      

      
      Further, the American Dream did not appear in Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation.
         FDR never mentioned it in his Four Freedoms. During the Great Depression and New Deal
         eras, few would have accepted the American Dream’s emphasis on individualistic explanation
         for economic conditions: There were too many limbless World War I veterans, workers
         disabled in accidents or displaced by factory closings, and widows left poor because
         of their husbands’ untimely deaths. Furthermore, the poor were in the community—attending
         church and living down the street—so the prospect of moral failing causing destitution
         could be evaluated and rejected. The poor were not relegated to episodes of Cops or Here Comes Honey Boo Boo. When FDR began implementing the “better and richer and fuller” life of the New Deal,
         he emphasized that this life was no longer just what America promised its hardworking
         citizens individually; it was an ideal toward which these citizens were duty-bound
         to strive together.[29] The Social Security Act of 1935, the Public Works Administration, and the Federal
         Housing Administration put this idea into practice. Years later, during Kennedy and
         Johnson’s reforms, there would have been no political will to finance Medicare and
         Medicaid, Head Start, and food stamp programs if significant portions of the citizenry
         thought individual failings caused so many to be poor.[30] In fact, James Truslow Adams wanted to call his 1931 book “The American Dream” but
         his publisher wouldn’t let him because no one would pay $3.50 for a dream they’d never
         heard of.[31] 
      

      
      The first survey that mentioned the American Dream was not conducted until 1985.[32] Ronald Reagan portrayed Abraham Lincoln as the epitome of the American Dream’s individualism,
         both in his personal rise to power and in his political positions. The problem is
         that Reagan was cherry-picking strands of a much larger narrative. Lincoln passionately
         believed that government had a moral obligation to provide for the poor. Accordingly,
         he campaigned and governed on platforms of positive government intervention in the
         economy, a national bank, and robust public works projects.[33] 
      

      
      The label is defined broadly and loosely enough for anyone to find pale reflections
         of it in American history, as the examples cited by Cullen, Hanson, White, Fisher,
         Kimmage, and Jillson make clear. But if the American Dream was so important to George
         Washington and Abe Lincoln, why didn’t they say it? Why is it not mentioned in the
         Constitution, the Declaration of Independence, the Four Freedoms, or Great Society
         legislation? Martin Luther King Jr. did use the phrase “American dream” in his “Letter
         from a Birmingham Jail,” but was he really imagining the same free-market economic
         principles Reagan would tie his American Dream to years later? In Walter Fisher’s
         article that tried to show Richard Nixon successfully leveraging the American Dream
         to defeat George McGovern he is unable to provide even one example of Nixon actually
         using the term.[34] Was it the American Dream that helped Richard Nixon defeat George McGovern, or was
         it Thomas Eagleton? Furthermore, was it the American Dream that kept Michael Dukakis
         from defeating George H. W. Bush, or was it Willie Horton? Was it the American Dream
         that elected Barack Obama, or was it the near collapse of the United States economy
         under the guidance of his opponent’s political party?
      

      
      Aligning present versions of the American Dream to our nation’s history looks to be
         little more than going back and slapping the label on a political position one wants
         to look more sacred than it is. Bill Gates—who is often held up as the embodiment
         of the American Dream’s meritorious entrepreneurial spirit—is not just a college dropout
         who tinkered in his basement until he came up with Microsoft Windows. He is the son
         of a wealthy corporate lawyer, he attended an elite private prep school in Seattle,
         and he gained access to supercomputers at the University of Washington through his
         mother’s connections, not just his gumption. Barack Obama’s individualistic storyline
         should also acknowledge his education at an elite private prep school in Hawaii, the
         three expensive private universities he attended, and the structural and institutional
         systems that held in check the vicious legacy of white supremacy on his way into politics.
         Sam Walton’s story should acknowledge plotlines that are hardly the stuff of Horatio
         Alger tales, including the considerable initial investment of capital he received
         from his wife’s family, without which he never would have been able to open his first
         store.[35] 
      

      
      Given this wide scope, what function does the American Dream serve? Recall that ideologies
         like to remain hidden. Like a police officer, they prefer to say to us, “Move along.
         There is nothing to see here.” But when properly equipped, we can see the mythic and
         rhetorical residue the American Dream would rather keep out of view. This task begins
         with a more accurate rhetorical understanding of the American Dream.
      

      
      The Rhetorical Impact of the American Dream

      
      The most common vocabularies deployed to make sense of economic arrangements tend
         to cohere along a structural/individual continuum. On the structural end, these vocabularies
         focus on the social, economic, and political institutions and systems that influence
         material standing. As Matthew Desmond noted in his best-selling book Evicted, structural forces are comprised of exogenous influences, including historical legacies
         of discrimination or major economic transformations, understood to be beyond one’s
         control.[36] This structural emphasis aligns with a left-leaning explanation for economic arrangements:
         For the poor, true opportunity is lacking, and focusing attention on their individual
         behavior is simply a thinly veiled and unfair attack on the disadvantaged. Accordingly,
         these vocabularies are more likely to evoke feelings of sympathy, compassion, and
         willingness to provide aid for the poor.[37] Conversely, because the wealthy are also a product of structural conditions, these
         vocabularies are more likely to advocate for robust forms of social and financial
         support to be drawn from the wealthy to ensure the collective civic and economic well-being
         of all citizens. Historically, an emphasis on structural explanations of economic
         stratification characterized the New Deal era of social reform, the collective solidarity
         of World War II, and the massive era of shared economic prosperity that continued
         up through the 1970s.
      

      
      The aftermath of World War II left the United States in an advantageous economic position
         to support collectivistic social programs. As Tim Weiner wrote, “The British Empire
         had collapsed. The Soviets had lost twenty-seven million dead in the war. China was
         in chaos as a Communist army strode toward its capital. Germany and Japan were crushed
         and under occupation.” In contrast, Weiner continued, “[t]he United States had half
         the world’s wealth, half its material production, two-thirds of its machines, and
         its only atomic arsenal.”[38]  Benefiting from the massive increase in wartime demands, plant expansions, increases
         in productivity, and countless innovations in aeronautics, electronics, and petrochemicals,
         the United States’ gross domestic product (GDP) grew by 50 percent during the war,
         while the Europeans, Soviets, and Japanese lost a quarter of their companies. Its
         relatively unscathed position allowed the United States to serve as the banker and
         creditor to both former allies and former enemies; the United States used that position
         to profit from the development of new technology and the postwar centralization of
         capital. This was one of the causes for the greatest shared standard of living upgrade
         in the history of the nation. Growth in median family income grew by 38 percent during
         the 1950s and 37 percent during the 1960s; average family income doubled between 1945
         and 1970.[39] Economic growth combined with structural explanations for economic arrangements created
         a political climate conducive to the creation of even more robust social programs.
      

      
      This era of shared prosperity did not end poverty, however, nor did it end the need
         to explain economic stratification. More accurately, this economic growth made poverty
         disappear from public conversation for a period of time.[40] Michael Harrington’s 1962 book The Other America helped rediscover it. Harrington argued that in the post–World War II age of abundance,
         while many were getting rich and the economy was expanding, the poor were forgotten.
         Harrington’s explanation for why the poor were poor was emblematic of how public vocabularies
         described poverty and economic stratification on the structural/individual continuum:
         The poor were products of unfortunate circumstances, not individual failings.[41] Their poverty was the consequence of inefficient economic performance that excluded
         some citizens from widespread national prosperity.
      

      
      Structural explanations like these were woven throughout public discourse between
         1945 and 1973. In his book Visions of Poverty, Robert Asen provided several examples. When Abraham Ribicoff—secretary of health,
         education, and welfare under John F. Kennedy—testified before the House Ways and Means
         Committee on the state of poverty in America, he often relied on what Asen called
         welfare “success stories.”[42] Ribicoff made sense of the poor by describing the story of a mother of six children
         abandoned by her husband. She had been trained as a nurse before her marriage, but
         the daily demands of raising six children prevented her from seeking paid employment.
         Instead, she relied on a $240 check from the Aid to Dependent Children program to
         meet their immediate needs. With this assistance and the support of a government welfare
         worker, the woman was able to turn her life around: She found appropriate arrangements
         for the care of her children and resumed her career as a nurse part-time. Ribicoff
         used her story as an example of how everyone benefitted from maintaining a robust
         social safety net.
      

      
      Perceptions of economic stratification have fluctuated a great deal since then. Both
         material and rhetorical forces fueled a widespread shift away from structural explanations.
         Significant shifts in the discursive production of economic stratification followed.
         With the end of the post–World War II economic growth and increased fears of downward
         mobility, many wealthy Americans—through segregated workplaces, private schools, country
         clubs, fraternities and sororities, and gated communities—began to financially, socially,
         psychologically, and physically separate themselves from the poor. The daily lives
         of the wealthy began to place them less frequently in any significant contact with
         the poor (who, in the past, were a more integral part of their communities). The well
         educated and the affluent increasingly segmented themselves off from the rest of American
         society. Timothy Noah pointed out that the geography of the United States is large
         enough to keep the villa-dweller and the beggar from crossing paths too often.[43] The wealthy began to take advantage of the space. What’s more, the wealthy did not
         just separate themselves from the poor; they separated themselves from almost everyone
         who was not as rich and well educated as they were.[44]  
      

      
      By the late 1970s, the pendulum began to swing away from exogenous, structural explanations.
         In contrast, individual explanations for economic stratification emerged, drawing
         on vocabularies focused on variances in endogenous human capital, personal behavior,
         effort, and morality. In this explanation, the rich deserve their wealth because it
         is a result of their work ethic, willingness to take risks, and pluck. By this same
         standard, the poor are able to work (if they want to), but due to laziness, shiftlessness,
         irresponsibility, cultural deficiencies, or some glaring moral flaw, they are unwilling
         to take advantage of the economic opportunities that would allow them to escape their
         penury. Poverty is assumed to be a condition the poor arrive at because something
         is wrong with them: They don’t take responsibility for themselves or their families;
         they don’t work hard enough; they haven’t looked hard enough for work; or they lack
         intelligence.[45] Consequently, individual explanations for why people are poor lead us to believe
         that the poor deserve it, or at least do not deserve as much help in lifting them
         out of their circumstances.[46] 
      

      
      Where public vocabularies cohere along this continuum reveals much about how economic
         stratification is justified. Consider the political power that comes with controlling
         where vocabularies fall: If we emphasize structure, we are more likely to support
         the poor through a more progressive tax code, aggressive wealth redistribution mechanisms,
         robust social support programs, and active intervention in the labor market. If we
         emphasis the individual, we are more likely to believe both the wealthy and the poor
         deserve their present material standing; we may thus be less likely to support governmental
         and institutional apparatuses that would seek to alter those conditions.
      

      
      And herein lies the American Dream’s point of intervention. Although it is operationally
         contingent, when put into pragmatic political practice the American Dream has performed
         its rhetorical heavy lifting by tugging explanations of economic stratification toward
         the individualistic side of the continuum.
      

      
      Consider how economically conducive the American Dream was during the 1970s and 1980s.
         The American Dream really began to take hold of the nation’s consciousness here when
         it became more widely accepted that the autonomous individual determined her own material
         standing independent of structural or collective causes. The emergence and widespread
         acceptance of the American Dream fits within a larger social slide away from defining
         poverty as a social and structural problem and toward explaining poverty as a function
         of undeserving people in underperforming communities.[47] 
      

      
      Consider also how socially conducive the American Dream was for this moment. In an age where blatant bigotry was beginning
         to go out of fashion in most public conversations, the American Dream served a valuable
         social purpose: It sorted, ordered, and categorized the poor without relying on genetic
         or natural inferiority. Propped up by the American Dream, poverty discourse was able
         to sidestep accusations of greed, insensitivity, and prejudice by focusing its explanatory
         power on the personal failure of the individual agent, rather than an entire cultural
         or racial group.
      

      
      Finally, consider how culturally conducive the American Dream was for this moment. The American Dream propped up a meritocratic
         narrative that justified our national wealth through moral and cultural superiority.
         We were less likely to explain our nation’s wealth as the product of historical accidents,
         geographical advantages, or an abundance of unearned natural resources. The American
         Dream became a pervasive cultural thread woven throughout a variety of myths ranging
         from the rugged American pioneer who tamed the West, to the immigrant with fire in
         his belly who progressed from washing dishes to owning the diner to running for Senate.
      

      
      The American Dream’s reflection of a realignment with individual explanations for
         economic stratification can be located in a variety of examples. First, in a noteworthy
         cover story appearing in a 1977 issue of Time magazine, the poor were described as a group of people with values radically at odds
         with those of the rest of society. The poor were street hustlers, alcoholics, and
         drug users. They ate too many hot dogs, Twinkies, and Fritos; they drank too much
         soda and watched too much television. These individual failings were connected to
         many of society’s larger problems. It was the underclass that produced “a highly disproportionate
         number of the nation’s juvenile delinquents, schools dropouts, drug addicts, and welfare
         mothers, and much of the adult crime, family disruption, urban decay and demand for
         social expenditures.”[48] 
      

      
      The article’s proposed solution epitomized the American Dream’s realignment in vocabulary
         from structural to individual. Improvement for both the poor and the problems they
         were causing began with personal behavioral changes. According to the article, success
         came when “discipline is strict, work is closely supervised,” and through “tougher
         law enforcement in the ghettos and swift and sure justice for offenders.” The article
         was also revealing for what it did not feature. There were no longitudinal comparisons
         of the behavior of the poor showing changed behavior over time—the poor in 1977 were
         not compared to the poor from twenty years earlier. Rather, the article reveals how
         developing neoliberal economic and political arrangements found historically appropriate
         ways to mobilize vocabularies of the undeserving poor. The subset of people once called
         deserving—the war veteran and the down-on-her-luck widow—now had to show why they
         were different from undeserving and therefore worthy of social support. Those who
         could not offer such proof deserved only scorn.[49] 
      

      
      Second, the mythic image of the Welfare Queen emerged in relation to the American
         Dream. Also in the late 1970s, a story began circulating about a woman from Chicago’s
         South Side who was growing rich on the backs of hardworking, tax-paying Americans.
         An iconic representation formed around the Welfare Queen: The image of the fat, black,
         promiscuous, big-spending, lavish-living, Cadillac-driving swindler became thoroughly
         embedded in American folklore.[50] The Welfare Queen supposedly had eighty names, thirty addresses, and twelve social
         security cards; she received Social Security, Medicaid, food stamps, welfare, and
         Veteran’s benefits from four nonexistent or deceased husbands. The image assumed the
         mantle of common knowledge and operated as a kind of a cultural touchstone by which
         poverty discourse was defined. The Welfare Queen became an important heuristic representation
         that prevented the public from having to grapple with the intricacies of public policy
         and complexities of resource allocation. There is little need to think deeply through
         these issues if the image of the Welfare Queen can stand in for all of them.
      

      
      The ideological potency of the Welfare Queen is evident when that image bumps up against
         reality. First, there is some uncertainty about whether any such woman was ever found.[51] Second, welfare fraud—although often the most vigorously challenged—is insignificant
         when measured against total government spending. (For example, consider the drain
         on our resources caused by the Welfare Queen’s misuse of food stamps compared to the
         cost of the $382 billion Lockheed Martin F-35 Joint Strike Fighter, which is equal
         to about half the Obama stimulus, and was designed for a war that never happened against
         a country that no longer exists.)[52] 
      

      
      The ideological potency of the American Dream reminds us that economic evidence like
         this misses the point. There is no doubt that the Welfare Queen was materialized in
         cool, restrained, and analytical language, offering an objective view of economic
         arrangements in budget debates on the Senate floor and press conferences from the
         White House. Beneficiaries of welfare support began to be suspected of living lives
         on the dole (even though the population relying on welfare payments has always been
         much smaller than that of other government programs).[53] Stories featuring the Welfare Queen took hold of the public imagination and began
         to be circulated in public and political discourse in ways unprecedented between the
         Great Depression and the 1970s. Fraud began to be thought of as a normal practice
         in welfare programs. Ronald Reagan circulated a story about a woman in Pasadena, California,
         “living in a lovely big home who was brought in and charged with collecting $300,000
         in a welfare scheme.”[54] Pete Stark, chair of the Subcommittee on Public Assistance and Unemployment Compensation
         in 1981, told the story of a woman from Alameda, California, who used food stamps
         to buy Perrier and Cornish game hens stuffed with wild rice, and, when she left the
         grocery store, put it all into the back of a new Cadillac. Senator Paula Hawkins in
         1981 called food stamps a “second currency” for the purchase of stereos, cars, and
         illegal drugs. Representative Nick Smith told a story about welfare children who would
         buy two cases of soda with food stamps, dump the soda out, bring back the empty cases
         for a refund on the bottles, and buy a six-pack of beer with the money.[55] 
      

      
      Third, Charles Murray’s bestselling book Coming Apart offers a more recent example of this shift. In an attempt to explain the decline
         of white working-class Americans, Murray highlighted a series of individual behaviors,
         including out-of-wedlock births, industriousness, and religiosity. Murray argued that
         two biological parents who remain married produce the best outcome for their children;
         never-married women produce the worst. The children of the poor are significantly
         less likely to be living with biological parents.[56] Murray also highlighted industriousness, which he defined as working hard, holding
         a job, and hours worked per week. He showed that the percentage of the working class
         and poor working fewer than forty hours per week has doubled since the 1960s. As of
         2010, the head of the household or spouse worked forty or more hours per week in 53
         percent of working-class and poor households versus 87 percent in middle-class and
         wealthy households.[57] And what are the working class and poor doing instead of working? Murray showed a
         significant increase in leisure time. Men who had not completed high school, for example,
         increased their leisure time—which means sleeping and watching TV, rather than looking
         for a job or doing useful things around the house—by eight hours per week between
         1985 and 2005. Finally, Murray highlighted the benefits of religiosity, including
         longer life expectancy, lower rates of disability in old age, more stable marriages,
         greater happiness and satisfaction from life, high self-esteem, less depression, and
         lower rates of substance abuse. He showed that while both the wealthy and the working
         class are getting less religious, disengagement from religion is significantly greater
         in working-class and poor neighborhoods than in middle-class and rich neighborhoods.[58] 
      

      
      Once the idea of deservedness took hold of the public’s imagination, we developed a tendency to notice evidence
         that was consistent with that outlook.[59] Welfare Queens, for example, appearing on the news and in public conversations are
         burned into our memories more than the complicated confluence of individual and behavioral
         explanations related to the systemic causes of poverty. The percentage of poor people
         watching television versus working in absolute numbers doesn’t really matter; there
         will always be enough to create an impression of economic stratification slanted in
         the direction of the individual.
      

      
      Murray closes his discussion of the decaying values of the working class with a fitting
         example of the rhetorical impact of the American Dream. He writes:
      

      
      
         Alongside the women who didn’t get married but are trying hard to be good mothers
            are those who are the horror stories that workers in the child protective services
            exchange—mothers who use their three-year-olds to babysit for infants while they go
            out for the evening; homes where the children are brain damaged because the latest
            live-in boyfriend makes meth in the kitchen sink; and the many cases of outright physical
            and emotional abuse by never-married women who are not just overburdened mothers but
            irresponsible or incompetent ones. To people who live in working-class communities,
            none of this comes as news.[60] 
         

         
      

      Murray’s book is an attempt to put forth a balanced account for economic stratification.
         But in his description of children brain damaged by live-in boyfriends cooking meth
         in the sink, he summarizes the way the way the seedy underbelly of the American Dream
         provides the shorthand term for motives in poverty discourse. The reader of Murray’s
         book, much like the viewer of Cops or Glenn Beck, will likely retain an image of the pathological behavior of the poor,
         which—along with their promiscuity, laziness, and unwillingness to go to church—explains
         why they are poor, and furthermore, why they are not deserving of our aid and compassion.
      

      
      The deserving poor—individuals who are willing to work but cannot because of external
         causes like plant closings, old age, accident, sickness, economic restricting, infirmity,
         or seasonal layoffs—tend to deserve social support and mechanisms of shared resource
         allocation.[61] The undeserving poor—those who can work but choose not to because of an internal
         and controllable character or moral flaw—do not.[62] The undeserving poor assume the image of the lazy white trash who fill unemployment
         lines, promiscuous black women who fill up our nation’s welfare rolls, and dangerous
         Latino gangbangers who fill our prisons—each thwarting economic mobility, forcing
         honest, patriotic, hardworking Americans to subsidize their unproductive and parasitic
         lifestyles.[63] The undeserving label teaches important lessons about who is lazy, who should be
         feared, and who is responsible for the county’s decline.[64] 
      

      
      The Welfare Queen offers a rich example of the way the symbolic representations of
         the undeserving can influence public policy. There is little doubt the polity’s attitudes
         related to welfare shifted in relation to the rise of the Welfare Queen in the 1970s
         and 1980s.[65] As the symbolic representation of the undeserving Welfare Queen emerged as a widely
         shared cultural touchstone, public attitudes toward welfare realigned it from a human
         right to a needless fringe perk responsible for America’s economic stagflation, and
         led, in part, to the eventual acceptance of neoliberal welfare policies in the United
         States. Americans became less patient, forgiving, and compassionate toward welfare
         recipients.[66] Without the image of the Welfare Queen and the corresponding emotions that accompanied
         it, social attitudes would never have shifted in such dramatic fashion. Symbolic representations
         like the Welfare Queen activate public attitudes by exacerbating a politics of disgust. Anyone who assumes the label undeserving is subject to aggressive regulation, containment, and disciplining.
      

      
      The Welfare Queen served as an anchor in the discursive framing of poverty. Once the
         image of the Welfare Queen was firmly planted, everyone who received social support
         had the responsibility to distance themselves from her. These representations influence
         conversations, shape attitudes, and gather authority by asserting an inherent, ontological
         claim that allows one example to stand in for an entire category of people.[67] The emergence of an undeserving subclass worthy of surveillance, discipline, and
         disposability is of particular relevance to this exploration of the American Dream
         because the creation and affirmation of categories like deserving and undeserving occurs on the terrain of the symbolic.[68] The determination of who counts as a citizen takes shape through the symbolic exclusions
         of the powerless, marginalized, and nonaligned Others who are kept in the shadows.
         Once constructed, these symbolic representations teach powerful lessons that allow
         individual images of the deserving and undeserving to serve both a descriptive function—standing in as a typical instance of an entire population—and prescriptive function—allowing policy to be shaped around moral lessons for how individuals should
         behave.[69] 
      

      
      Symbols are rarely neutral. They are inherently persuasive, and capable of constructing
         particular portrayals that influence the individual subjectivity of the actual people
         excluded and included according to these boundaries and the public policy decisions
         they influence.[70] Symbolic representations and the categories they produce provide models to which
         one should either aspire or dissociate. Certain subjectivities that correspond with
         the preferred rhetorical climate invite certain modes of encountering, interacting,
         and behaving.
      

      
      There surely were welfare cheats who may have driven Cadillacs and bought Cornish
         game hens with food stamps, and there are meth-cooking boyfriends. But what is more
         significant from a rhetorical perspective is the way the darker underbelly of an individualistic
         American Dream aligned with stories of predatory street culture and a fixation on
         the sexuality, violence, substance abuse, and newly discovered reckless wastefulness
         of the undeserving poor.[71] Pathologies became normal. The poor were associated with cheats, shirks, and double-dippers,
         and thinly veiled allusions to urban black teenage mothers, hustlers, street thugs,
         drug addicts, out-of-wedlock births, and lazy deadbeat dads became important fodder
         for explaining the economic conditions of the poor. Where past images of fatherless
         households and overworked mothers raising children on their own would have evoked
         sympathy, compassion, and aid, the emphasis on individual behavioral traits evoked
         only scorn and the false assumption that “these people” were a major drain on national
         resources. The poor were understood as predatory, shiftless, irresponsible, immoral,
         lazy, dependent alcoholics and drug addicts who reproduced like animals; in return,
         all the hardworking, taxpaying, churchgoing American public got was a drain on their
         nation’s resources and threats to their personal safety.[72] 
      

      
      Whereas before the poor could be known, complex, and heterogeneous, now these representations
         obscured difference; assigned fault to internal, genetic, or cultural factors; and
         produced natural and obvious political outcomes. By focusing on personal autonomy,
         individual effort, and moral failings, explanations of economic arrangements understand
         poverty as a challenge for individuals to overcome. Both poverty and wealth became
         known as the result of individual behavior, rather than consequences of structural
         limitations beyond personal control.[73] Significant political shifts in the discursive production of resource distribution
         followed close behind.
      

      
      Purportedly, social support programs did not help the undeserving poor who could not
         take advantage of all the American Dream supposedly offered. Public assistance, housing
         programs, federal mortgage guarantee programs, urban development and renewal programs,
         and employment and income-support policies only ensnared them in perpetual poverty
         traps and cycles of dependency. Welfare only encouraged young black women to have
         out-of-wedlock children; generous unemployment and disability insurance discouraged
         them from marrying, fostered indolence, dissolved family bonds, and did more to contribute
         to poverty than alleviate it. Individual behavioral flaws did not engender sympathy
         or strong support for social programs to end structural constraints; instead, the
         poor deserved to be punished for violating American norms and values. If the poor
         could not conform in the proper way—if they could not discipline themselves; if they
         could not stop having children, stop living moment-to-moment, draining our resources,
         and having a propensity for drug use and violent crime; and if they did not start
         marrying, working hard, accounting for the future, controlling their debased impulses,
         raising their children properly, and improving their hygiene—why should they receive
         sympathy, much less financial support?
      

      
      These representations sapped support for social programs designed to target structural
         causes of poverty.[74] Now that the poor were less likely to be members of the community, the resources
         allocated for New Deal and Great Society social programs became more closely scrutinized
         and the public’s appetite for robust social programs began to wane. By physically
         separating themselves from the poor, the rich had fewer daily encounters with them,
         and the social distance made it harder to be empathetic and easier to focus on differences
         and the negative stereotypes that began to take hold.[75] 
      

      
      This separation partially explains the shift away from structural explanations for
         economic stratification in the last forty years. George Wallace, Barry Goldwater,
         Richard Nixon, and others scored political points by pathologizing the poor. Television
         programs like Cops and America’s Most Wanted became popular in the 1980s by offering affirmations of the criminal image. The American
         Dream, accordingly, offered a degree of moral approval for the rich and powerful.
         This should come as no surprise. That the American Dream encouraged the wealthy to
         think they deserved their economic standing offered both the blessings of their existing
         status and the moral permission to pursue material wealth with gusto. Greed began
         to not only be condoned but celebrated in television programs like Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous, in movies like Oliver Stone’s 1987 Wall Street, in the New York tabloid coverage of (then) real estate tycoon and playboy Donald
         Trump, and in President Ronald Reagan’s justification for reducing top marginal tax
         rates. And as I will show in more detail in the following chapter, it became more
         widely accepted in American houses of worships to assume the rich were blessed by
         God while the poor must be at fault for not receiving the blessings that were clearly
         available to them. The development and widespread acceptance of prosperity theology—in
         relation to the emergence of the American Dream—began to function as an ideologically
         potent explanation for evolving economic arrangements.
      

      
      Notes
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      Chapter 3

      Prosperity Theology and the American Dream 

      
         
         
      

      
      Most of our modern economic and political ideas have religious origins.[1] We use God to make sense of big existential questions such as who we are, where we
         came from, and why we are here. We also use God to make sense of the more immediate
         mysteries of everyday life, including why some people are so rich and others are so
         poor.[2] 
      

      
      The discursive relationship between religion and economics begins as a set of grand
         cosmic questions: Is God the calm governor of a well-ordered universe or an eccentric
         deity who cannot be comprehended or tamed? Is God subject to human influence? Is God
         subject to our expectations of justice? Is administering justice part of God’s cosmic
         plan? Can humans even comprehend that justice? Answers to these grand questions of
         cosmic justice can be found in public conversations about power and resources, not
         just theology. Thus, this chapter positions the American Dream within the meaning-making
         system we use to talk about God and the hierarchies of power and wealth produced when
         we do.
      

      
      The relationship between religion and economics in America is marked by paradox and
         contradiction. The United States is the richest nation in the world. It is also one
         of the most religious. Normally, wealth tends to correlate with declining rates of
         religiosity. But not in the United States.[3] More specifically, a significant majority of Americans identify as Christian. The
         namesake of that religion directly and explicitly challenged his followers to care
         for the poor and reject worldly power and wealth.[4] But given the nation’s wealth, we can assume that many American Christians occupy
         positions of enormous power and wealth (which includes the capacity to decide how
         the country’s material resources are dispensed and withheld).[5] Ultimately, a significant majority of the population in the most advanced, wealthy,
         and productive industrial economies in the history of the world follows a deviant
         schism of the ancient religion of a small pastoralist people whose original teachings
         rejected power and wealth, while in that same country, one in five American children
         lives in poverty and forty-eight million Americans live in food insecure households.[6] 
      

      
      We cannot let paradox sit. Following Kenneth Burke’s lead, language has to burst forth
         in order for the American public to make sense of this situation.[7] And it has. Once again, looking in the right places with the right equipment will
         illuminate the public conversations and symbolic resources where that paradox is being
         sorted out.
      

      
      The unique historical evolution of American Christian churches function as a particularly
         rich site of exploration where the inner workings of our social, economic, and political
         formations can be illuminated. For the last two thousand years, a majority of Christians
         lived in locations where there was only one church. One’s relationship with that church
         was mandatory, and was almost inbred through family and community connections, as
         Andreas Hess argued.[8] That church was seen as the true church of Jesus Christ; the rest, according to Douglas
         Jacobsen, “were deficient or heretical.”[9] There were few alternatives church-going options. That has not been the case in the
         United States. American Christianity is based more on voluntary association.[10] This means American Christianity can take a variety of forms, with varying interpretations,
         few of which are considered automatically heretical.[11] Christianity here is more of a matter of personal choice, subject to individual preferences
         in music and aesthetics, but also in the ability of the discourse to meet the personal
         needs of the believer.[12] Thus, Christianity in the United States resembles a shopping mall: Believers can
         mill around until they find a version they like—a version that reflects their larger
         social, economic, and political orientations.
      

      
      In what follows, I position the development of the American Dream in relation to religious
         discourse. More specifically, I examine the American Dream in relation to prosperity theology, an influential strand of American Christianity. While its definitional boundaries
         are loose, the central unifying theme in prosperity theology is loyalty to the teaching
         that the atonement of Christ involves the removal of not only sin, but also sickness
         and poverty.[13] In this form of atonement, God is a benign force ready to bestow spiritual and material
         favor on all who adopt the correct mind-set; believers, then, must be willing and
         able to articulate God’s favor through a positive confession of faith.[14] The development of prosperity theology in our paradoxical milieu indicates that its
         symbolic resources effectively aligned with an orientation that resonated with a significant
         number of American Christians. I will argue that prosperity theology makes sense of
         the American religious milieu by reconciling the discursive production of religious
         and economic stratification with the rise of the American Dream and neoliberal capitalism.
         Because prosperity theology emerged as a response to larger historical conversations,
         I begin by examining the relationship between Protestant theology and economic discourse.
         I then identify several shared points of formal correspondence across prosperity theology
         and the American Dream. I discuss the process by which prosperity theology aligns
         its central message with its specific audience, and the product that is produced by
         the promises of prosperity theology in the form of the deserving minister. I close
         by discussing how prosperity theology encourages the rich and the poor to explain
         their economic condition in discursively parallel ways to the interpellations of the
         American Dream. 
      

      
      The Arminian Drift and the 
Assertion of Individual Control
      

      
      As I suggested in chapter 2, it is not uncommon to locate religious justification
         for the American Dream’s unique form of individualistic capitalism in the New England
         Puritans. But while the historical record reveals that Calvinist-Puritan predestination
         did make an important contribution to America’s early work-and-wealth ethos, the American
         Dream’s theological strength relied more on the emergence of the Arminian drift and
         the subsequent development of what came to be known as evangelical rationality. Even then, motivating believers to combine their desire to attain salvation with
         particular economic orientations conducive to individualistic forms of industrial
         capitalism was never an easy sell.
      

      
      For early New England Puritans, predestination was terrifying. While the judgments
         of the neighbors could be satisfied with work and wealth, consider how useless predestination
         was for building up the confidence of believers concerned with their own standing
         in the eyes of God. This is one reason why, for those devoted to the doctrine of predestination,
         anxiety over one’s status as Elect was almost mandatory.[15]  It is only by God’s “secret plan,” John Calvin wrote, “that some distinguish themselves
         while others remain contemptible.” Calvin himself described this theology as “terrifying”
         and admitted its implications were “dreadful indeed.”[16]  While Puritans were always uncomfortable thinking of themselves as naturally depraved
         and passive creatures ruled by an inscrutable God, later generations became even more
         uncomfortable with a God who chastises those he loves and capriciously intervenes
         in the world in a way nobody can anticipate. The theological anxiety produced by the
         doctrine of predestination indicates why an alternative theology attracted the attention
         of subsequent generations of Puritans. But predestination was also ill suited for
         a more activist generation that believed in and saw economic progress.[17] We know that material wealth influences how we make sense of the relationship between
         God and economic affairs. The evidence suggests that as wealth increases, the assumption
         that material success is a product of individual effort also increases.[18] God may be given credit for being the original source, but rich individuals (and
         rich countries) prefer to assume that God can be persuaded to bless the deserving
         with wealth and prosperity. These early Puritans were no different. As the economy
         expanded, the climate was right for the hard edges of Calvinist predestination to
         be sanded down.[19] 
      

      
      During the middle decades of the eighteenth century, liberalizing theologians began
         to emphasize a more comforting and empowering remedy for the anxiety of predestination.
         The theology that eventually emerged from this shift came to be known as the Arminian
         drift. Named after the sixteenth-century Dutch theologian Jacobus Arminius, the Arminian
         drift emphasized the centrality of human effort in determining one’s standing in God’s
         eyes. In these more liberal orientations, believers had the ability to control perceptions
         of status among their neighbors through worldly wealth and influence their status among the Elect or Damned through earthly behavior. Historicizing
         the Arminian drift indicates, in essence, that believers had the ability to either
         chose or reject salvation, rather than simply react to the predestined assignment
         by an omniscient God. God’s grace was not irresistible; individuals could choose to
         accept it.[20]  As Jackson Lears argued, God still ordained every event, but individuals were totally
         free to decide if they wanted to participate in the unfolding of God’s plans and purposes
         on earth.[21] The growing emphasis on choice and individual human effort meant that believers could,
         in effect, become cocreators in providence rather than passive recipients.[22] 
      

      
      The Arminian drift grew as the emphasis on the centrality of human effort intensified
         through the antebellum era in the United States. Gathering momentum as an attractive
         remedy to the anxiety of Calvinist-Puritan versions of predestination, theologies
         emerging from the Arminian drift granted believers a feeling of confidence and a conviction
         that they not only had a meaningful place in the universe, but could also influence
         the forces of that fate.[23] Before the Arminian drift there were few symbolic resources that forcefully reconciled
         the belief that the universe was governed by divine law while also encouraging a unique
         ethos of self-control that allowed believers to assume a degree of agency in determining
         their status on earth and in the afterlife.[24] 
      

      
      During the final decades of the eighteenth century, Puritan theological discourse
         evolved in relation with the developing notion of autonomous, rugged individuals responsible
         for their own well-being and material standing. As Douglas McKnight argued, this theological
         and economic confluence translated into the nascent idea that if one worked hard enough
         and grounded one’s actions in strong moral principles, one could achieve the material
         signs of God’s favor: security, money, and a house.[25] The social and economic conditions were ripe for such an orientation. The old agrarian
         economy was giving way to trade expansion and commerce. Increased economic activity
         with Europe brought newfound prosperity, and with it, a taste for consumer goods and
         fashion.[26] Social boundaries expanded: Americans became more mobile, cities grew, and tight-knit
         communities were fragmented. Puritan exclusivity slacked as communities bound together
         by brotherly affection gave way to individual self-seeking.[27] 
      

      
      Theological orientations concurrently evolved. The Reformed predestination of the
         Puritans and their now quant belief that God, not humans, was responsible for material
         wealth seemed unfit for the times. Emerging in its place is what we now refer to as
         the Protestant ethic. The spiritual energy and motivation to fulfill one’s Calling
         through vocational productivity transformed into a secularized competitiveness and
         Darwinian-like struggle to control one’s standing in the eyes of God and one’s neighbors.[28] The conflation of spirituality and capitalism represents what Michael Rosano called
         the “psychological residue and historical consequence of a decayed and dying Puritan
         civilization.”[29] 
      

      
      Changes in social, economic, and political life aligned with this new form of evangelical
         rationality during the late 1800 and early 1900s. The steady ascent of industrial
         capitalism, new understandings of linear advancement brought on by Darwinian evolution,
         the westward expansion of the continent, and wider international imperialistic conquests
         presented new opportunities to promote self-mastery, individual control, and the centrality
         of human effort.[30] The cosmos were still orderly and progressive, as in Calvinist Puritanism, but because
         these public vocabularies now stressed that God was susceptible to human influence,
         the relationship between merit and rewards was elevated as a supreme sign of personal
         assurance of God’s favor. As the economy expanded during the Gilded Age and trust
         in free-market capitalism grew, America’s unique individualistic modes of capitalist
         production became fundamentally intertwined with this form of evangelical rationality
         that valued human centrality of effort and individual self-control.
      

      
      Evangelical rationality gathered secular rhetorical force by aligning itself with
         the mythology of the self-made man. The fictional lives of Jay Gatsby and Ragged Dick,
         and the real lives of Benjamin Franklin, Andrew Carnegie, and Nelson Rockefeller were
         held up as clear examples of the connection between individual effort and economic
         rewards. At the same time, the merit-and-wealth connection was thought to reflect
         one’s standing among God’s Elect. In these representations, we have the full convergence
         of divine blessings for economic arrangements on earth and spiritual standing in God’s
         eyes. The nouveau riche emerging during the Gilded Age found a great deal of comfort
         in evangelical rationality and the self-made man mythologies; they worked hard to
         promote the coalescing of individual effort and divine providence as the source of
         their wealth.[31] Then, as now, justifying economic standing through God’s favor brought with it the
         most pure form of pleasure: divine justification to pursue worldly wealth and the
         reassurance that doing so only provided further evidence of God’s favor shining on
         you.
      

      
      As industrial capitalism continued to develop and imperialistic boundaries stretched
         out across the continent, enormous concentration of power and wealth found rhetorical
         justification in religious discourse. Prominent Christian ministers such as Henry
         Ward Beecher and Russell Conwell extended the liberalization of the Arminian drift
         and its emphasis on the centrality of human effort directly and indirectly to sanction
         the emerging capitalist mode of production by equating wealth with God-ordained blessings.
         As mythologies of the self-made men were held up as vivid examples of the rewards
         that came with effort and favor, powerful (but often subtle) judgments were also cast
         on the lives of the less fortunate.[32] 
      

      
      Here is where public conversations reflect a potential realignment from the exogenous
         account of economic stratification facilitated by predestination to the endogenous
         account facilitated by evangelical rationality. A common refrain from the minster
         Henry Ward Beecher was, “No man in this land suffers from poverty unless it be more
         than his fault—unless it be his sin. . . . [T]here is enough and to spare thrive over;
         and if men have not enough, it is owing to the want of provident care, and foresight,
         and industry and frugality and wise saving.”[33] In another sermon, Beecher said, “I never knew an early rising, hard-working prudent
         man, careful of earnings and strictly honest, who complained of bad luck.”[34] If poverty and sickness could be dealt with by emphasizing personal responsibility,
         then what grounds did the poor and sick have to seek compassion and aid? Both prosperity
         and poverty were an indication of God’s blessings, but as a significant departure
         from the predestination of Calvinist Puritanism, God could be manipulated by humans.
         As a consequence, evidence of prosperity—both for the individual and for the country—was
         inevitable if accompanied by proper effort and character. The lasting impact of this new emphasis
         on the centrality of human effort marked an important touchstone for the eventual
         development of prosperity theology and the American Dream. 
      

      
      But in the meantime, a majority of Americans were still suspicious of extending this
         theological explanation to their own economic condition.[35] As George McKenna argued, the masses of the socially and economically marginalized
         had to work extremely hard just to stay alive and feed their families. This required
         “long days in factories, farms, and mines, or days and nights working and living in
         unhealthy, overcrowded tenements.”[36] The speeches of J. P. Morgan, the mythologies of Horatio Alger, and sermons of Henry
         Ward Beecher may have espoused merit rewarded, but that connection seemed stale and
         shallow for the many who were more vulnerable than the privileged classes to infectious
         diseases, natural disasters, and structural forces beyond their control—no matter
         how pious or early rising they were. This undercurrent of suspicion became more widely
         accepted and publicly articulated when the lurches of an unregulated capitalist economy
         produced workplace conditions that left a growing number of moral and hard-working
         Americans without a job or a limb. Everything did not work out fine when government
         stayed out of the marketplace; general prosperity no longer automatically came to
         industrious people, as was assumed in preindustrial America. Now, giant corporations
         manipulated the market, which led to complacency and moral laxity from the rich and
         righteous anger from the poor.[37] The connection between morality and wealth became unhinged as blatant displays of
         undeserved wealth made many individuals suspicious of evangelical rationality and
         its secular providential versions.[38] 
      

      
      During the early decades of the twentieth century, laissez-faire capitalism, world
         war, and eventually the Great Depression shifted public conversations away from faith
         in the independent self-control of evangelical rationality. When poverty was attributed
         to corrupt politicians or greedy robber barons, where ordinary people’s livelihoods
         increasingly depended on decisions made in distant cities, it became harder to accept
         the idea that poverty was the result of one’s work ethic. Jackson Lears pointed out
         that the sight of sickly children scuffling for garbage in urban slums did much to
         disprove evangelical rationality and exhaust the credulity of the millions of people
         who may have assumed the look of the undeserving in years past.[39] Despite the Puritan legacy that assumed man’s material gain was a sign of God’s grace,
         most Americans during this time period could no longer blindly accept that the wealthy
         deserved as much as they were getting.[40] As Robert Wiebe wrote, “No just God had given Rockefeller his money, whatever the
         man said.”[41] George McKnight argued that this unease forced an “intense exploration of how such
         now questionable excesses of the very discourse embraced by most Protestants could
         be constrained.”[42] 
      

      
      The growing awareness that economic arrangements were a product of political and economic
         decisions, structural circumstances, and even luck prefigured a broad suspicion of
         individual explanations for economic arrangements, and more specifically laissez-faire
         capitalism. Without Puritan restraints on the selfish pursuit of wealth for one’s
         own gain, economic competition in the early twentieth century did not know how to
         control itself; it was not restrained by a sense of organic communal intimacy as it
         had been in the early days of the Puritans.[43] Instead, the government had to step in. It is here where the primary public policy
         alternative to evangelical rationality began to cohere. The emergence of social democratic
         thought and its expression in the form of the welfare state sought to repair the cracks
         in the credibility of the evangelical rationality consensus and usher in a new, more
         flexible orientation that was more sensitive to the abrasions of structural circumstances
         in individual lives and less insistent on the power of individual control to indicate
         deservedness.
      

      
      In the early twentieth century, this shift is evident in a diverse assortment of modernist
         thinkers, artists, writers, scientists, and philosophers who rejected transcendent
         providence and the centrality of individual control as metaphysical delusions.[44] One’s position in life came to be understood more as a precarious balance between
         contingency and human effort. For example, Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution, which
         had once been aligned with evangelical rationality to justify the idea of inevitable
         linear progress, was reinterpreted to account for the loosening of the cosmic order.
         As this discussion spread outside scientific circles, modernist thinkers in other
         fields moved beyond dualistic and mechanistic models of progress and prosperity to
         more inclusive acceptance of factors beyond the absolute control of the individual.
         The horrors of World War I and the shock of the Great Depression facilitated the emergence
         of a New Deal era in which public conversations (and policy) more readily acknowledged
         the importance of structure in determining economic arrangements.
      

      
      Continuing in the vein of the New Deal’s collectivist and structural responses to
         economic arrangements, the political climate in the 1950s and early 1960s remained
         ripe for using the nation’s newly acquired wealth to implement a robust welfare state.
         Although direct religious references to transcendental providentialism were rare in
         poverty discourse, social support for the poor derived rhetorical justification from
         the widely shared assumption that the relatively few Americans who were not enjoying
         the spoils of economic growth must be stuck in systemic cycles of poverty—an attitude that, in some ways, reflected a secular version of Calvinist-Puritan
         predestination.
      

      
      But just as it did with the theological evolution of the Puritans, the robust growth
         of the middle class during the postwar economic boom encouraged public vocabularies
         to eventually assume individual responsibility for their new wealth. The middle class
         did not attribute economic growth to uncontrollable structural factors, such as the
         total decimation of European and Asian competition and the emergence of global market
         opportunities. Rather, during these decades a coherent managerial rationality emerged that synthesized the spiritual orientations of evangelical rationality into
         a coherent secular explanation of economic arrangements that was particularly attractive
         to middle-class Americans who wanted to assume responsibility for their improving
         material conditions. Echoing the evangelical rationality of the first Gilded Age,
         paeans to discipline, order, productivity, and control emerged. These vocabularies adhered to the individualized centrality of human effort
         and a linear view of progress in new forms of productive capacity and labor relations.
         Again, we know that wealth encourages individuals to take responsibility for their
         actions, and poverty encourages displacement of responsibility to an outside force.
         We also know that we will use anything—including religion—to support that claim. And
         herein lies the point of intersection between the emergence of the American Dream
         and prosperity theology.
      

      
      Although its historical roots date back to the late 1800s, prosperity theology was
         continually rejected, criticized, and ridiculed by mainstream American Christianity
         throughout most of the twentieth century. That the key to wealth, health, and prosperity
         is to make sure one adopts and verbalizes the right attitude was considered an eccentric
         ruse—if not blatant heresy.[45]  But starting in the 1970s, prosperity theology began to shed this stigma, and over
         the course of several years, American Christianity slowly began to adopt prosperity
         theology’s central features.[46] Not coincidently, it was during the American Dream’s emergence that prosperity theology
         shed its reputation as the eccentric religious bastion of overly enthusiastic charlatans
         tricking backwater yahoos and gullible black grandmothers out of their money; instead,
         prosperity theology evolved into a significant force in the larger resurgence of evangelicalism
         into political life. Characterized by its emphasis on God's promised generosity in
         this life and the ability of believers to claim it through ever-increasing material
         abundance, prosperity theology preachers like Oral Roberts, Kenneth Hagin, Joel Osteen,
         and Creflo Dollar saw it as the religious and moral duty of believers to attain wealth
         a symbol of divine favor.[47] Once accepted, prosperity theology exploded in the 1980s and 1990s: A Time magazine poll taken just before the Great Recession found that 17 percent of Christians
         considered themselves part of a prosperity theology congregation. As overall participation
         in traditional mainline denominations declined, prosperity theology grew into the
         most popular and fastest-growing strand of American Christianity.[48]  
      

      
      Like the American Dream, prosperity theology did not simply burst onto the scene and
         reinvent cultural formations and socially shared orientations to reconcile public
         paradoxes in way that aligns with its preferred political outcomes. Rather, to gather
         such force, prosperity theology’s vocabularies and symbolic resources aligned with
         the socially shared orientations that were already in place in the public’s imagination.
         Accordingly, I will show in the upcoming analysis that the dramatic intensification
         of prosperity theology discourse occurs across a common ideological underpinning with
         the American Dream, neoliberalism, and the reemergence of the undeserving poor. I develop these connections in more depth by analyzing the discourse of contemporary
         prosperity theology and identifying several shared features that align with the American
         Dream.
      

      
      Prosperity Theology and the American Dream

      
      To begin, prosperity theology audiences were constituted based on their ability to
         adopt a mind-set where conscious choice making was rooted in an agency purely internal
         to one’s imagination. The right mind-set operated as the key mechanism by which one understood God’s favor.[49] This was the first step in becoming a part of this community. The prosperity theology
         believer began as a self-conscious and self-transparent subject who directed her life
         by the force of her own internal will. The right mind-set, in accordance with the
         moral and ethical codes of the American Dream, would lead to success. As Osteen said,
         the believer must “program [his] mind for success,” waking up every morning and telling
         himself, “God is guiding and directing my steps.”[50] Leroy Thompson in his book Money, Thou Art Loosed! wrote, “We are going to have to change our mind-set about money in order to live
         in the fullness God wants us to have.”[51] This was where salvation began: God offered favor to anyone willing to stand beneath
         his blessings, overcome life’s challenges, and live to their full potential.[52] Rev. Frederick Eikerenkoetter’s iconic line represented this appeal. He encouraged
         believers, “Don’t wait for your pie in the sky by-and-by when you die. Get yours now
         with ice cream and a cherry on top!”[53] Using a similar metaphor, Rev. Frederick Price wrote, “Satan has very cleverly siphoned
         off the wealth of the world, and put it into the hands of people who do not care about
         the things of God. We, the body of Christ, have to determine that we are going to
         get a big piece of the pie so we can give into the Kingdom for the spreading of the
         gospel.”[54] 
      

      
      Prosperity theology also required believers to positively confess the favored mind-set
         through verbal articulations of faith. Once reality was transformed in the mind, it
         was evident and affirmed in the speech of the believer.[55] The unwillingness or inability to accept God’s favor and positively articulate that
         willingness was the only thing that could undermine a believer’s ability to become
         party to prosperity theology. Positive confession was especially attractive to the
         poor because it allowed the downtrodden to express the desire for—not the actualization
         of—upward socioeconomic mobility. Thus, prosperity theology functioned, in Milmon
         Harrison’s words, “as a way around structural barriers giving believers access to
         societal rewards through a higher authority and a supernatural source of power.”[56] 
      

      
      Prosperity theology, not surprisingly, was especially concerned with the articulation of favor. Confession was the most important demonstrative act of one’s faith, because
         it alone created the social boundaries by which prosperity theology’s audience cohered.
         It was imperative for believers to articulate their trust in God’s scriptural covenant
         of favor (and thus, their own aspirations) through the proper forms of verbal expression.[57] For example, believers were encouraged to speak only positively about their situation
         in life, no matter the actual circumstances. Negative speech indicated a lack of faith
         or an unwillingness and inability to accept God’s favor. It was common in prosperity
         theology discourse to hear ministers employing the term persons without blessing—rather than poor—to describe those in economically disadvantaged situations. Harrison described a
         prosperity theology preacher who encouraged his congregants to reply that they are
         “blessed” when asked how they are doing. They should never reply “sick” or “struggling”
         because that would be tantamount to acknowledging one’s acceptance of a negative condition,
         and consequently, an indictment of one’s faith. This in turn signaled the lack of
         faith that is thought to have brought the person to that position in the first place—even
         when “sick” or “struggling” was an accurate assessment of one’s condition.[58] Harrison also located positive confession in the use of music. For example, the well-known
         hymn “Amazing Grace” could be altered from its original, “Amazing Grace, how sweet
         the sound that saved a wretch like me” to “Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound that
         saved someone like me.”[59] This example indicates how prosperity theology encouraged believers that, as they
         replaced ungodly thoughts with godly thoughts, previous memories of problems and challenging
         circumstances would be supplanted by thoughts that anticipate success.[60] 
      

      
      The verbal articulation of the favored mind-set aligned with an idea that will sound
         familiar to scholars of communication: In prosperity theology, symbols both reflected
         and shaped reality. Along with the favored mind-set, the true believer had to must
         also display that mental state through the symbolic construction of a new orientation.
         Symbolic choices change the material world. Positive confession was a demonstrative
         act of the believer’s inner faith; therefore, it was imperative that they articulate
         their trust in God—and, tangentially, themselves—through verbal expression. By doing
         so, they were given access to the divine tools that could manipulate their physical
         condition.[61] For example, Price—in sharp contrast to the image of the black suffering servant—preached
         that authentic Christians, rather than having to suffer, could receive their physical
         and financial blessings on earth right now. Price said,
      

      
      
         Many people have the idea that somebody who lives by faith is supposed to be “poor-mouthin’”
            it; the bottom of their shoes are out; the seat of their pants out; and their old
            car is clinking along on two cylinders and four bald tires; they have no place to
            live, and no food to eat. They think to live by faith means that you have to be some
            kind of weird-o. No sir! . . . [W]hen you live by faith—the faith of God—you will
            be on top, and if you are not on top, or moving towards the top, then you are not
            living by faith.[62] 
         

         
      

      By insisting that the individual alone had the power to transcend structural barriers
         without social support, and by insisting that individuals take full responsibility
         for their material standing, prosperity theology aligned with the American Dream’s
         unique form of radical individualism. Prosperity theology preached a value system
         that emphasized personal experience over communal concerns and doctrinal authority.[63] It was individual choices that determined one’s material standing in prosperity theology.
         The main barriers keeping people from accepting God’s favor were the internal thought
         processes and counterproductive personal behaviors that perpetuated economic problems.
         As Sandra Barnes argued, prosperity theology promoted self-efficacy and self-help
         in the face of society’s historically inconsistent responses to racial and class inequities.[64] For example, Rev. Ike wrote, “I teach the individual that he can be what he wants
         to be, can do what he wants to do and that he can have what he wants to have, through
         the presence and power of God which is within each person.”[65] 
      

      
      Jesus Christ resembled an investment strategy or a personal coach who wanted to extend
         his favor to individual believers. Because faith was individual, so were the rewards.[66] Believers did not simply have a personal relationship with Christ; they had an individual relationship.[67] For example, the point of Atlanta-based prosperity theology preacher Creflo Dollar’s
         ministry was described as “changing your world, not changing the world.”[68]  This was a pervasively individualistic conception of Christ in that it ostensibly
         distinguished one’s path of salvation from socially determinative factors in one’s
         life. True spiritual and material fulfillment was contingent on nothing more than
         an individual’s willing submission to adopt the right mind-set and articulate that
         faith.[69] Barnes quoted a prosperity theology minister from Washington, DC, who said,
      

      
      
         Something going on wrong in here [points to his head and chest area], in our minds,
            in our hearts. Something has gone wrong internally. Now whether or not the causes
            of our problems are economic, because don’t have enough money, or political, because
            we didn’t have enough money to get into the political process in the first place,
            whether or not they are physical because we’re not fed well or whether it’s because
            we’re not thinking well because our schools have disappointed us and failed to give
            us the kind of instruction that we need in order to be critical thinkers. All of those
            are true, but they’re also all internal.[70] 
         

         
      

      This was one reason most prosperity theology churches were fiercely nondenominational.
         After decades of existence, they did not develop an overarching jurisdictional or
         hierarchical body to which member churches must be accountable.[71] Individualism is also evidenced when prosperity theology believers were encouraged
         to see themselves as having progressed beyond the members of denominational churches
         in how well they could detect God’s scriptural revelations for their lives.[72] Prosperity theology empowered its audience to sidestep traditional gatekeepers of
         biblical insight. Most prosperity theology ministers had limited formal education.
         Consequently, most professed a distrust of denominational doctrine and academically
         trained theologians. Dollar summarized this attitude well when he said, “I never went
         to seminary. I learned everything I know through knee-ology. That’s where you get on your knees and let God teach you.”[73] Direct revelation of God’s will through scripture and prayer was thought to be a
         purer source of knowledge and scriptural meaning than what can be attained through
         formal training in biblical exegesis and hermeneutics. This trend was common in prosperity
         theology, as it was assumed that common folk could attain special access to God.[74] This form of divine revelation was, in fact, even more valuable than what biblical
         authorities claim to know.
      

      
      There was no limit to the efficacy of positive thinking and confession in prosperity
         theology. Prosperity theology denied that some material and social conditions are
         not changeable and promoted the belief that oppression was a matter of perception.
         In this way, it struck a balance that allowed it to appeal to an audience that desired
         upward mobility but was constrained by structural oppression.[75] Prosperity theology offered instructions on surmounting these constraints by promoting
         an individualized, dispositional understanding of the world and discouraging collective
         political action aimed at addressing challenging material circumstances.[76] An underprivileged background, limited formal education, or exclusion from mainstream
         denominations, prosperity theology taught, should not impede upward mobility. Favor
         was already available to anyone who exhibited faith in the biblical promises of God
         as long as the individual believer could “simply name what they want and then claim it as theirs by faith,” as Harrison argued.[77] Wish fulfillment and visualization, along with individualized positive confessions
         of faith, trumped all other forms of structural oppression. Poverty was essentially
         in one’s mind; even physical illness or business failures could be attributed to sin
         and spiritual impurity.[78] 
      

      
      These core features allowed prosperity theology to draw on secular and spiritual orientations
         for support.[79] Prosperity theology’s rejection of structural constraints also drew resonance from
         the belief that believers could attain a personal relationship with Jesus Christ all
         on their own. Omri Elisha, anthropology professor at Queens College, argued that this
         individualism was an essential component of Christian identity, born-again spirituality,
         and democratic citizenship.[80] Accordingly, prosperity theology often featured biblical characters that fit with
         trajectory of the American Dream, such as Abraham (who, after displaying his faith,
         received material rewards), Joseph (who progressed from the bottom of a pit to prison,
         and then to the palace), and David (who was elevated from shepherd boy to king).[81] Both the secular self-help and spiritual individualism of American Christianity coalesce
         around themes of upward mobility. Both discourses emphasize socioeconomic transition
         and a doctrine that gives ultimate significance to movement and change.
      

      
      Divine Icons of the American Dream

      
      Prosperity theology’s appeal was also reliant on the vivid display of individuals
         transcending structural constraints. The ideal manifestation of prosperity theology’s
         orientation had to be held up as the potential goal for the prosperity theology believer.[82] This form of fulfillment was constructed and affirmed in the life of the prosperity
         theology minister. It is clear in the biographies of prosperity theology ministers
         that structural barriers need not be a hindrance to material gain. Prosperity theology
         affirmed the idea of a meritocratic America. Where the power of God does not operate
         as such in the lives of the marginalized, God can and does bridge the gap between
         a life of poverty and believers’ sharing in the rewards of living in a society with
         so much wealth. In this way, prosperity theology aligned with the mythic equation
         of the American Dream: Even in the face of seemingly insurmountable obstacles, we
         all have equal opportunity to achieve material success, and therefore we are all individually
         responsible for our economic standing. This brought prosperity theology in line with
         a neoliberal economic system that promoted the isolated individual as the purest manifestation
         of American success.[83] 
      

      
      The representation of a prosperous pastor functioned as both inspiration and instruction
         for believers.[84] As Kate Bowler argued in her 2013 book Blessed, “Leaders prove to be the most powerful demonstrators of divine wealth, and the living
         testimony and continued revelation of successful prosperity teachers presented an
         idealized portrait of what it meant to live victoriously.”[85] Most prosperity theology ministers manifested God’s favor by adhering closely to
         the rags-to-riches narrative arc. In their preaching and writing, prosperity theology
         ministers centrally featured their own experiences with hardship and struggle against
         overwhelming odds. Most had direct experiences with poverty and abuse, broken homes,
         or physical or learning disabilities. For example, Oral Roberts was seriously ill
         as a teenager. Kenneth Hagin was born with a congenital heart defect and weighed only
         two pounds at birth. His father deserted the family at the age of six and his mother
         then had a nervous breakdown. In his autobiography The Authority of the Believer, Hagin recalled that he had always “been a complainer, a cry baby who was always
         sick.” After a troubled and sickly childhood, Hagin decided at the age of sixteen
         to give his life to Jesus, and in exchange he received a revelation from God assuring
         him that faith not only could move mountains but could also help him accomplish anything
         he wanted.[86]  After being physically disabled his whole life, Hagin then experienced a miraculous
         healing. Later, financial trouble forced Hagin to work several difficult manual-labor
         jobs during the early years of his ministry.[87] Rev. Ike said he grew up shoeless and shirtless, living off his mother’s sixty-five
         dollars a month.[88] Frederick Price won the Horatio Alger award in 1998. The award, given by the Horatio
         Alger Association of Distinguished Americans, recognized Price’s achievements and
         accomplishments as an extraordinary American who “had risen from humble beginnings
         to achieve personal and professional success.”[89] 
      

      
      These early prosperity theology leaders were born poor, with health struggles and
         limited formal education, but in a reflection of American upward mobility, they all
         sought to transcend these challenging origins.[90] They also marked out the formal plotlines of the prosperity theology minister’s biography
         that was to occupy a prominent role later in prosperity theology’s growth. More recently,
         T. D. Jakes described his background as marked by suffering from poverty. After his
         father developed kidney disease, Jakes was forced to support the family by delivering
         newspapers, selling Avon products, and peddling vegetables from his mother’s garden.[91] Later, Jakes struggled to pay the electric bill as a young husband. Creflo Dollar,
         in his book Freedom from the Quicksand of Debt, described his difficult early years living on government surplus food and being,
         in his words, “neck-deep in debt.”[92] He also wrote that he “struggled to make ends meet” during the early years of his
         ministry.[93] Joyce Meyer emphasized in her books and sermons how her own emotional healing grew
         out of her struggles as a child and young adult. Meyer was born into a blue-collar
         family, was sexually and emotionally abused by her alcoholic father, and married young
         but divorced five years later, before her husband ended up in prison.[94] 
      

      
      From these humble origins, prosperity theology ministers could then model the eventual
         rewards of a life living within God’s favor. Prosperity theology ministers, adhering
         closely to the American Dream’s rags-to-riches plotline, overcame seemingly insurmountable
         odds and eventually experienced God’s favor in the form of material rewards. The concrete
         experiences of the minister were transformed into spiritual struggles overcome by
         adhering to the principles espoused by prosperity theology, so that in the end, their
         own lives could serve as a vivid model for combatting the pain of feeling estranged
         from the dominant social, economic, and political systems and reassure believers that
         hierarchies of wealth and power were justly constructed.
      

      
      Popular prosperity theology ministers modeled the fruits of positive confession for
         their audiences through the display of dramatic flair and extravagant wealth.[95] In the aesthetic dimensions of their public presentation, their families, and their
         churches, favor was modeled by combining the pursuit of profits and the salvation
         of souls in a way that seamlessly fused divine credibility with the exhibition of
         commodities. Examples of prosperity theology ministers’ material wealth abounded:
         Jim and Tammy Faye Bakker were well known for their matching Rolls-Royces and air-conditioned
         doghouses. Rev. Ike was known for his custom-tailored suits and fleet of Rolls-Royces.
         Creflo Dollar owns two Rolls-Royces, along with a Rolex, a private Learjet, a $1 million
         home in Atlanta, a $2.5 million apartment in Manhattan. In November 2003, the St. Louis Post-Dispatch published a four-part special report detailing Joyce Meyer’s wealth, including a
         $10 million corporate jet, a $107,000 silver-gray Mercedes sedan, a $105,000 Crownline
         boat docked behind her vacation home at Lake of the Ozarks, and houses worth over
         $2 million for her four children. Even T. D. Jakes, who publicly disavowed prosperity
         theology, unabashedly embraced and aesthetically performed a prosperous lifestyle
         in practice. Jakes is known for his variety of flamboyantly hued custom-made suits,
         fine watches, and jewelry. He also owned several high-end automobiles (including a
         Bentley), a Manhattan penthouse, and a $5.2 million mansion in Fort Worth, Texas.[96] 
      

      
      These lavish displays of prosperity represent a marked contrast from a model of inner-worldly
         asceticism and a Christian moral code that insists on the primacy of economic self-control,
         a preference for austerity over luxury, and rigorous denial of instant gratification—all
         of which were supposed to focus the believer’s attention on the life in the hereafter
         rather than enjoyment of this world.[97] Conspicuous symbols of material success symbolized the fruits of God’s favor.[98] The luxury accoutrements of the pastors and their lavish sanctuaries could viewed
         as the rewards of a life well lived. As Jonathan Walton argued, an aesthetic of prosperity
         became an ethic of prosperity; luxury goods were interpreted as the tangible spoils of divine blessings; and a
         palatial home, a Rolex, and a Rolls-Royce in the church parking lot were reified as
         the outward signs of inward grace.[99] By emphasizing their deservedness of God’s favor, prosperity theology ministers did
         not have to be particularly coy about their lavish lifestyles. Instead, material wealth
         functioned as living proof of what faith coupled with the maximization of talent can
         do. Their aesthetic symbols served as authoritative sources and living embodiments
         of faith in action and a way to authenticate the potential of prosperity theology.[100] 
      

      
      Prosperity theology ministers often evaded criticism for their lavish lifestyles by
         justifying their Rolexes and Rolls-Royces as recompense for their outstanding faith.
         Joyce Meyer remarked that her success was God-given—the result of unwavering faith
         and a dogged determination to promote her ministry and spread the gospel.[101] T. D. Jakes told Time magazine his conspicuous display of wealth is intentional because his congregants
         “need an example of success.”[102] Jim Bakker said, “I believe a pastor should live at least, at least, as good as the
         wealthiest member of the congregation. When you bless the man in the pulpit, you will
         be blessed!”[103]  Echoing Bakker, Leroy Thompson wrote: “When you put God first, He will honor and
         bless you. In other words, when your church is blessed and your pastor has plenty
         of money in his pocket (without your being critical or concerned about it), then you
         are in a position for God to give you your increase. Folks need to release the mentality
         that the preacher is supposed to be broke. . . . The higher your pastor goes up in
         finances, the higher you can go too.”[104] 
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      In sum, a central theme of prosperity theology is that God’s blessings and the material
         wealth that follows is available to all who accept it. Akin to the American Dream,
         those believers who have prospered within the existing economic system have the reassurance
         that it is God’s will for them to be as wealthy as they are.[105] Those who have accepted God’s favor can view their material wealth as a product of
         their own agency. Thus, prosperity theology encourages not only the acquisition but
         also the expansion of wealth. When Joyce Meyer was criticized after the publication
         of the St. Louis Post-Dispatch series detailing her wealth, she said she did not have to defend her spending habits
         because “there's no need for us to apologize for being blessed.”[106] Later in the same article she said everything she owned came straight from the hand
         of God. In this arrangement, existing hierarchies of power and wealth—even when they
         are massively unequal and intractable—are imbued with a fresh and timely sense of
         divine justification. The rich are consequently motivated to acquire and maintain
         as much wealth as possible; after all, they deserve it. 
      

      
      But consider the implications of prosperity theology for the majority of believers
         who are not affluent. The message is that structural limitations and dire material
         circumstances can be transcended simply by adopting the proper mind-set and a positive
         confession of faith. True fulfillment is contingent on adopting the right mind-set
         and articulating trust in God’s favor.[107] There is no need for anything else. Unemployment, debt, and illness cannot be assigned
         to anything or anyone but the individual. If faith is a tool to be wielded by believers,
         rather than an independent force working on the behalf of a collective, both prosperity
         and tragedy seem to be a product of how well the believer either used or failed to
         use the power of Jesus.[108]  Barriers to material prosperity are therefore self-imposed. Poverty, sickness, and
         debt result from not having enough faith that God wants the believer to be rich.[109] 
      

      
      While the individuating message is empowering for the wealthy and aligned, it means
         something entirely different for the poor. If everyone has the capacity to be a millionaire
         and never get sick, then faith can be measured by one’s prosperity; thus, to be poor
         and sick is an indictment against one’s faith in Christ. Poverty and illness are not
         social realities for individuals in Christ, but a mind-set, or a spiritual curse,
         resulting from adopting a poverty mentality that fails to uphold the contractual agreement
         set forth in scripture.[110] 
      

      
      We see this darker message obliquely alluded to in prosperity theology discourse.
         Joel Osteen writes, for example, “The Bible says, ‘God takes pleasure in prospering
         His children.’ As His children prosper spiritually, physically, and materially, their
         increase brings pleasure to God.”[111] It can seem, therefore, that anyone not increasing in health and wealth—including all who suffer from sickness or poverty—are defined
         as a spiritual threat, cursed, or, worst of all, somehow “in sin.” Thus, any challenging
         circumstance represents for the believer a potentially demonic state.[112] Rev. Robert Tilton, on his television program Success-N-Life, regularly taught that all of life's trials, especially poverty, were a result of
         sin.[113] Rev. Ike is known for his assertion that “[t]he lack of money is the root of all evil.”[114] Creflo Dollar put it this way: “The Bible makes it so very clear: Preach the Gospel
         to the poor. What’s the Gospel to the poor? You don’t have to be poor anymore! . .
         . Poverty is a curse. We have tried to equate humility and poverty, but it’s just
         not sound. It’s a curse. Jesus came to set up free from the curse of the law. Sin,
         death, sickness, and poverty are parts of that curse.”[115] By embracing the notion that poverty is a curse with a spiritual origin, and affirming
         that prosperity is accessible to anyone who only applies certain immutable laws, prosperity
         theology challenges the limitations imposed by socioeconomic constraints while at
         the same time sanctifying the attainment of wealth by those who have done so.[116] Because God’s favor is available to all who accept it, the indirect judgment cast
         on the unfavored is similar to that of the undeserving poor: There must be something
         wrong with them. No amount of collective activism can assist people who are unwilling to accept God’s
         favor.[117] This is the darker underside of prosperity theology that stands in sharp contrast
         to the Calvinist Puritan tradition but aligns well with the American Dream: If you
         do not have all you want, you only have yourself to blame.[118] 
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      Chapter 4

      Education, Neoliberalism, and the American Dream

      
         
         
      

      
      Prosperity theology illuminates several of the core features of the American Dream.
         Rhetorically, both prosperity theology and the American Dream carve out an audience
         through vocabularies and symbolic resources that people notice and respond to. The
         discourses function like magnets, attracting whoever resonates with their core themes
         and calling out to those whose orientation seems consonant with the mind-set reflected
         in the discourse. Consider the relationship between an individualistic version of
         the American Dream and evolving attitudes toward economic inequality. More so than
         at any time since the Gilded Age, the United States has become a class-segregated
         society where individual explanations are used to account for the discursive production
         of inequality.[1] No one denies how economically unequal the United States has become. The more interesting
         question is why we have become so willing to put up with it. The American Dream offers
         a compelling answer. Akin to a prosperity theology minister, ballooning rates of executive
         compensation in the United States are more easily justified in relation to the American
         Dream. The compensation gap between American executives and their workers is much
         larger in the United States than in European and Asian countries.[2] Overall CEO compensation in the United States has ballooned to nearly three hundred
         times what typical employees make.[3] The idea of paying a top manager three hundred times as much as another worker would
         be unthinkable in Japan or Sweden. There is no law against excessive compensation
         in these countries, but there is a cultural compact prohibiting the behavior. Japanese and Swedish chief executives would be embarrassed
         to have their pictures and salaries listed on the cover of Business Week.[4] But because the American Dream has taught us that anyone from the mail room on up
         can become CEO, we are more likely to grant moral blessing to those who have best
         taken advantage of their opportunities. Against this background, it is not hard to
         discern the appeal of the American Dream: It keeps alive the promise that anyone can
         make it, even when the concentration of wealth and ownership in the hands of an increasingly
         rarified group of elites is flaunted on the cover of popular magazines.[5] 
      

      
      Furthermore, the ideological potency of the American Dream allowed us to passively
         accept the pernicious consequences of massive inequality. If the gates of power and
         privilege are open to all, the American Dream offers a forceful explanation for economic
         stratification for the rich and the poor. If we follow this chain of reasoning, the
         next logical step is to assume that if hard work and morality earned Sam Walton, Bill
         Gates, and Barack Obama their places at the top of the ladder, something must be lacking
         in those at the bottom. We can then put up with the hard edges of capitalism, because
         equal opportunity is available to everyone. Thomas Piketty argued that the American
         elite explain their success by emphasizing their personal merit and individual moral
         qualities, which they describe using terms like rigor, patience, and effort. Consequently, all Americans tend to be much harder on the so-called losers of the
         capitalist competition, justifying economic stratification on the grounds of justice,
         virtue, and merit for those on the top, and conversely insufficient human capital
         for those on the bottom.[6] 
      

      
      If the American Dream’s illusion of meritocracy is accepted, then to be poor is to
         be a failure. The American Dream’s use of deservedness as an explanation for economic stratification almost automatically subjects anyone
         who is not rich to the taint of failure.[7] Consequently, the widespread acceptance of the American Dream performs powerful ideological
         work on the socially and economically marginalized. Poor in the American economy has become distinct from other individual identity markers
         because it looks like a reviled category that people want to distance themselves from,
         even if it accurately describes their objective economic condition. The people who
         would most benefit from an alternative explanation to massive economic stratification
         have come to believe that other poor people deserve neither aid nor compassion because
         their poverty must be a result of their flouting the social codes that prop up the
         meritocracy.[8] 
      

      
      A set of discursive techniques is revealed here by which target populations have come
         to be perceived as superfluous and in need of regulation, containment, surveillance,
         discipline, and ultimately, disposal. Separating and stratifying the poor in this
         way allows the voices of the most insecure and contingent to be ignored. No one wants
         to be lumped in with the Welfare Queen or the meth-cooking boyfriend. Power effectively
         shifts when citizens who could be united are fractured by the fear of failing to live
         up to market-conducive individual performance metrics. The American economy can then
         reflect the core tenets of neoliberal labor relations and promote stratification through
         market-driven methods of transparency and accountability, effectively sorting out
         the winners and the losers, rewarding the deserving but—more importantly—punishing
         everyone else. Here is ideology at work: The socially and economically marginalized
         have come to accept this explanation of economic stratification—even when they likely
         know from personal experience how shallow and inaccurate it is. The American Dream,
         as a discursive construct, is then able to neutralize opposition, foreclose alternative
         explanations, and fracture solidarity. Out of a sense of self-preservation, the poor
         are more likely to withdraw from political debates about economic arrangements because
         they do not want to be identified with the language used by policy makers, the media,
         and clergy to describe them and their condition.[9] As long as deservedness functions as the shorthand description of their economic condition, the poor are
         less likely to reclaim their own narrative. The Welfare Queen and the meth-cooking
         boyfriend end up standing in for all of them. In the American Dream, poverty becomes
         a weapon of social control, a pathology that not only explains the penurious conditions
         of the poor, but also gives the rest of us an excuse for inaction and punitive public
         policies that don’t have to make economic sense.[10] Even when the resources are available, there is little political will to do anything
         about massive economic stratification because inequality is understood to be an inevitable,
         or even necessary, feature of our economy.[11] 
      

      
      I want to focus this chapter specifically on the role education plays in maintaining
         this cultural fiction. Along with civic and vocational preparation, we expect our
         public schools to contribute to the perception that our economic arrangements are
         fair.[12] Because in the classroom all students learn from the same teacher using the same
         materials and the same standard of evaluation, public education—at its best—is a relatively
         cost-effective way to level the playing field so that everyone has the opportunity
         to acquire the skills necessary to achieve material success by their own efforts (regardless
         of their birthplace, ethnicity, or parents’ country club status).[13] Consequently, education has the potential to be the great equalizer, where beliefs
         about America’s unique meritocratic system of economic arrangements are the strongest.
         And as I will detail here, the discursive framing of education assumes an even greater
         responsibility in explaining economic arrangements in a neoliberal political climate
         where active intervention in the labor market, a progressive tax code, wealth redistribution
         mechanisms, and robust social welfare programs have become politically out of fashion.[14] 
      

      
      Education and the American Dream

      
      The historical record indicates that American attitudes about education reflect larger
         conversations about economic stratification. For example, throughout most of the twentieth
         century, education was not seen as an important mechanism for ensuring economic justice.
         Note that during the Gilded Age, wealth was thought to be an ineluctable phenomenon
         with both natural and divine sources; millionaires were a product of natural selection
         and thus deserving of praise. Americans viewed inequality as evidence of the New World’s
         entrepreneurial dynamism.[15] Concentrations of power and wealth were less likely to bother anyone because the
         wealthy were merely enjoying the rewards earned by their effort, morality, and competence.
         Public policy reflected these vocabularies: The rich paid very little in taxes during
         the Gilded Age; for example, there was no tax on capital income or corporate profits
         until World War I, and in the rare cases in which such taxes did exist, they were
         assessed at very low rates, including estate tax rates of no more than 1 to 2 percent
         on bequests from parents to children.[16] But at the beginning of the twentieth century, the Gilded Age ended and many Americans
         began to be concerned that the concentrations of wealth accumulated by people like
         John D. Rockefeller, Andrew Carnegie, and J. P. Morgan were evidence that the United
         States was beginning to resemble Europe’s entrenched aristocratic arrangements.
      

      
      It looked like the country was losing its pioneering spirit. Thomas Piketty has argued
         that the fear of looking too much like Europe was part of the reason the United States
         initially pioneered a progressive estate tax on large fortunes.[17] World War I and the onset of the Great Depression further shifted explanations of
         economic stratification away from individual behavior and toward economic conditions
         beyond any one person’s control. Americans recognized that hundreds of thousands of
         citizens were poor or unemployed because of severe and prolonged job shortages, not
         moral failings. Structural explanations evoked feelings of solidarity and sympathy
         for the poor because almost anyone could be one untimely accident, one factory closing,
         or one unexpected illness from becoming dependent on public or private charity. Structural
         explanations of economic arrangements during the Great Depression expanded the range
         of the deserving poor to include a wide swath of the elderly, widows, workers disabled
         in accidents, and World War I veterans.[18] The political climate reflected this emphasis on structure. Because factory closings,
         health problems, and job shortages explained economic arrangements, collective action
         in the form of social support, shared resource allocation, and government aid were
         widely accepted as an appropriate political response, which allowed for the development
         and support of the robust social programs that came to define the New Deal era.
      

      
      With robust government support, education was not considered a vital tool in explaining
         economic stratification because Americans preferred structural mechanisms to higher
         education’s emphasis on individual opportunity. In the 1930s, education played a small
         part in federal responses to the Great Depression.[19]  Franklin D. Roosevelt showed little personal interest and felt little public pressure
         to support higher education for anyone who could not pay for it themselves. Instead,
         New Deal legislation reflected the public’s desire to expand the federal government’s
         responsibility for ensuring fair economic arrangements through more formal interventions
         in the labor market, a minimum wage, unemployment insurance, retirement benefits,
         and a larger agenda of reforming economic institutions through social welfare programs
         such as the Social Security Act, the Public Works Administration, and the Federal
         Housing Administration.[20]  After World War II, the United States began to resemble the welfare states being
         erected in northern and western Europe, whose postwar social democratic governments
         felt a major responsibility for their citizens’ health and economic security and thus
         took an active role in reducing unemployment and eliminating economic deprivation
         by institutionalizing active labor market policies and redistributing income.
      

      
      Support for education remained limited. In this climate, higher education in particular
         was reserved for the elite. Universities prided themselves on their exclusion: It
         was assumed that opening admission to anyone but the privileged would dilute the value
         of a degree.[21]  College attendance was limited to a small fraction of the population; gaps in enrollment
         by income, race, and gender were significant. Even up to the year 1960, only 8 percent
         of white individuals and 3 percent of black individuals age twenty-five or older had
         finished four or more years of college.[22] 
      

      
      But in the 1960s, widespread popular support for active government and structural
         intervention began to wane. The Kennedy and Johnson administrations were expected
         to ensure economic justice without the massive state interference characterized by
         FDR’s New Deal policies. The collective solidarity prompted by the Great Depression
         and World War II faded away; consequently, legislation began to reflect a political
         climate absent genuine social democratic politics, addressing demands for economic
         justice by focusing attention on the limited individual human capital of the people stuck at the bottom of the economic stratification ladder. Americans
         began to believe more strongly that it was the duty of the state to provide mechanisms
         of opportunity, not equality: If the state took care of the institutions, it should
         be up to the individual to do the rest.[23] 
      

      
      Education—and its promise of equal individual opportunity for all—began to assume
         a more central role in domestic policy making. Higher education, the specific focus
         of this chapter, began to receive enormous amounts of money from federal, state, and
         local governments in the 1960s. Lyndon B. Johnson was a big reason why. LBJ held a
         mystical faith in the power of education to transform people’s lives. In turn, he
         made education a cornerstone of his domestic agenda for the Great Society and the
         War on Poverty. LBJ expanded the federal government’s role in supporting higher education
         through a large infusion of federal funds. Legislation supported scholarships, grants,
         loans, and work-study programs to people who historically would have not needed (or
         were thought not to deserve) an advanced degree. This support dramatically changed
         the role of the federal government in higher education.
      

      
      Therefore, in a sharp turn from tradition, higher education in the 1960s became available
         to any American with the necessary ambition, no matter their economic situation. The
         federal government began an unprecedented increase in federal spending expenditures
         for student support. From school year 1963–1964 to school year 1970–1971, federal
         spending on student aid to help finance postsecondary education increased by a multiple
         of eleven. Between 1965 and 1999, the federal government provided more than a quarter
         trillion dollars through eighty-six million college loans to twenty-nine million students
         and more than $14 billion in work-study awards to six million students. An expanding
         G.I. Bill offered financial assistance that permitted thousands of young people to
         take advantage of higher education in unprecedented ways. Many of these programs were
         significant because they were not limited to elite students. And once admitted, the
         success of soldiers, immigrants, and lower-income students blew up the idea that only
         the elite could benefit from higher education.[24] 
      

      
      During the 1970s, federal and state governments continued to provide grants and student
         aid that kept tuition costs low for students while also allowing colleges and universities
         to expand. Communities put pressure on political representatives to build new branches
         of state universities in their areas and to convert state teaching colleges into comprehensive
         research universities. The number of degree-granting institutions doubled between
         1950 and 2000, and enrollment grew from 2.8 million to 14.8 million.[25] In 1975, 50.7 percent of young people enrolled in college immediately following high
         school graduation; in 2010, 68.1 percent did.[26] Americans also graduated in record numbers; as Suzanne Mettler wrote, “The number
         of college students nationwide grew from 3.5 million in 1960 to 12 million in 1980,
         and the vast majority attended public institutions, where enrollment soared from 2
         million to 9.5 million students.”[27]  Graduation rates rose concurrently. In 1947, only 6 percent of Americans ages twenty-five
         to twenty-nine had a four-year college degree; as of 2011, 32 percent did.[28] 
      

      
      For years, investing in higher education looked like a great deal. No social program
         has ever performed as competently as our public colleges and universities. No industry
         grew as quickly, gained as much prestige, or played as an important a role in social
         and economic policy. Our schools assured a steady supply of educated Americans, provided
         the human capital necessary for a productive workforce, and contributed to the tremendous
         material prosperity that can result from a civil society of law and order—all of which
         are predicated on the widespread perception that our economic arrangements are fair.
         Higher education was also able to avoid accusations of perpetuating wealth inequalities
         in a way that primary and secondary schools did not. Because property taxes provide
         the bulk of the financing for grades K–12, wealthier areas have better-funded schools
         and tend to offer a higher-quality education.[29]  Parents who have the means move to wealthier areas with better schools, and their
         children have access to better teachers, resources, and social networks. The intractable
         dynamics of power and privilege are unmistakable in this context. 
      

      
      The American Dream depends upon all children having an opportunity to acquire the
         knowledge and skills to succeed on their own merit; at the same time, parents cannot
         be faulted for wanting to give their children all the advantages they can. For all
         the promises of access to equal opportunity in education, the children of the rich—through
         no fault of their own—receive social and material advantages from kindergarten on,
         while the children of the poor are more likely to see their disadvantages exacerbated
         in lower-quality schools. When this occurs, K–12 education represents a glaring contradiction
         to the promise of the American Dream: Race and class differences reflected in residential
         segregation produce vast disparities in knowledge and skills, and children who did
         nothing more than choose their parents wisely receive unearned advantages that follow
         them the rest of their lives. In this arrangement, education serves not as a conduit
         for equal opportunities but as the primary mechanism for the perpetuation of systemic
         poverty, inequality, and injustice. Because we fail to provide all of our children
         with a solid K–12 education, it should not be surprising that almost every country
         with an advanced economy has equaled or surpassed the United States in primary and
         secondary education.[30]  
      

      
      This was not true of our colleges and universities. In what became a highly competitive
         global field, higher education in the United States dominated the rest of the world.
         Eight of the top ten universities in the world are in the United States, as are seventeen
         of the top twenty and thirty-seven of the top fifty.[31] In no other category, with the exception of our military, was America’s advantage
         so overwhelming. America became by far the most attractive destination for students,
         taking 30 percent of the total number of students globally. As Jon Meacham wrote,
         “Polls suggest that most students are happy with their college experiences (if not
         their debt loads), elite institutions are thriving, U.S. research universities are
         the envy of the world, and a college degree remains the nation’s central cultural
         and economic credential.”[32] In the second half of the twentieth century, higher education became the primary
         mechanism for economic mobility and a defining feature of American meritocratic democracy,
         and what unfolded over that period was the greatest standard of living upgrade in
         American history. The portion of Americans living below the poverty line was cut in
         half, in no small part due to the federal government’s promotion of higher education.
         By establishing the government’s responsibility to finance this educational surge
         and increase accessibility for all, the United States amassed the human capital that
         allowed it to become the world’s leading industrial, technological, and military power.[33] Without government support, the students who need education the most—and the ones
         most likely to be suspicious of economic arrangements—are discouraged from staying
         in school and going to college in the first place. This limits their income potential—and
         their taxable income—for the rest of their lives.[34] With government support, higher education was shown to be a more effective policy
         response to increasing the individual human capital of disadvantaged groups of people
         than job training programs.[35] As a result, the American education system provided more schooling for more people
         for longer periods of time than any other country—most notably, millions of immigrants
         and their families, and the poor and working class.[36] No other social program could claim that accessibility and democratic potential.
      

      
      It is not surprising that public opinion polls have consistently acknowledged the
         social value provided by robust state support for higher education. Americans prefer
         active state involvement in education because the free market alone cannot ensure
         that playing field is level, and without that, a fundamental piece of support for
         the perception of economic justice is missing. The majority of Americans are not comfortable
         with the free market determining which schools thrive and which schools die.[37] We do not want our schools to be run like Lehman Brothers. In a 2011 poll, 75 percent
         of Americans viewed graduating from college as “[d]efinitely part of the American
         Dream.”[38] As of 2012, 81 percent of Americans—including a majority of both Republicans and
         Democrats—agreed with the statement: “Our government needs to invest more in America’s
         higher education system.”[39]  As the knowledge economy has replaced the manufacturing economy, quality education
         has become more important than ever. We expect our colleges and universities to nurture
         creative and critical thinking skills that allow American students to create future
         industries, companies, and jobs that do not yet exist, and ensure the country maintains
         its economic dominance and the best of its democratic system of governance.
      

      
      Higher education has historically received enthusiastic support from public officials
         across the political spectrum. Strong public colleges and universities were understood
         to improve the civic, social, and economic lives of not only the students who attended
         and the faculty and staff who worked there, but the entire community.[40] Institutions of advanced learning spurred economic growth, technological advancement,
         and civic participation. Bipartisan political support for higher education reached
         its apex during these middle decades of the twentieth century, when federal, state,
         and local governments provided colleges and universities with increased support and
         the additional responsibility of improving the economic opportunities and civic participation
         of all Americans—including the least well-off.[41] During this golden age of higher education, public colleges and universities sought
         to balance their economic and civic responsibilities: First, increased opportunities
         for individuals to gain an education were designed to allow for social mobility so
         that all Americans had the chance to attain better jobs and earn incomes that were
         beyond the reach of their parents; second, the presence of strong public colleges
         and universities promoted the widespread belief that America’s unique economic system
         was fair.
      

      
      No other social program has ever so completely met its responsibilities: The number
         of students who attended college grew and graduation rates rose. The economic benefits
         of a college degree were undeniable. As of 2011, a male with a college degree earned
         about 45 percent more than one with only a high-school diploma.[42] Today, a four-year college degree pays an average return of 15.2 percent annually—a
         much higher rate than average returns in the stock market, corporate bonds, or housing.[43] In addition, higher education—more than any other life experience—explains individual
         civic participation, making education crucial to the health of our democracy.
      

      
      Support for higher education aligned with the economic climate of the latter half
         of twentieth century. Postwar growth meant the funding was available. The end of World
         War II not only allowed policy makers to focus attention on domestic affairs, but
         also provided a massive economic boom that allowed the United States to assume a dominant
         economic position throughout the middle of the twentieth century. One of LBJ’s rationales
         for increased investment in education was simple: We could afford it.[44]  Continued technological advancements also demanded a workforce with new skills and
         training in which apprenticeships, vocational schools, and job training programs were
         a weak substitute for the advanced education found in colleges and universities.[45] But pouring federal resources into education—including increasing federal aid to
         individual students in the form of grants or loans, building new branches of state
         universities and expanding existing ones, and hiring more faculty—also fit with evolving
         political exigencies. Support for education allowed the development of a distinct
         American identity that put distance between the more collectivistic agenda of many
         European countries.[46] Education also allayed fears of the government-sponsored cycles of dependency that
         seemed to be lurking in the shadows of the public’s imagination. Education fulfilled
         the “no doles” requirement in a way that structural interventions, such as formal
         wealth redistribution, could not.[47] Finally, education functioned as an appropriate political response to the widespread
         agitation over issues of social justice, equality, and economic opportunity that came
         to a head in the 1960s.
      

      
      The civil rights movement, major outbreaks of violence in urban areas, and the rediscovery
         of the structural causes of poverty prompted the federal government to focus attention
         on expanding economic opportunity, ending racial discrimination, alleviating poverty,
         and creating jobs for historically oppressed persons.[48] Policy makers in the Kennedy and Johnson administrations promoted education as a
         response to the challenge of improving skills and employment among the economically
         marginalized.[49] Higher education was thought to be uniquely equipped to redress the inequalities
         of race and class that historically prevented the human capital of all Americans from
         being fully developed. Support for education became an attractive way to meet these
         political expectations without antagonizing business by interfering with the labor
         markets, upsetting the rich with a more progressive tax code, or alienating middle-
         and working-class voters by transferring wealth to the historically oppressed.[50]  Taken together, support for higher education aligned with the political demands
         of the emerging American Dream. 
      

      
      As long as all Americans had equal access to high-quality higher education, robust
         social programs were not as necessary. Purportedly, the best thing the government
         could do in other sectors was get out of the way and let education fulfill the expectation
         that our economic arrangements were fair. And that is what happened. Starting in the
         late 1970s, we embarked on a significant disinvestment in public spending on structural
         support mechanisms. Legislation began to leave the labor market alone, allowing union
         membership to decline from 40 percent to 7 percent in the private sector.[51] A progressive tax policy fell out of favor, allowing the top marginal tax rate to
         drop.[52] Declining political appetites for public investment in infrastructure prompted a
         decline in funding from 12 percent to 3 percent of GDP.[53] Wealth redistribution mechanisms were thought to unnecessarily gum up the efficiency
         of the free market. Instead, the American public replaced active government interventions—and
         still maintained the promises of the American Dream—for accessible, high-quality colleges
         and universities.
      

      
      Given all this, it is understandable that education was one of the few social institutions
         Americans supported with more resources than their counterparts in other developed
         countries.[54]  In choosing to spend so much on education, American policy makers throughout the
         1970s and 1980s were acting in accordance with the will of the people. While the American
         Dream limited enthusiasm for widespread distribution of wealth or policies that aimed
         to ensure equal outcomes, Americans have consistently supported the idea that everyone,
         regardless of their social group, should have an equal chance to succeed.[55] Education provided that chance.
      

      
      As the American Dream began to function as a powerful rhetorical reservoir, increased
         support for higher education allowed the United States to exchange more collectivistic
         welfare policies for the free-market, small-government demands of neoliberalism. Even
         when accounting for student debt, college graduates still earn more than their parents
         did.[56] And because this educational compact functioned so effectively during this period
         of broad economic growth, the government was able to pour resources into colleges
         and universities and cut back funding elsewhere. Concomitantly, as neoliberalism grew
         in the 1970s and 1980s from its marginalized intellectual position into a dominant
         political and economic philosophy, a political climate emerged that was characterized
         by downsizing, privatizing, and deregulating.[57]  
      

      
      Education and the Emergence of Neoliberalism

      
      Consider several distinct features of our political and economic arrangements that
         align with the emergence of an individualistic version of the American Dream. First,
         public opinion polls began to show that Americans placed more emphasis on individual
         responsibility than did citizens of any other developed nation.[58] There was no comparable “European Dream,” in large part because European explanations
         for economic arrangements downplay individual responsibility in favor of structural
         dislocations. But Americans were more likely to reject structural explanations for
         economic arrangements by denying that segregation, discrimination, and lack of economic
         opportunity could impact one’s access to economic opportunity. We kept faith in our
         democracy—and, more specifically, in our economic distribution system—because education
         ensured that our arrangements were fair. By focusing on personal autonomy and individual
         effort, the American Dream’s commonsense thought patterns reinforced the idea that
         social problems are challenges for individuals to overcome.
      

      
      This deep confidence in the American Dream’s centrality of individual control—in part
         propped up by religious and education discourse—helped to usher in a neoliberal economic
         and political climate focused on liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and
         skills within an institutional framework characterized by privatized public enterprises,
         reduced taxes, lean production, and freeing the markets from regulation.[59] For example, Ronald Reagan leveraged the American Dream to prioritize the individual
         and disavow structural explanations. Reagan’s famous quote, “Government is not a solution
         to our problem; government is the problem.” foreshadowed the political repercussions
         of the arrival of the American Dream. Reagan’s presidency cemented the fashionable
         exaltation of greed, limited government, and market solutions to every problem.[60]  The result was a more regressive tax structure as the proportion of income taxes
         paid by the wealthy declined and the burden was dispersed through a number of other
         vehicles benefiting the rich while the poor and middle class fell behind. Throughout
         the 1950s and 1960s, the top income tax bracket stood at more than 90 percent; it
         was 70 percent when Reagan took over in 1980s, and he eventually pushed it down to
         28 percent. The spectacular decrease in the progressivity of the income tax since
         Reagan’s presidency explains much of the increase in the very highest earned incomes.[61] 
      

      
      Reagan’s presidency reflected the oscillating relationship between the American Dream
         and the eventual rise of neoliberalism. Broadly defined, neoliberalism is an economic,
         social, and political strand of capitalism characterized by the privatization of the
         public sphere, deregulation of the corporate sector, and lower corporate taxation
         offset by cuts to public spending.[62] When put into practice, neoliberalism is characterized by off-loading, offshoring,
         free markets, and flexible labor; it assumes our well-being is best advanced by liberating
         individual talents and skills within an institutional framework characterized by lean
         production, a favorable business climate, and freedom from government interference.[63] 
      

      
      Neoliberalism has had an enormous influence on both the Republican and Democratic
         parties by establishing the largely unnoticed parameters upon which political decisions
         can be made. Benjamin Kunkel compared neoliberalism’s unnoticed parameters to a dog
         unaware of its name, and thus unable to turn its head when called to account for its
         behavior.[64] The influence of the connection between the American Dream and neoliberalism is evident
         by comparing how differently Americans and Canadians view government’s role in ensuring
         economic justice. In 2010, a Pew survey asked Canadians what they understood a successful
         life to be, essentially asking participants to articulate the dimensions of what might
         be thought of as the “Canadian Dream.” Their responses were similar to the way Americans
         define the American Dream. Miles Corak, professor of economics at the University of
         Ottawa, reported that the citizens of both countries value the ideal of equality of
         opportunity, and define it—almost to the same degree—in terms of individual freedoms.
         Both Canadians and Americans also recognize the difference between equal individual
         opportunity and equal outcomes. But citizens of the two countries diverge when it
         comes to the role they believe government should play to ensure that equal opportunity.
         Americans, Corak found, were more inclined than Canadians to view government as doing
         more harm than good in their pursuit of a successful life. The shift from structural
         to individual explanations seems evident here: Today, Americans have less confidence
         than residents of most other developed nations that their federal, state, and local
         governments could implement and manage effective policy changes.[65] 
      

      
      Ronald Reagan did not do this alone. Socially, neoliberalism emerged in response to
         the American public’s worry about the country’s decline relative to Europe and Japan,
         which were still in phases of rapid growth as they both crawled out of the hole caused
         by World War II. Intellectually, neoliberalism drew strength from the simple but powerful
         political messaging of Milton Friedman and other University of Chicago economists,
         who provided the academic language that promoted suspicion of the ever-expanding state
         and created the intellectual climate in which Reagan’s arrival became possible.[66] And politically, Reagan represented a shift in the political framing of poverty also
         evident in Teng Hsiao-P’ing’s influence in China in the 1970s; Margaret Thatcher’s
         election in 1979 in Great Britain; the political policies continued by Tony Blair,
         Bill Clinton, Boris Yeltsin, and Li Peng in the 1990s; and the formidable rise of
         a global neoliberalism disarticulated from centralized government. The growth of capital’s
         share of resources accelerated with this shift and marked the beginning of a conservative
         revolution, financial globalization, and deregulation.[67] Since then, neoliberal policies working in relation with the American Dream continue
         to influence the discursive production of economic stratification. In the 1990s, Bill
         Clinton campaigned on ending “welfare as we know it” by tapping into the frustrations
         of middle-class voters who felt their tax dollars were subsidizing the activities
         of people unlike themselves who were unwilling or unable to participate fully in society.[68] His 1996 sweeping welfare reform act—notably called the Personal Responsibility and
         Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act—passed with overwhelming bipartisan support, in
         large part because the idea that poverty was an individual behavioral problem was
         so strongly supported.
      

      
      The American Dream trained the public in how to make sense of economic arrangements.[69] For the poor, the image of the Welfare Queen or the meth-cooking boyfriend functions
         to physically, culturally, and symbolically make individuals more disposable if they
         do not conform to the larger economic and political expectations of their milieu.
         Examination of these symbols allows for a richer understanding of neoliberalism’s
         arrival and the ubiquity of a political economy of fear, cynicism, and insecurity.
         The creeping reinvention of all forms of collective life in accordance with neoliberalism
         is cloaked in symbolic representations that resonate with existing public vocabularies
         and shared social orientations. The American Dream fit these orientations, and by
         connecting the two, we learn valuable rhetorical lessons about why some people are
         rich, why others are poor, and what we should do about it.
      

      
      The American Dream functioned ideologically by organizing attitudes, creating vocabularies,
         and channeling choices into natural, commonsense techniques of ordering social existence.
         Like most ideologies, the historicity, authenticity, and factuality of the American
         Dream remained nebulous even as it exerted tremendous influence on the logics of everyday
         social, economic, and political life. The American Dream functioned rhetorically by
         giving us the language to help narrow choices among specifiable policy options related
         to economic arrangements and resource allocation. The American Dream created a vocabulary
         that cohered around references to bootstraps, log cabins, and the iconic and widely
         circulated American success stories. The American public noticed and responded. New
         understandings were produced, new activities constituted, and new stories created
         that allowed us to make decisions about material distribution. The American Dream
         employed myth to create vocabularies and organize complex social situations into ordered
         and coherent categories; it used those vocabularies to symbolically influence political
         decisions about resource distribution; it provided the organizing structure for how
         we navigate social, economic, and political complexities; and ultimately, it shaped
         what can be said and known about our social situation in ways we are not always consciously
         aware of.[70] 
      

      
      More specific to my purpose in this book, the American Dream was ideologically potent
         because it offered a full-throated and widely accepted explanation for economic stratification.
         Although it was not monolithic, when the clutter is removed, it is clear that the
         core of the American Dream was the promise of equal access to economic opportunity
         for all Americans. The American Dream taught us that as long as we were willing to
         work hard and play by the rules, our lot would improve over time. Equal access to
         opportunity built into the American economic system would eventually ensure that our
         material standing would be determined by individual effort and talent, not external
         circumstances like birth origins or skin color. The American Dream was within reach
         for all those who aspired to it and were willing to put in the hours. But it did not
         promise equality. Not everyone would attain economic rewards, nor should they, according
         to the American Dream. Some people were smarter, stronger, and more sedulous than
         others. Inequality may result, but it was accepted as long as a class system did not
         hinder upward mobility. For the rich, who occupy an elevated position on the economic
         stratification ladder, the American Dream granted them moral blessing for their standing.
         And for the poor, the American Dream encouraged patience, hope, and optimism in the
         face of temporary indignities. You may not start out rich, but if you kept your head
         down, worked hard, punched the time clock, and didn’t go on strike or steal office
         supplies, you would be rewarded.
      

      
      However, we know empirically that a complex confluence of individual and structural
         factors determines whether you end up rich or poor. From an endogenous perspective,
         if you stay in school, work hard, and avoid having a child out of wedlock, your chances
         of upward mobility increase greatly.[71] But we also know that material standing is a contingently embedded process of social
         engagement in which wealth is negotiated within a series of exogenous and collective
         constraints.[72]  Material standing is not something one possesses beyond social relations, institutions,
         and histories. The American Dream simplifies that complexity. It forecloses any language
         that tries to account for the fact that much of what the wealthy enjoy they do not
         deserve, that they are reaping the benefits of the free gifts of many generations
         of historical contributions from those who came before—very little of which they earned.[73] Yes, there are a few really wealthy people who feed their poodles caviar, and yes,
         they are amassing wealth and power at rapidly increasing rates, but the barriers to
         entry are not that high, and you too can join them if you work hard enough, if you
         have enough faith, and if you stay in school. Because everyone has equal access, there
         are plenty of examples of people transcending their birth origins, pulling themselves
         up by their bootstraps, and fulfilling the promise of the American Dream.[74] 
      

      
      Religious and education discourse reflect just two of the many scaffolds propping
         up the American Dream. But the continued affirmation of this individualistic explanation
         requires the constant circulation of examples: the skinny kid with the funny name
         who becomes president, the mail clerk who ends up CEO, the college dropout who becomes
         a tech billionaire, the child of immigrants who becomes a senator. Each of these stories
         becomes an affirmation of individual initiative and personal autonomy, testimony of
         equal access to economic opportunity. Once these stories become “normal” and create
         and disseminate expectations of how things should be, the burden of proof is shifted
         onto the representations that depart from expectations: on the story of the immigrant
         who did not become a senator or the college dropout who could not find a job.[75] For perspective, consider these failed versions of the American Dream: an individual
         who cannot get promoted out of a minimum-wage job or a high-school dropout who cannot
         own a home or find a husband. The American Dream helps us make sense of that person’s
         economic situation by narrowing our sense-making options: Either that individual does
         not have the work ethic, character, or morality to fulfill the promise of the American
         Dream, or the promise of the American Dream is nothing more than a ruse. As long as
         there are enough affirmations of the former circulating in public discourse, the latter
         will be contained. The thought structure that creates the perception of fair economic
         arrangements remains intact. Contradictions—like the diligent and committed employee
         who is nontheless laid off—can be hidden away; alternative explanations—such as racial
         discrimination or terrible elementary schools—can be foreclosed and kept out of view.
      

      
      But what if those success stories started to disappear? What happens if this individualistic
         version of the American Dream fades out of our day-to-day reality? How then would
         we explain economic stratification? What would emerge to ensure trust in our economic
         arrangements?
      

      
      Consider Ernest Bormann’s work on the role of fantasy and the formation of identity
         as a way to explore these questions. Bormann showed how groups share fantasies about
         the boundaries of a movement to construct an identity, identify insiders and outsiders,
         and divide sympathetic people from the unsympathetic.[76] Fantasy functions rhetorically by aiding in the group’s self-awareness and constructing
         a coherent consciousness. The social and symbolic construction of the boundaries produced
         by a group’s collective fantasies serves as guidelines for admittance to and rejection
         from the group. Accordingly, it is through language that the American Dream constructs
         a self-identity, teaches Americans how to relate to one another, constructs social
         hierarchies, and manages conflict and changing circumstances.[77] As Bormann argued, a set of important questions is then presented to the rhetorical
         critic: What describes how participants in the fantasy celebrate themselves and their
         group? What values are embedded and implied in a particular fantasy? What social reality
         is contained in the shared consciousness of the group?
      

      
      I hoped to show in this chapter how the American Dream shaped policy in ways that
         align with wider neoliberal political and economic formations by drawing rhetorical
         justification from the idea that upward mobility is available to anyone who wants
         it. If poverty is a mark of individual failure—an indication of one’s inability to
         take advantage of the opportunities provided by the country—those people do not deserve
         our collective sympathy and support. Consequently, the American Dream promotes a message
         that shows less interest in battling the ills of society at large. The American Dream’s
         main way of helping the poor is encouraging people not to be one of them.[78] 
      

      
      Consequently, during the last third of the twentieth century, an economic ethic developed
         that lacked a sense of social responsibility, collective support, and the secure working-class
         social base that characterized the New Deal and Great Society programs. Overconfidence
         in individual effort blinded many Americans to the fact that the nation’s postwar
         growth was not as much a product of American individual work ethic or discipline as
         it was that our major national competitors were left in ruins. Eventually, European
         and Asian economies rebounded from the shock of World War II to become serious economic
         threats. When they did, the darker underside of overconfidence in the centrality of
         human control became clear. American companies began to locate cheap labor abroad
         outsourcing and offshoring productive capacity; a large part of the work force was
         fragmented and sorted into a contingent labor market; the price of food and necessities
         rose more quickly than wages did, while at the same time the welfare state shrank—and
         with it, the middle class.[79] Secure jobs with benefits disappeared as corporations cut labor costs by turning
         to temporary and part-time workers. From the late 1970s through the Great Recession,
         middle- and working-class lives became more vulnerable to hazard than they had been
         for decades. An injury on the job, an unexpected layoff, a catastrophic illness all
         loomed as larger threats. The darker but inevitable corollary produced by an emphasis
         on the centrality of individual control became clear: An increasing number of Americans
         were left without social support and faced the stigma of personal failure.
      

      
      Following Bormann, without the material foundation of upward economic mobility, the
         American Dream began to function more like a fantasy than an accurate description
         of American exceptionalism. Put another way, it began to look more like a patriotic
         lottery ticket that never paid off. The bridge between dream and reality became harder
         to cross. And in turn, the American Dream became more about looking forward and less
         about the actual material conditions of the individual. It was the pursuit of material prosperity, the process through which an American articulates her fantasy,
         with the promise of material rewards to come. The points of correspondence became
         less about metaphysical acts; rather, it functioned constitutively to carve out an
         audience in the utterance of the dream. This language was supposed to allow Americans
         a degree of dominion, not over metaphysical conditions but instead over social affiliations.
      

      
      The problem is that fantasy is not synonymous with optimism. As Martin Seligman showed,
         optimism is based on beliefs or expectations about the future that come from past
         experiences.[80]   As I will show in more detail in the next chapter, the American Dream could no
         longer leverage these experiences for many Americans. The fantasy of the American
         Dream is described more accurately as an irrational, dreamy anticipation of a future
         that bears no resemblance to the challenges of past experience. A set of interesting
         questions related to the implications of the American Dream emerges: What describes
         the impact of fantasizing about wealth and prosperity? Does expecting material wealth
         inhibit one’s ability to actually achieve an improved material reality?
      

      
      Based on two decades of research replicated across a variety of participants, contexts,
         and methods, it is clear that the type of fantasy encouraged by the American Dream
         does not help it come to fruition. In fact, it may do the opposite. For example, people
         who fantasized about losing weight became less energized to behave in ways that would
         help them lose weight.[81]   People who fantasized about getting their dream job sent out fewer applications,
         received fewer job offers, and ultimately reported earning less money.[82]   Dreaming of a reality that has no grounding in previous experience decreases the
         energy required to actually take the difficult steps to accomplish it. As Gabriele
         Oettingen argued in Rethinking Positive Thinking this type of fantasy undercuts one’s ability to achieve her goals by putting her
         in a temporary state of bliss and calmness. Understandably, for many this is part
         of the appeal of the American Dream. Those who lack control over their lives endure
         by imagining idealized alternative realities. As Oettingen argues, these dreams are
         often exaggerated and unrealistic, but they are nonetheless sustaining. Prosperity
         theology ministers demonstrate this. Dreaming about a positive future protects against
         depression in the short term by offering dreamers a hit of pleasure. Unfortunately,
         that pleasure quickly wears off, resulting in predicted levels of increased depression.
      

      
      Oettingen’s research makes an important contribution to the impact of the American
         Dream on individuals, and, indirectly, to the questions of ideology and rhetoric explored
         here. This type of fantasizing is satisfying, but it does not help fulfill the needs
         that require significant energy, commitment, and effort. There is something about
         positive fantasies that hinders us from managing hard work while we focus our efforts
         only on accomplishing easy tasks.[83]  The American Dream can make us less sympathetic to those in similar situations,
         and it can also make us more lethargic and less willing to take the necessary collective
         steps to actually do something that might bring about the material conditions described
         so vividly in American Dream discourse. One might wonder how long this cultural fiction
         can be maintained.
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      Chapter 5

      The Great Recession and the 
Collapse of the American Dream
      

      
         
         
      

      
      Beginning in the late 1970s, the shared economic gains made during the post–World
         War II expansion came to an abrupt halt. Globalization prompted major changes in labor
         relations; the economy shifted away from manufacturing and toward service work; corporate
         downsizing emerged as a common reorganization strategy resulting in the marginalization
         and disempowerment of millions of middle- and working-class employees; oil prices
         quadrupled; a flood of new workers entered the labor force for the first time; and
         high military spending during the Vietnam War all added up to an era of stagflation,
         declining real wages, soaring inflation, increased unemployment, and the beginning
         of a trend toward massive income inequality not seen since the Gilded Age.[1] 
      

      
      The American Dream’s promise of upward mobility for the deserving became harder to
         believe. For many Americans, the three decades leading up to the Great Recession could
         be described essentially as a time of going nowhere. Ordinary Americans were cut out
         of their share of the nation’s economic gains.[2] While corporate profits as a share of national income rose to their highest level
         in seventy years, the share of national income going to employee salaries and wages
         sunk to its lowest level since 1929.[3] Real wages and income growth flattened out for the middle class and declined for the poor. As Mark Blythe showed in his book Austerity: A Very Dangerous Idea, the 1 percent in the United States now has a quarter of the nation’s income, while
         the bottom 40 percent have not had a wage increase since 1979.[4] 
      

      
      The Great Recession made more salient a longer-term process of stagnant rates of intergenerational
         economic mobility in the United States. Standards of living and the major variables
         affecting financial security show a marked decline in the possibility of improving
         one’s economic status in relation to previous generations.[5] Although scholars trace this development back to the 1970s, when post–World War II
         shared prosperity ended and an age of separation began, the Great Recession forced
         the public to reconcile the idea of an American Dream with the reality of scant intergenerational
         mobility. The United States now has the second lowest level of intergenerational economic
         mobility among industrialized nations. As I suggested earlier, an American child born
         poor is more likely to remain poor than a poor child born in France, Germany, Sweden,
         Denmark, Spain, Canada, or Australia.[6] The American Dream celebrates optimism, hope, and patience exemplified in the rugged
         individual and self-made fortune, but Americans are often reluctant to admit that
         prosperity is more a result of birth and privilege than hard work and pluck.[7] We resemble feudal Europe and the Indian caste system more than we realize. Except
         for extremely rare circumstances, people do not climb up the economic stratification
         ladder, especially from one generation to the next.[8] The people enjoying the spoils of the American Dream most likely got there because
         they were smart enough to choose ancestors who immigrated here a long time ago. American
         Dream success stories—as ubiquitous as they are in public discourse—are not nearly
         as common as the exact opposite: Capitalist stratification at the top comes through
         birth position, sheltered trust funds, and the intergenerational transmission of wealth. 

      
      The Great Recession brought this economic and human tragedy into sharp relief. The
         economic plotlines of this story are clear: Once-venerable companies went bankrupt,
         millions of Americans lost their jobs, the stock market tanked, and trillions of dollars
         of wealth disappeared. Median family income, adjusted for inflation, fell about 10
         percent during and after the recession.[9] Between 2007 and 2013, a time during which the economy should have added 3.1 million
         jobs, 8.8 million were lost; total employment fell for twenty-five consecutive months.
         By the first quarter of 2009, job losses reached 780,000 per month. Ultimately, the
         U.S. economy experienced a cumulative jobs deficit of around twelve million—nearly
         the population of the state of Pennsylvania—between 2008 and 2012.[10] It is not being overly dramatic to point to these data as evidence that the Great
         Recession was the worst economic crisis since the 1930s. The middle and working classes
         were hit the hardest. Most of the jobs lost were concentrated in middle- and low-skilled
         jobs: white-collar sales, retail, and office administration, and blue-collar production,
         craft, and repair jobs. Concurrent with job losses, the bursting of the housing bubble
         represented a monumental transfer of the absolute core of middle-class wealth from
         homeowners to banks: Roughly $6 trillion of middle- and working-class wealth was lost.[11] 
      

      
      These data should not obscure the human tragedy of the Great Recession. Millions of
         families were thrown into privation and despair in ways we will not be able to fully
         measure for years. Long spells of joblessness, for example, are devastating: When
         workers eventually do find new jobs, they are typically at much lower wages, and students
         graduating into a high-unemployment economy are burdened by a wage disadvantage that
         last decades.
      

      
      The impact of the Great Recession was much different for the rich. After absorbing
         most of the initial losses when the stock market crashed, the wealthy were able to
         both insulate themselves from the worst of the Great Recession and enjoy almost all
         of the gains from the recovery. Since the recession officially ended in June 2009,
         the top 1 percent has captured 95 percent of income gains.[12] Employment for highly skilled, high-wage workers has grown substantially. Thomas
         Piketty noted that many of the top 1 percent now have the power to set their own compensation
         rates. Top executives set these rates without limit and without any clear relation
         to any marker of productivity, which in most cases is difficult to even estimate in
         larger organizations.[13] The wealthy also perversely benefited from the collapse of the housing market. Half
         of all homes that went into foreclosure during the Great Recession were in the lowest
         price tier when they were eventually repurchased. Most of these were located in middle-
         and lower-income areas. When home prices plummeted and foreclosures mounted, wealthy
         investors bought up homes at bargain prices. For example, Blackstone, a private-equity
         giant, bought almost thirty thousand homes around the country. And as the housing
         market is rebounding, these investors are cashing in. Catherine Rampell noted that
         banks sold nearly 1.5 million of the 2 million homes that were foreclosed on in between
         2008 and 2013.[14] These resales are hugely profitable. The housing boom-bust-and-flip phenomenon is
         just one of the obvious ways the Great Recession allowed the wealthy to reap enormous
         profits while millions of middle- and working-class Americans suffered.
      

      
      In hindsight, the Great Recession turned out to be a godsend for the wealthy. Although
         the top decile of the population has been accumulating disproportionate wealth since
         the 1970s, the Great Recession accelerated its rate. Between 2009 and 2011, the top
         1 percent of incomes grew by 11.2 percent, while the bottom 99 percent shrunk by 0.4
         percent.[15] Thus the top 1 percent captured 121 percent of the income gains in the first two
         years of the recovery. During that same time, the mean net worth of households in
         the upper 7 percent of wealth distribution rose by an estimated 28 percent, while
         the mean net worth of households in the lower 93 percent dropped by 4 percent.[16] The US Census Bureau found that the top 5 percent of earners—households making more
         than about $191,000 a year—quickly recovered their losses and earned about as much
         in 2012 as they did before the recession. But those in the bottom 80 percent of earners
         are generally making considerably less than they did before the recession, hit by
         high rates of unemployment and nonexistent wage growth. Since the economic collapse
         of 2008, a broad cross section of Americans have had their living standards stagnate
         and fall while the wealthy have remained protected, and ultimately used the economic
         turmoil to acquire greater incomes by way of record setting corporate profits.[17] Measured by real output, corporate profits, and the stock market, the US economy
         has made a complete recovery from the economic crisis of 2007–2008.[18] American companies are more profitable than ever. The Bureau of Economic Analysis
         found that in 2012 corporate profits after taxes amounted to a record 9.7 percent
         of GDP.
      

      
      Not only are the wealthy reaping enormous gains as the recovery slowly drags on, but
         their existing wealth is worth much more. Thomas Piketty showed why existing wealth
         is more valuable in growing economies: As returns on existing capital exceed the growth
         rate of the economy it follows that existing wealth, either inherited or accumulated
         through rent, will grow faster than output and income. In our present economic conditions,
         it is almost inevitable that wealth from capital will dominate wealth from labor by
         a wide margin. Concentrations of capital will grow faster than the economy, reaching
         extremely high levels that raise serious concerns about the American Dream’s individualistic
         explanation for economic stratification.[19] 
      

      
      A distinctive feature of the post–Great Recession economy is that growing corporate
         profits are not going to workers. In the three years from 2005 to 2007, the share
         of GDP going to corporate profits was 1.5 percentage points lower than it was during
         the years 2010 to 2012. Personal wage and salary income going to workers was 1.1 percentage
         points higher in 2007 than 2012.[20] In 2015, more than six years after the Great Recession officially ended, US census
         data finally began to show some of these gains trickling down.[21] American family incomes have begun to rise, poverty rates are declining, and wages
         are increasing thanks to increased pressure on the labor markets.[22] However, these economic improvements have done little to mediate the American Dream’s
         inability to explain its most pressing thorn: massive economic stratification combined
         with stagnant upward mobility. The prosperity of the Obama years has produced an economic
         arrangement in which our nation’s rich are richer than in almost any other country,
         but our middle class is still shrinking and our poor are poorer than in almost any
         other developed nation.[23] 
      

      
      One consequence of the concentration of wealth is the disappearance of the American
         middle class—a population that for decades functioned as a potent example of the American
         Dream at work. Raj Chetty, in a data set titled The Fading American Dream, has shown how the United States now has the smallest middle class in the industrialized
         world. Just 70 percent of non-elderly American households have incomes that sit between
         twice and one-half the income of a typical American household. Norway boasts an 87
         percent middle-class population rate.[24] The shrinking middle class is related to declining opportunities for economic mobility.
         Chetty also showed that the declining percentage of Americans who earn more money
         than their parents earned at the same age is creating a population that has serious
         doubts about the optimistic tenets of the American Dream. Chetty found that more than
         90 percent of those born in 1940 ended up with higher household earnings at age thirty
         than their parents had at the same age. But given the economic forces detailed here—including
         globalization, changing technology, and neoliberal government policies—those born
         in 1980 have only a 50 percent chance of earning as much money as their parents. More
         specifically, David Leonhardt noted that in the midwestern industrial states—such
         as Michigan, Ohio, and Wisconsin—that were crucial to Donald Trump’s 2016 victory,
         that percentage is even lower than the national average.[25] According to Leonhardt, previous generations of Americans were practically guaranteed
         upward mobility, regardless of whether they went to college, got divorced, or were
         laid off, in large part because the share of rapid economic growth was more evenly
         distributed across socioeconomic lines.[26]  But that is not true anymore. Economist Phillip Longman showed how Millennials are
         likely to be the first generation in American history to experience the kind of lifetime
         downward mobility “in which at every stage of adult life, they have less income and
         less net wealth than people their age ten years before.”[27] 
      

      
      These data reflect a psychic blow that is hard to quantify. Well-being is relative.
         Economic standing in relation to one’s parents is a particularly apt mode of comparison.[28] Leonhardt also noted that the American economy is far larger and much more productive
         than it ever has been, including a per capita GDP that is twice what it was in 1980;
         that alone should allow most Americans to rise above their parents’ economic standing,
         but they do not, in large part because the gains have been concentrated so much at
         the top. It makes sense that an increasing number of Americans are becoming so discouraged
         that they have stopped looking for work. Since the 1960s, the share of men ages twenty-five
         to fifty-four no longer in the workforce has tripled.[29] According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the percentage of working-age Americans
         holding a job has not improved since the lowest points of the Great Recession.[30] These economic data impact larger metrics of well-being. Countless other statistics
         related to life expectancy, infant mortality, incarceration, and educational attainment
         cohere to paint a dark picture of the American Dream.[31] With declining chances of upward mobility, forty-three million Americans stuck in
         poverty (including fourteen million children), and the lowest labor participation
         rate in decades, can the American Dream survive?
      

      
      Confounding the continued viability of the American Dream is the fact that the two
         ladders that encouraged economic mobility in the first place—higher education and
         organized labor—have been removed. Cuts to funding for education in recent years have
         driven per-student spending to historic lows.[32] According to the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, states spent $2,353, or
         28 percent less per student, on higher education nationwide in the 2013 fiscal year
         than they did in 2008, when the recession hit. Every state except North Dakota and
         Wyoming spent less per student on higher education than they did prior to the recession.
         In many states the cuts between 2008 and 2013 were remarkably deep. Eleven states
         cut funding by more than one-third per student; two states—Arizona and New Hampshire—cut
         their higher education spending per student in half. And this trend is not stopping:
         According to the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, state funding for education
         has declined by 18 percent per student since 2008.[33] 
      

      
      Over the longer term, tuition and fees have skyrocketed to make up for the gap. Since
         1980, tuition has risen at nearly five times the rate of the US Consumer Price Index.
         Between 1976–1977 and 2010–2011, the average total cost in constant US dollars of
         tuition, fees, and room and board at a four-year institution grew from $8,402 to $18,133.[34] The austerity measures implemented in the wake of the Great Recession forced tuition
         rates to increase even more: Since 2008, the sticker price has risen more than 50
         percent in seven different states.[35] Tuition has risen almost 1,200 percent in the last thirty-five years, and the sticker
         price for a four-year degree at many private colleges and out-of-state public universities
         exceeds $250,000. Even at state universities, the average four-year cost for residents
         is more than $80,000 for tuition, room and board, and expenses.[36] As support declined and tuition rose, loans became the dominant form of aid. In constant
         2005 dollars, the maximum Pell Grant aid in 1975–1976 was $5,064; it was only $4,050
         by 2005, a 20 percent decrease after accounting for inflation.[37] Most government support now comes in the form of cost deferment—loans—rather than
         grants.[38] Consequently, students owe more than $1 trillion—more than credit card or auto loan
         debt.
      

      
      Declining educational funding presents a potentially damaging counter-narrative to
         the promises of the American Dream. If our social contract recognizes the civic and
         economic value of strong educational institutions, how did this happen? Without strong
         schools, how are we to explain why some people are so rich and others are so poor?
         Removing education as a ladder of economic opportunity harms the perception that our
         economic arrangements are just. Stretching far beyond defunding welfare programs or
         the US Post Office, applying neoliberalism’s free-market principles to education funding
         has harmed poorer students and their families by burdening those who stayed the educational
         course with crippling levels of debt.[39] 
      

      
      These data represent the deliberate removal of one of the main ladders of the American
         Dream, posing an especially substantial challenge to low-income families—the type
         of people who require the most reassurance that the American Dream is still viable.[40] In effect, a political climate has emerged where legislators feel justified in transferring
         more of the financial burden of higher education from collectivistic forms of taxpayer
         support directly onto students and their families. Reneging on our educational compact
         represents a potentially damaging counterexample to the perception that our economic
         arrangements are fair. This is why so much is at stake in how we make sense of this
         paradox: financially, in the billions of dollars we spend on it; civically, in the
         training of the next generation of democratic citizens; and socially, in the stories
         we tell each other that encourage us to get up and go to school in the morning (rather
         than join a picket line or pick up a gun).
      

      
      The contours of the complex relationship between individual explanations for economic
         arrangements, our educational compact, and our present levels of inequality now come
         into clearer focus. With strong schools, everyone was supposed to have equal opportunity;
         in turn, other social welfare programs such as job training, intervention in the labor
         market, and the safety net were not needed. Support for education allowed for the
         rise of an individualistic set of economic arrangements, and consequently, the rise
         of the individualistic American Dream. We exchanged the social welfare policies common
         in all other advanced nations for education’s promise of individual opportunity for
         all. We then removed the mechanism that ensured that opportunity.
      

      
      Consider how our educational compact can sedate us to the effects of rising levels
         of inequality. We know that increased inequality in the United States is due in no
         small part to a failure to invest sufficiently in higher education. Too many Americans
         are failing to receive the necessary vocational training because families cannot afford
         the high cost of tuition. We also know how to reverse this trend: Invest heavily in
         education so that as many people as possible can attend college. As Thomas Piketty
         argued, the most effective way of increasing wages at the low-to-medium end of the
         scale (and decreasing the upper decile’s share of both wages and total income) would
         be invest more heavily in advanced educational opportunities and allow broader segments
         of the population to access strong public colleges and universities.[41] Not only can we point to Scandinavian countries as evidence—where wage inequality
         is more moderate because their educational system is relatively egalitarian and inclusive—but
         we can also point to our own country’s history through the second half of the twentieth
         century. Suzanne Mettler, in her book Degrees of Inequality, wrote:
      

      
      
         Not long ago, the United States led the world in promoting higher education for its
            citizens, spurring social mobility in the process. Many who grew up during the middle
            decades of the twentieth century became the first in their families to go to college.
            Many were assisted by generous G.I. Bill benefits or Pell grants, and all had access
            to public universities and colleges with affordable tuition. Their lives were often
            transformed as they gained jobs, income, and opportunities to participate in public
            life that had been beyond the reach of their parents.[42] 
         

         
      

      But now, not only does the United States suffer from massive inequality, but we are
         also suffering from dismal intergenerational mobility and limited opportunity for
         advancement. Our inability and unwillingness to fund higher education lends insight
         into the demise of opportunity and the emergence of a society with caste-like characteristics.
         Higher education now looks more like it did before World War II: an exclusive stepladder
         for the wealthy. Mettler showed how elite private universities and flagship public
         universities with strong national and international reputations are increasingly reserved
         for students from high income backgrounds. Degrees from elite institutions, not surprisingly,
         tend to yield the most impressive returns: Graduates from top universities and colleges
         earn 45 percent more than those who receive college degrees elsewhere.[43] 
      

      
      The American Dream has also declined because of a shift in power relationships between
         corporate power and organized labor. Historically, universal suffrage ensured that
         labor could use its overwhelming strength in numbers at the ballot box to construct
         formal political mechanisms that would correct imbalances like these. More specifically,
         organized labor has operated as an indispensable “scale balancer” for the modern industrial
         economy. Strong unions were vital for representing labor, maximizing the income of
         members, and ensuring the political and social value of labor. Not coincidently, the
         decline of the American Dream has been accompanied by dramatic declines in numbers
         and cultural force of organized labor.[44] At its height in 1979, union membership stood at twenty-one million people, or 21
         percent of the workforce. Membership stands at about 12 percent today, and when public-employee
         unions are excluded, membership drops to 7 percent. That means private-sector union
         membership today is about where it was, proportionately, when FDR was president.[45] Concentrations of wealth and dismal mobility have followed. One-third of income inequality
         among men is attributed to the decline of union membership. As Timothy Noah showed,
         if you draw one line on a graph illustrating union membership and then superimpose
         a second charting the decline in middle-class income share, the two will be identical.[46] 
      

      
      The decline of unions is just one vivid example of the massive social and economic
         shifts leading up to the Great Recession that continue to keep the scales of economic
         justice from being rebalanced. Political winds have shifted drastically since the
         age of shared prosperity in the middle of the twentieth century: Along with the decline
         in union membership, organized labor has few allies in the GOP, and support from Democrats
         is fading. Even the working class themselves are not sure organized labor is worth
         the effort and commitment, as evidenced by showdowns between unions and management
         at the Caterpillar plant in Joliet, Illinois; at the Volkswagen plant in Chattanooga,
         Tennessee; and at Boeing in Seattle, Washington. The Boeing example offers a fitting
         representation of the sad state of organized labor. Over the last decade, Boeing has
         made more than $35 billion in profits and paid no federal corporate taxes. But in
         return for the promise that its current workforce would build the next generation
         of 777X airlines in Seattle, Boeing extracted $9 billion in tax incentives from the
         state of Washington, $1 billion in cuts to promised pay increases for younger workers,
         sharp increases in employee contributions, and massive restriction of worker retirement
         plans. At the same time, Boeing management and its board of directors approved a 50
         percent increase in the stock for the company and a $10 billion buyback of the company’s
         stock—netting millions of dollars for executives.
      

      
      The relationship between labor and capital in this one example is emblematic of the
         new economy. Forcing workers to make sacrifices while companies are enjoying record
         profits is relatively unprecedented. During most of the twentieth century, many highly
         profitable and highly protected manufacturing firms simply did not do this to their
         workforce. Corporations like GM, Boeing, and General Electric shared their wealth,
         believing that a prosperous middle class helped the economy and the entire country.
         That model has disappeared. The goal now is to maximize returns to shareholders, boost
         dividends, and cut worker pay and benefits by threatening to move to less labor-friendly
         states, as Boeing did when it threatened to move to South Carolina. That is a very
         different economic system than the one that ensured a balanced scale.
      

      
      Once capital survived the initial shock, they learned how to do more with less, and
         came out wealthier and more powerful than they would have been if the Great Recession
         never happened. But we must consider how this economic situation may appear from the
         perspective of millions of other Americans excluded from those gains: The Great Recession
         accelerated a process already decades in the making, where massive concentrations
         of wealth and power flow into the hands of a tiny minority of people while the middle
         and working classes receive none of the benefits of productivity increases; they may
         have even had their wages frozen, benefits cut, or been laid off or foreclosed on—and
         if this did not happen to them personally, they surely know people it did happen to.
         All the while, the prospect of upward mobility was dimming, and the primary institutional
         mechanisms that contained this divergence—higher education and organized labor—were
         being gutted.
      

      
      Historically, the American Dream would explain away these contradictions by telling
         a familiar story: Economic stratification is structured primarily from variances in
         individual human capital. Inequality is a natural consequence of a superior work ethic,
         intelligence, and character, not the result of structural differences like their well-funded
         schools, family connections, and inherited wealth. In this story, America’s unique
         meritocratic economic system is reaffirmed because the prospect of upward mobility
         is available to anyone who can acquire the individual human capital. The scales do
         not need to be tilted away from the wealthy; rather, the middle and working classes
         simply need to be recognized and then join the ranks of deserving rich.
      

      
      The viability of these plotlines do not hinge solely on equality. Americans do not
         need an arrangement where each group receives an equal percentage of material compensation
         according to its size. But a degree of inequality is expected—even desirable—as a
         way to reward relevant individual differences in risk, talent and work ethic, and
         as a prerequisite for the entrepreneurial dynamism of which Americans are so proud.
         It is even unlikely that Americans would ever be comfortable with the equality of
         the Nordic countries, where the highest-paid 10 percent of the adult population claims
         a little more than 20 percent of the total income from labor; the least well-paid
         50 percent get about 35 percent of the total; and the 40 percent in the middle receive
         roughly 45 percent of the total.[47] Sharp levels of inequality have been and can continue to be contained through symbolic
         accounts of individual differences.
      

      
      Consider, for example, economist and communication scholar Deirdre McCloskey’s work,
         discussed in chapter one. McCloskey has for decades offered an important rebuttal
         to concerns about the relationship between our economic condition and equality, suggesting
         that massive rates of inequality are not nearly as important as increased overall
         wealth.[48] She points to the economic growth unleashed by the rapid global expansion of capitalism
         in the last two hundred years that has consistently and steadily lifted up the material
         well-being of so many humans. Millions more now have a roof over their heads, enough
         to eat, and the chance to read and vote because of economic growth. Ensuring equality—for
         example, by the forced redistribution of wealth—is of far less moral importance than
         continuing to improve the prospects of the poor, even if the wealthy assume a disproportionate
         share of the gains.
      

      
      But some problems remain. First, although economically logical, McCloskey’s argument
         does not resonate as well with the many Americans who lack economic training. Recall
         how we tend to make sense of economic stratification in relation to others rather
         than in the abstract. Even if the Great Recession did nothing to remove the air-conditioning
         and potable water the population of one hundred years ago would have appreciated,
         overall economic growth is not the only criterion we use to evaluate economic arrangements.
         Trust matters. Stories matter. And the cracks in the facade of the American Dream
         have become undeniable in the face of overall global economic growth, despite McCloskey’s
         best efforts to persuade the public otherwise.
      

      
      Second, inequality becomes a liability when it dims the prospect of economic mobility.
         Not surprising, inequality of the magnitude described here is doing just that. The
         substantial rise in income for the top 1 percent tightens their hold on access to
         sources of high-quality human capital investment for their children. These investments
         include reputation, connections, contributions of ability, racial advantage, learning
         skills, expectations, and other “family commodities” gathered through belonging to
         a particular family culture. These traits are transmitted across generations, ensuring
         the intergenerational association of incomes. For example, Americans raised in the
         1980s who are now entering the labor market are likely to experience an average degree
         of intergenerational income mobility as low, if not lower, than any previous cohort
         on record. This ensures the intergenerational transmission of wealth at a much higher
         rate toward the very top, consequently limiting opportunity for the rest. The prospect
         of improving one’s economic status in relation to previous generations is dim and
         dropping. Compared to Sweden, Denmark, Norway, New Zealand, Japan, France, Australia,
         Canada, and Germany, children in the United States born now to families in the bottom
         fifth of the income distribution have a worse chance of reaching the top fifth. The
         United States is now at a point where a male child’s future earnings are more closely
         tied to what he gains from having wealthy parents than his future height is tied to
         how tall they are.[49] 
      

      
      A purely economic explanation for this is unsatisfying. Stagnant rates of intergenerational
         mobility accelerated by the Great Recession represent a unique threat to the viability
         of the American Dream. The American Dream cannot explain the increasing number of
         people stuck at the bottom of the economic stratification ladder. These political
         and economic circumstances offer a rich example of ideology at work. Ideology abhors
         a vacuum. If the individualistic version of the American Dream were to be cracked
         beyond recognition, we could not let that go unexplained. We would still need to account
         for why some people are rich and others are poor. Or better yet, we would need a new
         story—or an old story told in a new way—that ensures us our economic arrangements
         are just. The American Dream explains the wealthy. What about the millions of other
         Americans?
      

      
      This question underpins an important pivot in this inquiry. Small moments of rupture
         are a normal part of democratic life. The containing and foreclosing process usually
         goes unnoticed. But the Great Recession and the need to make political and economic
         sense of it offer the critic a rare moment in time when the process of containing
         contradictions and foreclosing alternatives has been exposed. When the pillars that
         offer the American Dream its viability begin to crack, ideology will move to seal
         them up. If we pay attention, these moments of rupture offer a clearer picture of
         ideology in action. Just as scientists pay close attention to the birth of new stars
         because these rare moments reveal the inner workings of the universe, ideological
         ruptures occurring during these brief moments lay bare the interior discursive foundations
         we do not normally get to see. The cracks in the facade of the American Dream prompted
         by the Great Recession give us a rare opportunity to witness those articulations being
         issued directly at these paradoxes. The next logical step is to illuminate those processes.
      

      
      An explanation of our economic condition depends on the social and symbolic expectations
         and cultural norms related to justice and deservedness.[50] This again moves our inquiry from economics and social science onto the terrain of
         ideology, myth, and rhetoric. Given these conditions, it is reasonable to assume that
         as the aftermath of the Great Recession further tips the scales of economic justice
         toward the wealthy, the middle and working classes—limited in power but strong in
         numbers—will look for a way to tilt the scales back in their favor. There are several
         ways to do that. Some are legal, such as putting to work the power of universal suffrage
         to tilt the scales at the polls. Others are not legal, such as violent revolution.
         Because political decisions are never made in a vacuum, those decision require symbolic
         justification that corresponds—however loosely—with reality. Symbolic representations
         collectively articulated in a shared social climate enable a community to reconstitute
         its identity in ways that render it capable of making sense of paradoxes, tensions,
         and contradictions.
      

      
      Massive economic inequality and dismal economic mobility guide this particular line
         of research, but those are just two vivid and urgent examples of a larger process
         at work whenever resources are struggled over (and they always are).[51] A public record of these vocabularies must exist, if the critic knows where and how
         to look. Equipped in the right way, ideological criticism should be able to shine
         a light on the symbolic representations that comprise these vocabularies, and then
         position that discourse within its proper social situation and historical moment.
      

      
      We need to remember that the American Dream influences much more than economic issues.
         Changes in public policy cannot ensure the conditions of economic justice without
         the political will to do anything differently. And the political will need not automatically
         align with the public’s material interests. It is quite possible to have policy successes
         and political failures if the language is not in place to facilitate that relationship.
         This may be the most significant contribution of the American Dream in our modern
         economic and ideological condition: We don’t always vote in a way that aligns with
         our own interests, material self-interest cannot be assumed, and we often participate
         in our own oppression.
      

      
      The disconnect between material and political interests reveals important lessons
         for the ideological critic. In the American Dream, economically sound and democratically
         conducive public policy solutions bumped up against the ideological constraints of
         neoliberal capitalism. Support for more just economic policy was inevitably beaten
         back by knee-jerk opposition to “socialism” that effectively ended the conversation.[52] The underlying fear was not that the United States would turn into North Korea; the
         real fear was that people would get what they did not deserve. This is the most pernicious
         impact of the American Dream’s ideological conquest: It made us blind and stupid,
         and we became willing to be less safe, less happy, and less healthy, as long as no
         one was getting something he didn’t deserve.
      

      
      Exposing the ideological circuitry of the American Dream reveals a simple but compelling
         answer to why we put up with economic policies that are not in the interest of most
         Americans: We simply have no alternative. Because it is language that allows us to
         think what we think and do what we do, it seems we lack the symbolic resources that
         allow us to imagine a world beyond a meritocratic economy where people get what they
         deserve—even when we know it is not always true.
      

      
      Kenneth Burke’s work can explain how we ended up here. Writing in the turbulent early
         decades of the twentieth century, Burke described how we are confined by the boundaries
         of our language so that our social response to economic depression, war, and civil
         unrest is determined by the symbols, signs, and images we use to make sense out of
         those paradoxical, contradictory, and unsettling issues.[53] The act of naming the event generates the motive. Our language determines our response—it
         is the equipment we use to live through those social situations. More specific to
         our present day, misguided and ineffectual public policy responses to massive economic
         stratification and stagnant mobility are already out there and socially available,
         but it takes a set of symbolic resources—like the American Dream—to lead the polity
         to that social response. The motive does not come first. The American Dream does.
         Burke, more generally, showed how the critic should assume social problems—such as
         war, economic turmoil, and civil strife—are a product of flawed symbolizing. A breakdown
         of social values results from the failure of language.
      

      
      To understand how Burke’s work illuminates the relationship between the American Dream
         and our inability to propose an alternative, consider the many possible motives that
         could be used to respond to massive economic stratification. This should not be too
         difficult: Many other countries—including our own—have responded to economic stratification
         in ways that may seem unfamiliar to us now. For example, we can imagine some kind
         of wealth redistribution mechanism where the excessive material abundance of the rich
         is transferred to the rest of the citizenry. However, in the rhetorical climate I
         am describing, wealth redistribution makes no sense. The American Dream has narrowed
         the available public policy responses down to only one acceptable narrative that completes
         the sense-making process in a way that is acceptable and satisfactory to an audience,
         and ultimately, reliably equips us to handle the particular social situation. More
         specifically, wealth redistribution makes no sense because it does not align with
         the reality made available by the symbolic resources of the American Dream: Why take
         the wealth of someone who deserves it and give it to someone who does not?
      

      
      The public policy implications of foreclosing alternatives to the American Dream are
         clear if we consider how infinitely variable our social responses can be to turmoil,
         unrest, or paradox. In the case of massive economic stratification, the American Dream
         made us willfully blind to the myth of American meritocracy. There was no language
         to recognize that much of what we enjoyed we did not deserve; we had a hard time acknowledging
         that we were reaping the benefits of the free gifts of many generations of historical
         contributions from those who came before us, very little of which we earned.[54] Moreover, the American Dream and its meritocratic illusions rendered nonsensical
         any alternative explanations that made room for social support and collective solidarity
         based on the undeniable reality that we do not always get what we deserve. An economic
         system heavily titled to favor the wealthy and powerful took cover under this ruse.
         We ended up talking about economic stratification as if it were as inevitable as the
         weather, rather than as the product of rules we created and choices we made.[55] 
      

      
      Fortunately, Burke also can explain what came next. What Burke would call our trained incapacity—our inability to respond appropriately to a social issue—could be remedied by adjusting
         the symbolic resources used to describe and make sense of the social situation.[56] Like all ideological conquests, the American Dream relied on symbolic resources for
         its impact. Adjusting these symbols unhinged our explanations of economic stratification
         from the American Dream to a darker, apocalyptic set of symbolic resources.
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      Chapter 6

      Trump’s Rapture in the 
Ashes of the American Dream
      

      
         
         
      

      
      Donald J. Trump’s shocking candidacy and election was produced by a complex set of
         forces that will be examined for the rest of our lives. In the meantime, it seems
         clear that Trump’s rhetorical ability to reconcile a series of pressing economic paradoxes
         contributes to the questions being explored in this book. For example, how did Trump’s
         messaging align with the declining viability of the American Dream? How did Trump’s
         promise to Make America Great Again align with the Obama presidency’s addition of
         fifteen million new jobs, seventy-four straight months of private-sector job growth,
         an unemployment rate cut nearly in half, and stock markets climbing to record highs?
         And how did a private-jet-setting, Ivy League–educated Manhattan real estate tycoon
         and reality television star attract the allegiance of so many disaffected Pennsylvania
         steelworkers and Ohio coal miners? Communication and rhetorical scholars often perform
         some of our most important work on contradictions, tensions, and paradoxes. Consequently,
         Trump’s messaging represents a rich site of inquiry where a series of important economic,
         cultural, and religious issues can be explored.
      

      
      It might be wise to start with one common explanation for Trump’s surprising success:
         his positioning at the intersection of the American Dream and prosperity theology.
         Trump’s campaign employed, at times, a common strand of the American Dream, as his
         journey was traced from humble origins in Queens to the pinnacle of Manhattan success.
         For example, in his speech before the Republican National Convention, Donald Trump
         Jr. echoed a familiar American Dream storyline, saying, “When people told him it was
         impossible for a boy from Queens to go to Manhattan and take on developers in the
         big city, rather than give up he changed the skyline of New York.”[1] Writing in the Washington Post, Michael Schulson suggested that Trump’s messaging related to the “American religion
         of winning” as it effectively linked the material rewards of American Dream success
         stories with the positive thinking of a prosperity theology.[2] 
      

      
      Like Oprah Winfrey, Arnold Schwarzenegger, or Barack Obama, Trump’s individual effort
         explained his rise from humble origins. Trump shed the structural constraints of his
         birth, and through brashness and gumption, climbed his way to the top of American
         wealth and status. And now, as the story goes, he is allowed to unabashedly flaunt
         his success in true American Dream fashion. After all, he earned it.
      

      
      The economic and religious connections in this version of the American Dream would
         have been clear to many American Christians. Trump’s life story aligned with a secular
         version of prosperity theology employed by popular preachers like Norman Vincent Peale,
         Joel Osteen, and Creflo Dollar: His personal wealth is not only a reflection of his
         competence but also an indication of God’s abundant blessing on his life. And when
         put into broader legislative action, free markets and small government should assist
         this individualistic version of the American Dream. (This was an important rhetorical
         move for positioning Trump—a man who has switched party preferences three times since
         1987 and donated to both Republicans and Democrats while displaying little loyalty
         to either—safely within the confines of Republican economic orthodoxy.)
      

      
      It is worth considering Trump’s success in relation to these familiar plotlines. The
         American Dream is about emotion, and Donald Trump was an emotional candidate. As Arlie
         Russell Hochschild wrote, “More than any other presidential candidate in decades,
         Trump focuses on eliciting and praising emotional responses from his fans rather than
         on detailed policy prescriptions. His speeches—evoking dominance, bravado, clarity,
         national pride, and personal uplift—inspire an emotional transformation.”[3] Further, the American Dream does not dwell as much on pragmatic political legislation,
         and neither did Trump. Trump’s policy statements were economical. Like a comedian
         telling a pithy joke, he didn’t waste words. Trump would fix immigration by building
         a wall and making Mexico pay for it and would defeat ISIS by bombing “the [expletive]
         out of them”; climate change was resolved as a “Chinese hoax.” Broadly, the country
         was “going to hell,” and the solution—“Make America Great Again”—was compelling because,
         like all American Dream icons, he knew what it took to achieve greatness.[4] 
      

      
      But that explanation needs to be quibbled with. It is so much wrong as it is uninteresting.
         The American Dream fails to explain the enthusiasm he attracted from his base; the
         American Dream is not appropriate for the historical moment in which Trump arose;
         and the American Dream fails to offer a compelling explanation for how a thrice-married
         billionaire germophobe wearing a funny red hat appealed to so many pig farmers in
         North Carolina. First, Donald Trump was no Oprah Winfrey. While he was born in Queens,
         he didn’t live under a bridge for the first ten years of his life; he lived in a five-bedroom
         Tudor that is now worth millions. He didn’t pull himself up by his bootstraps, either.
         His father, Fred, who was at one point one of the richest men in America, paved the
         way for Donald Trump’s success by passing down his real estate connections, a $14
         million loan, and an inheritance to borrow against when he got in financial trouble.[5] 
      

      
      Second, Donald Trump was no Billy Graham. He was a boor who referenced his penis size
         in a Republican primary debate, a creep who openly lusted after his daughter, a bully
         who mocked a reporter with a physical disability, and a victimizer who bragged about
         sexually assaulting women.
      

      
      Third, the American Dream explanation for Trump’s success also assumes a decidedly
         pessimistic attitude toward his supporters. Media coverage of Trump’s candidacy often
         caricatured Trump supporters as mindless and backward dupes suckered into voting against
         their own interests by the carnival-barking mellifluousness of an authoritarian populist.
         For example, as Jeff Sharlet followed Trump’s campaign in the summer of 2016, he described
         having a beer with a Trump supporter who stood up at a Pennsylvania bar and voiced
         his support by shouting, “I don’t care if you’re racist! If you’ll just bring back
         one [expletive] steel mill!”[6] Sharlet followed up: “We drank to the dream, the steel mill they knew was not coming.
         It felt good, at least, to believe.” Too often passages like this assume a zombielike
         perspective on Trump supporters: Although he can’t bring back the steel mills—and
         everyone knows it—he can hoodwink enough slack-jawed hicks in Rust Belt states to
         vote for him by getting them to imagine that he can.
      

      
      Fourth, Trump did not align with the free-market purity of the individualistic American
         Dream. Although short on policy details, Trump contradicted the American Dream’s legislative
         connections to free markets and small government. Trump’s statements on tariffs, protectionism,
         isolationism, and the relationship between the state and the economy left many traditional
         Republicans confounded. The National Review featured a symposium of right-wing conservatives articulating this disapproval. Erick
         Erickson cited Trump’s support for eminent-domain laws and universal health care,
         referencing a 60 Minutes interview in which Trump said, “This is an un-Republican thing for me to say [but]
         I’m going to take care of everybody [and] the government’s going to pay for it.”[7] Glenn Beck noted the common ground between Barack Obama and Donald Trump in the latter’s
         support for stimulus spending and the auto and bank bailouts. Beck wrote:
      

      
      
         While conservatives fought against the stimulus, Donald Trump said it was “what we
            need,” praising Obama’s schemes of “building infrastructure, building great projects,
            putting people to work in that sense.” While conservatives fought against the auto
            bailouts, Donald Trump claimed “the government should stand behind [the auto companies]
            100 percent’ because “they make wonderful products.”[8] 
         

         
      

      Since his election on November 8, 2016, Trump has put many of these fears into practice.
         He took credit for pressuring the Carrier air-conditioning plant to keep a thousand
         jobs in Indiana rather than opening up a new plant in Mexico; he chided Boeing for
         the cost of Air Force One; he criticized Lockheed Martin on Twitter; and Ford CEO
         Mark Fields admitted that Trump’s pressure was one of the reasons the company abandoned
         plans to build a small-car assembly plant in Mexico. Trump went even further in January
         of 2017 when he warned Toyota on Twitter that he would impose a “big border tax” on
         the company if it built a new plant in Mexico. Threatening a foreign company over
         plans that did not directly involve the United States would have made William F. Buckley,
         Milton Friedman, and Ronald Reagan spin in their graves. Shares in Toyota immediately
         fell.[9] 
      

      
      Finally, the American Dream cannot explain the relationship between Trump and the
         historical moment in which he emerged. The reader should recognize by now how stale
         individualistic appeals to bootstraps and gumption might be to Trump’s base. Trump
         counterbalanced some of the lowest approval ratings of any modern candidate with the
         rabid enthusiasm of a core group of supporters suffering the effects of widening income
         inequality, slowed growth in earnings (especially those with only a high-school education),
         and the realization that their generation will by the first in modern American history
         that will not be better off than their parents.[10] 
      

      
      If Republican primary voters resonated with the traditional American Dream economic
         explanation, they could have voted for Marco Rubio, whose book American Dreams featured the following description: “In 1956, Marco Rubio’s parents came to America
         as poor immigrants with grade-school educations. They found a land of opportunity
         where anyone could work hard, play by the rules, and build a better future for themselves
         and their children. His family proved the reality of the American Dream, where the
         children of maids and bartenders could become doctors, lawyers, small business owners,
         and maybe even a U.S. senator.” They could have supported Ted Cruz, whose presidential
         campaign bio noted, “Ted, his wife Heidi, their two daughters Caroline and Catherine,
         and his entire family have been blessed to live the American Dream—the idea that anyone,
         through hard work and determination, can achieve anything. And he is committed to
         ensuring every family has that same opportunity.”[11] Or they could have supported Ben Carson, who wrote an article for Forbes titled “My American Dream,” featuring the passage: “More than any other candidate
         in this race, I know what it means to rise from disadvantaged circumstances at the
         bottom of the economic ladder. I know what it means to face long odds against my success
         and to prevail. I have never doubted that the American Dream is accessible to my fellow
         Americans, regardless of color, ethnicity or background.”[12] But Republican voters had heard that explanation before, and all they got was forty
         years of inequality, stagnation, and the concentration of power and wealth into the
         hands of the elite. In contrast, Trump’s messaging featured a darker plotline: We
         don’t win anymore, Trump said, because your authority figures have betrayed you with
         this phony line about individual effort; our country is “going to hell” and “I alone”
         can save you.
      

      
      I want to suggest that this darker explanation overtook the optimism of the American
         Dream in a way that was ideal for this particular audience in this particular moment.
         In doing so, I hope this chapter further informs our understanding of the discursive
         production of economic stratification, illuminates the relationship between religion
         and economics, and offers a timely examination of one powerful response to the decline
         of the American Dream. I first establish some context by positioning Trump in relation
         to the Tea Party. I then analyze Trump’s rise as an apocalyptic alternative to the
         American Dream by comparing and contrasting his messaging with the core themes of
         premillennial dispensationalism. Finally, I close with a brief discussion of how Trump’s
         messaging compared favorably to the messaging of Hillary Clinton.
      

      
      Contextualizing Trump

      
      Donald Trump did not emerge in a vacuum. Trump’s messaging must be historicized and
         contextualized within a complex set of social, economic, and political forces organized
         in this particular moment around anger, outrage, and betrayal. Trump’s rise must be
         positioned within a milieu marked by low levels of trust in traditional political
         institutions all over the world. Many people consequently turned to social movements
         like Occupy Wall Street and the Tea Party; left-wing radicals like Jeremy Corbyn in
         Britain and Bernie Sanders in the United States; and anti-immigration, far-right parties
         like France’s National Front and Austria’s Freedom Party.[13] Mark Thompson noted that the Edelman Trust Barometer, which measures trust in government,
         business, media, and NGOs in twenty-eight countries around the world, found that the
         divergence in the level of trust expressed by elites in political institutions and
         that expressed by the general population is currently the widest the barometer has
         ever been.[14] Distrust in establishment politicians and parties has been exacerbated during the
         first decades of the twenty-first century by our institutions’ inability to redress
         income inequality and manage a variety of immigration, ecological, and social problems
         being accelerated by this political condition.
      

      
      How would the public respond? In a country with seventy million handguns, this question
         assumes a degree of urgency.[15] As this book has shown, our willingness to get up and go to work in the morning (rather
         than use those handguns to even the score) depends on how much we trust our economic
         arrangements. In the United States, the Tea Party offers a degree of context for the
         way we explain economic stratification in the twenty-first century and the eventual
         emergence of Donald Trump.
      

      
      There is no Donald Trump without the Tea Party. In her book Strangers in Their Own Land, Arlie Hochschild referred to the Tea Party as “the kindling” to the forthcoming
         Trump bonfire.[16] However, while Trump benefited from the anger, outrage, and organizing capacity of
         the Tea Party, there are important areas of contradiction that can lend valuable insight
         into Trump’s explanation of economic stratification in the twenty-first century.
      

      
      As it began in 2009, the Tea Party originally comprised a loose collection of disenchanted
         Republicans and outraged libertarians concerned about the high taxes, excessive spending,
         and government intrusion coming from the eight years of George W. Bush’s presidency
         and the early policies of Barack Obama. In his 2016 Atlantic article “How American Politics Went Insane,” Jonathan Rauch wrote that although the
         Tea Party was clearly aligned with elements of Republican economic orthodoxy their
         mind-set was much angrier and more antiestablishment. Rauch noted Pew Research polls
         that found that 70 percent of Tea Party supporters disapproved of Republican leaders
         in Congress and rejected compromise by similar margins. Rauch wrote that the Tea Party
         
      

      
      
         thought nothing of mounting primary challenges against Republican incumbents, and
            they made a special point of targeting Republicans who compromised with Democrats
            or even with Republican leaders. In Congress, the Republican House leadership soon
            found itself facing a GOP caucus whose members were too worried about ‘getting primaried’
            to vote for the compromises necessary to govern—or even to keep the government open.
            Threats from the Tea Party and other purist factions often outweigh any blandishments
            or protection that leaders can offer.[17] 
         

         
      

      Granting these more libertarian leanings and antiestablishment philosophies, it is
         important to note that as the Tea Party evolved into a pragmatic political force,
         its representatives began to fit neatly into a familiar story: a story closely adhering
         to neoliberal economic and political policies and drawing rhetorical strength from
         an individualistic version of the American Dream. Fully understanding this explanation
         and the Republican candidates it produced in the 2016 Republican primary can offer
         an important touchstone to examine Donald Trump’s explanation for economic stratification
         in 2016.
      

      
      The Tea Party extended a neoliberal version of the American Dream in its symbolic
         struggle over cultural ideographs like liberty, justice, and freedom. Terms like these are contingent and up for grabs, of course. During the New Deal
         and Great Society eras, freedom became more aligned with government programs such as Medicare, which freed the elderly from living in penurious conditions in the last years of their lives;
         later, the Environmental Protection Agency was thought to free inner-city children from the effects of mental retardation caused by lead paint,
         and federal minimum wage policies freed working-class individuals, students, and women entering the labor force for the first
         time from having to work multiple jobs to survive. The Tea Party sought to extend
         the reformulation, reinterpretation, and redefinition of our most sacred cultural
         ideographs in accordance with discursive shifts in public conversations occurring
         over the last forty years. No longer could freedom be associated with a government
         that was responsible for lifting America out of the Great Depression, conquering fascism,
         creating new opportunities for previously marginalized American citizens, or preventing
         a twenty-first century Great Depression; instead, government had to seen as a bloated
         and wasteful behemoth that championed a social contract that was thought to induce
         dependency, welfare programs that fostered immorality, and government regulation that
         was an unnecessary overreach burdening individual liberty, discouraging investment,
         and thwarting job growth. For the Tea Party, freedom and liberty were connected to the ability to be free from being infringed upon by government
         interference.[18] 
      

      
      The desired outcome of this discursive shift was to reduce the size and scope of the
         government. When enacted into legislation, the economic policies put forth by Tea
         Party representatives like Paul Ryan, Marco Rubio, and Ted Cruz clearly reflected
         the intellectual framework of Ayn Rand, Friedrich von Hayek, and Milton Friedman’s
         public policy aim to deconstruct and discredit New Deal–era and Great Society policies.
         The Tea Party extended neoliberalism’s goal of encouraging the state to remove itself
         from interfering with the market as much as possible so that the strong and free can
         compete on a level playing field. This means limiting government functions to preserving
         law and order, enforcing contracts, protecting private property, supervising the issuance
         of currency, and fostering competitive markets. For example, influential Tea Party
         backer Charles Koch suggested that government’s only legitimate function was to “serve
         as a night watchman, to protect individuals and property from outside threat, including
         fraud. That is the maximum.”[19]  Arlie Hochschild showed how the Tea Party’s “ideal government” funded the military
         and the National Guard, built interstate freeways, dredged harbors—and otherwise disappeared.[20] 
      

      
      Building on this foundation, the Tea Party sought to further invert the relationship
         between the market and the state, leveraging Ronald Reagan’s famous quip, “The government
         is not the solution to the problem; government is the problem” for rhetorical force.
         Tea Party representatives sought to continue neoliberalism’s reversal of the classic
         liberal relationship where the free market was defined and supervised by the state;
         instead, the state should be supervised and defined by the market, so that all its
         functions were evaluated in relation to economic growth and profit.[21] The Tea Party and its representatives thought the primary task of the government
         should be removing its boot from the neck of free individuals while simultaneously
         advancing the cause of free enterprise by incentivizing a work ethic and morality
         debilitated by the complacency-inducing nature of the bloated welfare state.[22] The Tea Party sought to recast government intervention, regulation, and control from
         its role as the activator of freedom, justice, and liberty into a new one as the primary
         constraint. George W. Bush betrayed these principles with his bloated government spending
         and Barack Obama’s policies gummed up the efficiencies of the free market—including
         government regulation, minimum wage hikes, and interventions in the labor market.
      

      
      Legislatively, the Tea Party and its representatives sought to achieve their public
         policy aims by tugging economic stratification away from a structural conceptualization
         and closer to the centrality of individual human effort and control. This explanation
         further tugged economic stratification away from a structural conceptualization and
         closer to the centrality of individual human effort and control. Material wealth is
         available to all who want it, according to this now-familiar plotline, as long as
         you work hard and play by the rules. As a result, those who have prospered within
         the existing economic system have the reassurance that they deserve to be as wealthy
         as they are, as their material wealth is a product of their own agency. And because
         wealth is a product of individual effort, the marginalized are assigned less sympathy—and
         thus the safety net should be shredded, public goods should be privatized and outsourced,
         and the social contract should disappear.
      

      
      The implications for public policy are not hard to find. In the 2012 presidential
         campaign, Tea Party favorite and Texas governor Rick Perry called for abolishing the
         departments of commerce, education, and energy.[23] Later, fifty-eight Tea Party–inspired House Republicans voted to abolish the Internal
         Revenue Service, while other Republican congressional candidates called for abolishing
         all public schools. Other Tea Party representatives put forth bills calling for reducing
         child labor laws and defunding Head Start, PBS, and NPR.[24] Tea Party favorite Bobby Franklin, a Georgia state representative, even wanted to
         ban driver’s licenses. The Tea Party’s influence came to a head when the nation watched
         as an extremist fringe of one party in one chamber of one branch shut the entire government
         down, costing $20 billion and leaving eight hundred thousand Americans without a paycheck.[25] 
      

      
      By 2016, most Republican presidential contenders reflected this confluence of American
         Dream plotlines and neoliberal policies. Anyone hailed by a contemporary American
         Dream had sixteen candidates to choose from. But Trump defeated them all, in large
         part because he offered an alternative vision: an extension of this confluence that
         turned out to be more appropriate for the economic condition of his base. Put more
         directly, the Tea Party might have been the kindling, but Donald Trump departed in
         significant ways from the stale precepts of neoliberalism and its American Dream plotlines.
         More specifically, Trump exposed a set of contradictions between the myth of the American
         Dream and the economic reality experienced by his base.
      

      
      Trump’s emergence coincided with the realization by many that the American Dream’s
         pragmatic political effect was never as pure as the promise. For example, despite
         the familiar plotlines, the legislative aims of the American Dream were not so much
         about creating smaller government. Instead, when put into practice, the aims were
         to create environments structured in accordance with market logics.[26]  Robust government interventions were incredibly useful for this process. As Henry
         Giroux argued, state power was used to construct and consolidate neoliberal forms
         of governance that steered and managed global neoliberalism, including the practices
         of the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, the World Trade Organization,
         and international corporations like ExxonMobil, Apple, Nike, GE, and Boeing, which
         largely determined economic policies and the rules of international trade.[27] Only a concentrated elite reaped the full rewards of this type of government intervention,
         however. The austere government policies encouraged by market logics in other areas
         seemed usually to be targeted at programs that disproportionately benefited the middle
         and working classes.[28] We know that the wealthy rely far less on government-supported social services: When
         funding cuts close a municipal pool, the rich go swim at their country club, and when
         their neighborhood public school lays off teachers their private school is left unaffected.
         As Mark Blythe put it, the “belt-tightening” encouraged by neoliberal market logics
         does not impact the citizenry equally simply because not everyone wears the same pants.[29] 
      

      
      Accordingly, the dream portion of this story never became a reality for a significant portion of Trump’s
         base. An important part of the American Dream for the economically marginalized has
         always been the forward-looking, future-orientated prospect of upward mobility. You
         may not be rich now, it says, but keep working hard and eventually you will be. This
         future promise encourages hope, optimism, and trust in the system. But, of course,
         that hope quickly fades if not backed up by success stories. This describes the economic
         reality for so many of the baby-boomer generation. As Anne Case and Angus Denton wrote,
         “After the productivity slowdown in the early 1970s, and with widening income inequality,
         many of the baby-boom generation are the first to find, in midlife, that they will
         not be better off than were their parents. Growth in real median earnings has been
         slow for this group, especially those with only a high school education.”[30] And thus, the continued recycling of the American Dream plotlines came to contradict
         a core tenet of the American value system: Too many people realized they were not
         getting what they thought they deserved.
      

      
      Vividly and concretely, the Great Recession exposed these contradictions. The Great
         Recession has awoken people to the realization that forty years of neoliberal governance
         have produced an undernourished and ineffectual state incapable of running itself.
         Many Americans saw the near-total meltdown of the entire global economy in the face
         of neoliberalism’s inability or unwillingness to regulate the housing and banking
         sectors; the reckless deregulation that has led to the failures of the levees during
         Hurricane Katrina and the BP oil spill; and the business malefactions of Enron, Bernie
         Madoff, Haliburton, Goldman Sachs, Wells Fargo, JPMorgan Chase, Bank of America, AIG,
         GM, Toyota, and Volkswagen. It became clear that the market cannot run the state because
         its goals conflict with a healthy democracy, that trickle-down economics is a ruse,
         and that the interests of the 1 percent are not aligned with everyone else.
      

      
      The game seemed rigged. Neoliberalism encouraged all Americans to be much harder on
         the so-called losers of capitalist competition, justifying economic stratification
         on the grounds of justice, virtue, and merit for those on the top, and conversely,
         insufficient human capital for those on the bottom.[31] Furthermore, the ideological potency of neoliberalism allowed us to passively accept
         the pernicious consequences of a shredded safety net and destroyed social contract.
      

      
      Donald Trump’s rise must be positioned within a historical moment where many people
         around the world became all too aware of structural constraints interrupting the dream
         of individualistic neoliberal policies. Both our intellectual tradition and material
         reality remind us that wealth and prosperity are not acquired solely by having the
         right attitude and by working really hard. Structural constraints are real. A lot
         of Pennsylvania steelworkers and Ohio coal miners worked really hard, paid their taxes,
         and went to church but still never achieved the American Dream. Those who entertain
         the possibility that the right attitude and sufficient effort is all one needs to
         overcome the social and economic conditions of his immediate environment are adopting
         what we would most likely ascribe to children operating in a world of make-believe.[32] That childlike fantasy was eventually exposed, the American Dream cracked, and Donald
         Trump walked through the gaping hole.
      

      
      As the historical record would suggest, economic dislocation fostered an isolationist,
         xenophobic nationalism, and immigrants, Muslims, and China assumed blame. Trump implies
         that the authority figures you trusted for years not only were unable to help you,
         but they were the cause of your alienation. One of these elites betrayed conservative
         principles to fund a disastrous military adventure in the Middle East that only made
         America less safe; his successor seemed like an arrogant socialist who may not even
         have been a citizen; the front-runner your party put forth to replace him in 2016
         looked like a low-energy dynastic hack; the other up-and-comer assumed the nickname
         Little Marco and seemed to only repeat hackneyed lines while sweating too much. The
         rest were some combination of ugly, untrustworthy, and crazy. This left Trump’s base
         with no firm foundation on which to stand and an archaic explanation for their economic
         condition.
      

      
      Scholars of communication and rhetoric recognize that sense-making explanations for
         contradictions and paradoxes like these can be influenced by subtle changes in language.
         [33]  In turn, we might consider the language, symbolic resources, narratives, and cultural
         fictions Trump employed to appeal to a base that yearned for a fresh explanation of
         their challenging condition. What messaging resonated with a traditionally empowered
         group that viewed inevitable economic evolutions as an attack on their way of life?
         Trump is not the first rhetor to address these questions. Here is where a deeper understanding
         of apocalyptic rhetoric lends important insight into Trump’s rise.
      

      
      Premillennial Dispensationalism and the 
Rhetoric of Apocalypse
      

      
      Faith communities have centuries of practice developing vocabularies to explain perceived
         crisis, chaos, and marginalization. Under the umbrella of apocalyptic rhetoric, these
         vocabularies can be deployed whenever a group of believers feels threatened (as it
         should be noted that the rich, powerful, and secure have never seemed to care as much
         about explaining how the world ends).[34] More specifically, many disempowered evangelical American Christians today maintain
         a sincere belief in a particular version of apocalyptic rhetoric known as premillennial dispensationalism, a version of the apocalypse in which Jesus Christ returns to earth in a Second Coming,
         conquers all sin and evil, and begins a one-thousand-year reign of justice, peace,
         order, and harmony.[35] The basic outline of this story—although contingent on time, place, and audience—can
         be located in the sermons of popular ministers like Jerry Falwell and Pat Robertson
         and bestselling books like The Late, Great Planet Earth (1970) and the Left Behind (1995–2006) series. In premillennial dispensationalism (which I will refer to as premillennialism from now on), geopolitical turmoil, demographic shifts, social upheaval, natural
         disasters, and ecological catastrophe are reframed not as random events, but as part
         of a complex narrative that ultimately culminates in the end of the world. What I
         hope to show is how Trump used apocalyptic rhetoric as a rich reservoir capable of
         filling the narrative gaps in the American Dream with a powerful vision of economic
         justice.
      

      
      Premillennialism’s initial emergence can be located in the early twentieth century,
         when conservative American fundamentalists began to feel their cultural power fading.[36] Amy Johnson Frykholm argued that in “the midst of turmoil over rapid changes in cultural
         life that were the result of capitalist expansion, new technologies, scientific discoveries,
         and large-scale immigration, the narrative of the rapture came to hold an important
         place.”[37] The marginalizing of American fundamentalists during the early decades of the twentieth
         century contributed to premillennialism’s early formation. Many American Christians
         during this time perceived American culture as hostile to their way of life, a sharp
         contrast to the previous century when they shaped the political and social conversations
         and policies.[38] Socially, media portrayals during the 1925 Scopes Monkey Trial painted fundamentalist
         Christians as anachronistic rubes and intolerant fools.[39] Public reaction to the trial convinced many fundamentalists that the broader American
         culture had turned against them and their values. In their minds, the Scopes trial
         aligned with larger suspicions of creeping secularism and liberalization, bolstered
         by massive immigration from non-Protestant countries, increasing urbanization, and
         progressive reforms. Economically, shifts in industrialization, globalization, demographics,
         and technological advancements represented threats to the material advantages and
         stability that once affirmed their power. Without economic certainty, many fundamentalists
         linked their fragmented status to a nagging suspicion that the conditions that had
         created their supremacy were gone for good.[40] Additionally, economic changes fractured an assumption that their piety would be
         rewarded with blessings of God’s abundance on earth. In a moment marked by uncertainty
         and change, many lost the primary symbolic method to display their divine worth to
         their neighbors.
      

      
      While the examples have evolved over the last century, the thread connecting this
         premillennial discourse with more modern explanations for the end of the world can
         be located in the marginalized status of true believers, perceived attacks by elites,
         and a distinct distrust of authority. For example, Tim LaHaye, author of the bestselling
         Left Behind books, became popular extoling a version of the rapture in which the world’s
         entire economic, political, social, cultural, and religious systems collapse. Other
         popular premillennial rhetors such as Hal Lindsey, Jerry Falwell, Pat Robertson, and
         Jack Van Impe reflected catastrophic predictions and dire fear appeals, including
         predictions of deep economic depression and social upheaval if their warnings were
         not heeded. J. D. Vance, author of the best-selling 2016 book Hillbilly Elegy, suggests that evangelical Christians are still taking this message to heart.[41] Premillennial discourse is riveting, for instance, because its core message—that
         corrupt, evil elites have gone to war against moral, God-fearing Americans—explains
         larger dimensions of Trump’s rhetorical world, including the exaggerations of climate
         change scientists to harm American economic productivity, weak liberal politicians
         who are unable to defend Americans against Islamic terrorism, and the EU’s manipulation
         of trade deals to disadvantage the United States.
      

      
      The end result—for premillennial dispensationalists in the 1920s and today’s evangelical
         Christians—is similar: How will justice be achieved? Who can tell this group of people
         how the grand plan of history will unfold? How will this previously empowered group
         respond to upheaval, turmoil, and change? Robbed of the stability of their Christian
         cultural hegemony, suspicious of scientific efforts encouraging them to alter their
         lifestyles for the sake of the planet, wary of new technologies exporting their jobs,
         and doubting the ability of their authorities to guide them through the turmoil, this
         audience links all these woes to the lurking suspicion that their firm foundation
         is gone.[42] (Barry Brummett noted an important caveat: Apocalyptic rhetoric depends on perceived,
         not actual, marginalization. Just as the identification of white evangelical Christians
         being marginalized in the 1920s was more a psychological category than an objective
         or demographic characteristic, apocalyptic rhetoric today avoids serious empirical
         discussions of economic growth, crime rates, white supremacy, and the structural racism
         that would complicate the neat and tidy boundaries being erected around an aggrieved
         and marginalized status.[43] )
      

      
      Taken together, perceived marginalization provided a useful way of distinguishing
         in-group members from out-group members—to erect clear boundaries in the face of this
         complexity. Apocalyptic, in fact, comes from the Greek word meaning “to reveal or uncover.” Brummett suggested
         that what is revealed is the secret structure underlying the events that look so chaotic
         on the surface.[44] If an individual cannot detect and articulate instability and chaos, it likely means
         she is too comfortable with changing social, economic, and theological norms, and
         thus may not qualify for entrance into this closed community. The world is bad and
         getting worse, and a true believer will be able to connect the horrific stories in
         the news with the end of the world.[45] 
      

      
      Not everyone will be able to notice the impending doom. In an effort to hail an audience
         marked by anomie and disorder, traditional authorities cannot be trusted. Apocalyptic
         rhetoric encourages suspicion of intellectuals, mass media, and political parties;
         it presents a vision of American culture where most mainstream elites, including politicians,
         media personalities, scientists and academics (and even mainstream religious figures),
         are not to be trusted. Instead, they are to be feared—either as unwitting participants
         in the apocalypse or as complicit agents in it.[46] Theologically, this allows apocalyptic believers to become their own theologians,
         without any interference from biblical experts.[47] There is no longer any need, Randall Balmer suggested, to consult Thomas Aquinas
         or Martin Luther or Stanley Hauerwas about their understanding of various passages
         when any individual can determine the correct reading for herself. The individualistic,
         isolated exegetical expectations align with American Protestantism’s individualistic
         preferences devoid of a strict authority structure and rigid denominational expectations.
         Balmer suggested that these tendencies allowed for “a kind of theological free-for-all,
         as various individuals or groups insist that their reading is the only possible interpretation.”[48] 
      

      
      Set in opposition to cultural authority, premillennials take comfort in being shunned
         by mainstream theologians and religious institutions. That isolation does not bother
         them. Premillennialism assures its audience that even in the face of marginalization
         and looming catastrophe, control is being reasserted by a force larger and more powerful
         than they are.[49] Instability encourages a legalistic-ethical system that cements their marginalized
         status as it draws strength from its cultural opposition.[50] Standing in judgment and watching society’s destruction from a distance, premillennials
         can locate support for looming chaos in the biblical narrative—in further separation
         of godliness and sinfulness, righteousness from the sins of the world.[51] Stories of crisis in the news are aligned with a preestablished, divine pattern.
         Social upheaval is not merely an interpretation, though, but functions as a fixed
         endpoint where history inexorably marches. Brummett argued that premillennialism offers
         its audience reassurance that a divine plan underlies history, and the culmination
         of that plan—although painful in the short term—will restore order to a community
         of people suffering from perceived disorder, chaos, and anomie.[52] In this way, premillennial discourse aligns with the specific needs of its constituted
         audience, offering this community the hope of history’s divine unfolding and the equipment
         to live through the ups and downs of the process.[53] Premillennialism persuades believers of the superiority of their faith by defining
         certain religious orientations as the only way to safely sail above the chaos of the
         impending rapture.[54] 
      

      
      This discourse also makes clear that well-intentioned but misguided enemies can be
         located within one’s own community. Simply attending church on Sundays is not nearly
         enough to qualify. For example, in the popular Left Behind book series, many of those left behind are dumbfounded by their exclusion from the
         raptured community because they went to church every week and considered themselves
         good people.[55] These demarcations, even for those who look like insiders, offer a community constituted
         by premillennial hailings a set of secure religious walls and few well-hidden entrances,
         which is especially useful for carving out a distinct faith within a community marked
         by misguided conceptions of their aggrieved status.[56] 
      

      
      Politically, premillennial messaging encourages an audience to be more suspicious
         of large-scale collective action, distrustful of institutions of higher education,
         the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, and the Environmental Protection Agency.
         The general distrust of government institutions and their authority figures encourages
         an orientation that views efforts to redress social problems as a way to remove a
         powerful platform for reasserting a preferred social order.[57] Not only are collective actions futile, for example, but any sort of international
         or ecumenical relationship, such as involvement with the United Nations or sharing
         communion with Catholics, is not only unnecessary but might even forestall the Second
         Coming—the one event that can actually redeem a fallen world.[58] 
      

      
      Premillennialism continues to draw rhetorical strength from a larger movement in the
         early twentieth century that encouraged Christians to remove themselves from society’s
         depredations.[59] Randall Balmer showed how fundamentalists became their own safe subculture, contrasting
         their insulated world with the evils of modernism through a dualistic rhetoric of
         good and evil, righteous and unrighteous, sacred and secular, and saved and damned.[60] Most of the activity that could be defined as “political” throughout most of the
         twentieth century focused on buttressing the evangelical subculture, including socializing
         exclusively with friends from church groups, donating money only to evangelical agencies,
         reading material only from Christian bookstores, and sending children only to Bible
         camps in the summer and Bible institutes or evangelical seminaries for higher education.
         Balmer maintained that limiting political activity within the cocoon of evangelical
         subculture aligned with a community that thought of the larger American culture as
         deeply corrupted.[61] 
      

      
      This description of premillennialism may sound familiar. It seems these themes, when
         updated for our present historical moment, align with Trump’s appeal and, more broadly,
         offer a compelling account of economic stratification in our historical moment.
      

      
      Trump’s Rapture

      
      Donald Trump animated a narrative of marginalization and loss that functioned as a
         secular continuation of apocalyptic rhetoric, a story his base heard, understood,
         and responded to. For white, native-born, heterosexual, working- and middle-class
         Americans with a high-school diploma, Trump articulated the deeply held feelings of
         impending doom brought on by shifting economic, social, and demographic conditions.[62] More than any other national candidate, Trump championed the identity politics of
         this disaffected, disconnected, and disrespected population.
      

      
      The perception that this group was being left behind does partially align with empirical
         reality. Princeton economists Anne Case and Angus Deaton studied a fifteen-year period
         in which mortality rates fell by more than 200 per 100,000 for black Americans and
         by more than 60 per 100,000 for Hispanics—but rose by 34 per 100,000 for white Americans.[63] In Hillbilly Elegy, J. D. Vance offered a personal account of the steep social decline of many working-class
         white Americans, including vivid descriptions of rising incarceration rates, divorce
         rates, and drug overdoses.[64] Robert Jones in The End of White Christian America detailed research that found that more than seven in ten white evangelical Protestants
         reported that American culture and their way of life has changed for the worse since
         the 1950s.[65] 
      

      
      But these legitimate insecurities were also supplemented by the usual set of exclusionary
         devices that always seems to appear when the traditionally empowered begin to feel
         threatened. Recall that premillennial rhetoric depends on the perception of crisis and marginalization, not the reality; this can inform why the dividing
         line between the legitimate insecurities felt by this population and the bogus conspiracy
         theories and tired scapegoats tend to blur so easily. For example, Trump’s messaging
         resonated with many Americans who were not comfortable having a black family in the
         White House.[66] The Obama presidency was a powerful reminder to Trump’s base of its loosening grip
         on traditional mechanisms of power. Trump took advantage. Extending the legacy of
         Richard Nixon’s Southern Strategy, Ronald Reagan’s Welfare Queens, and George H. W.
         Bush’s Willie Horton, he initially evolved from a real estate mogul and reality TV
         star into a viable political force by popularizing the foolish conspiracy theory that
         Barack Obama was not an American citizen. He later listed more dark-skinned people
         to be suspicious of, including Chinese cheaters, Mexican rapists, and Muslim terrorists.
         Although most Republican politicians avoided associating themselves with Trump’s “birther”
         conspiracy, they could not directly denounce a belief held by more than a quarter
         of all Americans and almost half of all Republicans.[67] The claim that Obama’s entire presidency was a conspiracy activated a visceral reaction
         in this population that stretched far beyond the Affordable Care Act or the auto industry
         bailouts. Instead, the first black president, a man whose middle name was Hussein,
         needed to be discredited in a concrete way—he needed to be foreign, and thus illegitimate,
         to prevent his presidency from operating as further evidence of this population’s
         imminent demise.
      

      
      For an audience already feeling like a besieged minority, Trump lumped together perceptions
         of cultural marginalization and economic insecurity to paint a doomsday portrait clearly
         aligned with the rhetorical resources of premillennial rhetoric. They saw Caitlyn
         Jenner praised for her courage, terrorists coddled in Guantanamo Bay, the Boy Scouts
         pressured to admit transgender children, Black Lives Matter allies killing police
         in Dallas, and any attempt to defend traditional views about gender roles, marriage,
         guns, abortion, or the Confederate flag ridiculed by cultural elites.[68] Even minor annoyances became viewed as an attack on a larger way of life: Trump often
         rallied his audience by complaining that we now had to say “Happy Holidays” rather
         than “Merry Christmas.”
      

      
      In several ways, Donald Trump’s messaging aligned with the rich tradition of apocalyptic
         rhetoric. First, he expressed a dark anger his base would recognize. Premillennial
         discourse is infused with martial imagery. Likewise, Trump broke from traditional
         political decorum in his deployment of anger, outrage, and violence. He supported
         waterboarding and “much worse” for suspected terrorists; he advocated going after
         terrorists’ families—a clear war crime; and in reference to protesters at his rallies,
         Trump would say from the podium, “I’d like to punch that guy in the face” or “Boom,
         boom, boom,” while jabbing his fist to show his audience how he would handle a protester.[69] Jeff Sharlet, who followed Trump’s campaign for the New York Times, described these as the “human moments” at Trump rallies, where he showed his base
         that he knew how they felt and said what they all wished they could say. Because elites
         set the tone for political discourse, these martial images trickled down to his supporters.
         Sharlet heard one Trump supporter describe what he was going to do to a protester:
         “I’m gonna beat the [expletive] out of him,” he promised with a sly smile, “and get
         on CNN.”[70] 
      

      
      Second, drawing from apocalyptic rhetoric, Trump’s messaging accentuated the physical
         threat posed by outsiders. Trump’s messaging clearly hailed an audience that saw enemies
         at the nation’s gates. When announcing his presidential bid, Trump initially grabbed
         the attention of this audience by proclaiming, “The U.S. has become a dumping ground
         for everybody else's problems.” He continued, “When Mexico sends its people, they're
         not sending their best. They're not sending you. They're not sending you. They're
         sending people that have lots of problems, and they're bringing those problems with
         us [sic]. They're bringing drugs. They're bringing crime. They're rapists. And some,
         I assume, are good people.”[71] Sharlet described how Trump’s stump speech often featured detailed descriptions of
         Americans killed by immigrants. At a rally in Fountain View, Arizona, Trump began,
         “You had the killing of Kate, the killing of Jamiel,” as he chopped his hand down
         with each name. As Sharlet wrote, Trump’s audience knew these stories: Kate Steinle
         was shot on the San Francisco pier by an undocumented immigrant; Jamiel Shaw Jr.,
         a high-school football star, killed by an “illegal.” Trump continued, “You had so
         many killings. So much crime.” But then Trump always held up his hand, dropped his
         voice, lowered his eyes and said, “It’s gonna end.”[72] 
      

      
      Third, Trump aligned his rapture’s marital imagery with the nostalgic vocabularies
         of reclamation, restoration, and renewal. For apocalyptic rhetoric, this language originates in a theological interpretation
         that emphasizes human sin and divine judgment, but it is often actualized in the perception
         of social, economic, and cultural threats. For example, Robert Jones found examples
         of these “re” vocabularies emerging whenever white Christians felt acute marginalization
         and fear, including Southern Christian vocabularies after the Civil War, during the
         federal occupation and domination of Reconstruction, in the aftermath of the humiliating
         Scopes Monkey Trial, and throughout white supremacist attempts to make sense of the
         civil rights movement in the 1960s.[73] Trump’s messaging reflected an updated version of this vocabulary. While the American
         Dream offered only a limited range of emotional responses—mainly patience, hope, and
         optimism—Trump tapped into wider (and darker) feelings about a looming apocalyptic
         threat: anger, rage, fear, hate, and vengeance.
      

      
      Finally, in alignment with apocalyptic rhetoric, Trump’s messaging used the perception
         of threat as an important constitutive function. Consider how the journalists and
         academics outside of Trump’s base were baffled by his ability to remain unharmed by
         a series of egregious gaffes on the campaign trail. For example, Trump ridiculed a
         New York Times reporter named Serge Kovaleski—who suffers from a disability that limits flexibility
         of his arms—saying “Now, the poor guy,” Trump mocked, “you’ve got to see this guy,
         ‘Ah, I don’t know what I said! I don’t remember!’” as he jerked his arms around.[74] As noted, he initially announced his campaign by suggesting that all Mexicans were
         rapists; he later advocated for shutting down mosques, banning all Muslims from entering
         the country, and building a wall on the southern border of the United States. He ridiculed
         Republican John McCain, saying, “He’s not a war hero. He’s a war hero because he was
         captured. I like people who weren’t captured.” He maintained that global warming was
         a hoax perpetuated by the Chinese. He called Republican primary challenger Carly Fiorina
         ugly and made fun of the physical appearance and alluded to the mental health issues
         of Ted Cruz’s wife. He even suggested Cruz’s father was involved in the Kennedy assassination.
         But throughout, Trump assumed a Teflon-like quality, when any one of these comments
         would have ended most politicians’ campaigns. The constitutive function of apocalyptic
         rhetoric can explain why.
      

      
      In Trump’s rapture, offense taken at his outrageous comments would reveal more about
         the audience than the rhetor. If you were offended by Trump’s making fun of someone
         with a disability or calling Mexicans rapists, it indicated that you did not appreciate
         the threat looming just outside the gates. These gaffes served as a litmus test to
         easily identify the true believers. For comparison, consider a tactic employed by
         a common e-mail phishing scam.
      

      
      Most people, when they receive an e-mail from a deposed Nigerian prince asking them
         to wire a small amount of money to access a frozen account, will quickly see it as
         a scam and delete it. Another set of more gullible readers will pause and consider
         the proposition, but will ultimately reject the offer, in part because the email is
         so poorly written, full of grammatical errors and typos unfit for a prince. But those
         mechanical errors are purposeful. The e-mail scammers want to sift out anyone smart
         enough to see the errors and typos as signs of a scam. Those people were a waste of
         time—the type that would send a few interested e-mails but never actually wire any
         money. Ultimately, the poorly written e-mails produced a small community hailed by
         the fantastic proposition but unable to notice (or care) about the writing deficiencies.
         These were the true marks the scammers sought to isolate.
      

      
      Trump’s most egregious gaffes constituted a community in a similar way. His messaging
         was designed for a particular audience in a particular place in a particular time.
         It was supremely tactical and contextual. If you were put off by the misogyny, racism,
         illegality, unconstitutionality, or criminality, then it wasn’t for you in the first
         place. But with his base, in this context, it was devastatingly effective, like a
         laser-guided missile striking its target, as Mark Thompson put it.[75] Left over was a community that could look past all the gaffes to see a prophet who
         finally recognized their dire circumstances and was willing to do something about
         it.
      

      
      Rhetorically, we can see that Trump’s messaging was not entirely unprecedented. As
         Thompson noted, highly synoptic language and memorable slogans are commonplace for
         politicians—“Let them eat cake.” “God and gold.” “The only thing we have to fear is
         fear itself.” “Country First.”[76] Nor does Trump represent the first time a politician has relied more on extreme partisanship,
         fear appeals, or ad hominem attacks instead of rational debate about substantive issues.
         As Thompson wrote, “From Plato to George Orwell, the story of the West is littered
         with claims that the political language of the day is failing, and bringing the politics
         itself down with it.”[77] Even more specifically, Trump reflects larger historical patterns in which cycles
         of economic dislocation in working- and middle-class whites have elevated authoritarian
         populists like Huey Long, George Wallace, and Pat Buchanan.[78] But generally, the extremist elements of these backlashes are contained—either regionally
         or institutionally.[79] Not this time.
      

      
      Trump’s rhetoric effectively synthesized economic insecurities and shifting cultural
         formations to actually win the presidency—something no demagogue in modern American history has ever come close to doing. The
         thesis developed in this book offers a partial explanation: Trump’s fear appeals were
         not at all regionally or institutionally specific. The American Dream was not destroyed
         by the Communists, the Democrats, the Chinese, or the Jews. Trump’s rapture made it
         obvious that neoliberalism as a governing policy has failed most Americans. The crisis
         articulated in Trump’s rapture scenario was caused by the policies of cultural and
         economic elites of all stripes.[80] Steve Bannon, Trump’s senior adviser, sounded a lot like Bernie Sanders or an Occupy
         Wall Street protester when he said, “Elites have taken all the upside for themselves
         and pushed the downside to the working- and middle-class Americans.”[81] Without their firm foundation, betrayed by their authority figures, and with the
         enemy at the gate, they saw Donald Trump as the only person who could accurately articulate
         and sympathize with these feelings of crisis and marginalization. His weaknesses—as
         an erratic, undisciplined, and inexperienced outsider—suddenly became strengths. He
         was not a career politician, and because his wealth freed him from institutional pressures,
         Trump emerged as the only person who could speak truth to the cabal of power that
         caused this marginalization in the first place. He also became the only person who
         could do anything about it.
      

      
      Trump noticed the signs of looming chaos; he had the courage to identify and name
         the threats, and thus, offered the most cogent call to action. Like an apocalyptic
         prophet, Trump became the voice crying out in the wilderness, calling on his audience
         to remain pure and uncorrupted by ignorant and complicit authority figures. A dominant
         explanation for Trump’s appeal, for instance, focused on his ability to “say what
         we’re all thinking.” This was so refreshing for an audience—many of them older white
         Americans—that assumed the label of “silent majority” because they felt constrained
         by the norms of political correctness to say out loud how they really felt about the
         changing world. More specifically, Trump had the courage to name the causes of marginalization
         and crisis—radical Islamic terrorism, corrupt politicians, and rapist immigrants—whereas
         his opponents couldn’t even utter those words, much less do anything to prevent the
         oncoming doom. As David Rosen wrote, “His supports believe he says what he wants to
         say, with no PR shill telling him what the polls show.”[82] Mark Thompson noted that Trump’s appeal depended significantly on the belief that
         he was a truth teller who was free from the conventional language of politics.[83] He noted a September 2015 Fox News poll that found 44 percent of American voters
         and 62 percent of Republicans agreed with the statement, “He tells it like it is,
         and we need that now in a president.”
      

      
      Trump emphasized his outsider status by making enemies across the political spectrum.
         He began many of his speeches with a recitation of “the establishment losers” who
         “don’t know how to win!”[84] He said the election process was “totally rigged and corrupt”; the 2016 election
         was “being rigged by the media, in a coordinated effort with the Clinton campaign”;
         the mainstream media were “crooked” and “very unfair”; the North American Free Trade
         Agreement was the “worst deal in US history”; the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
         was “obsolete”; the Transportation Security Administration was “falling apart”; the
         Trans-Pacific Partnership was “terrible” and “a fraud”; and US leaders were “weak,”
         “ineffective,” and leading us “to slaughter.” On the Left, he ridiculed Crazy Bernie
         Sanders, Goofy Elizabeth Warren, and Crooked Hillary Clinton. Bill de Blasio was the
         “worst mayor in the United States”; Joe Biden was “not very bright”; Bill Clinton
         was a “highly overrated” hypocrite; Tim Kaine was “a joke”; and Barack Obama was “perhaps
         the world president in US history!” On the Right, he ridiculed Little Marco, Truly
         Weird Rand Paul, Lyin’ Ted Cruz, and Low-Energy Jeb Bush. Lindsey Graham was a “dumb
         mouthpiece”; Robert Gates was “a total disaster”; George W. Bush was “not nice”; Frank
         Luntz was “a total clown”; George Will was “BORING” and “dopey”; Bill Kristol was
         “an embarrassed loser”; John Roberts “let us down”; Megyn Kelly was “highly overrated”;
         Mitt Romney “choked like a dog”; Paul Ryan was “very weak,” “ineffective,” and “disloyal”;
         the Republican National Committee was “weak” and the Republican Party was “disloyal,”
         “so naive,” and didn’t “know how to win.” In the media, CNN was “really pathetic”;
         Forbes was a “failed magazine”; Fox News was “pathetic,” “biased,” and “disgusting”; The O’Reilly Factor was “Boring”; Vanity Fair was “failing”; the Wall Street Journal editorial board was made up of “dummies”; NBC News was “very dishonest”; the New York Times was “failing” and “disgusting”; and the Washington Post was “dishonest” and “phony.” That he appeared to be self-funding his campaign in
         its earlier days aligned well with his anti-everything image. As he tweeted, “By self-funding
         my campaign, I am not controlled by my donors, special interests or lobbyists. I am
         only working for the people of the U.S.!” David Graham reported that Trump supporters
         often mentioned his self-funding was a major selling point.[85] 
      

      
      Aligning with a theme of apocalyptic rhetoric, economic and political authorities
         responded by rejecting Trump in kind. The most legitimate economic research contradicts
         many of Trump’s main selling points on the campaign trail, including his claims that
         globalization and free trade are unhealthy for the American economy.[86] Trump also drew the distain of establishment Republican leaders. George W. Bush opted
         not to “participate in or comment on the presidential campaign.” Mitt Romney said,
         “I wanted my grandkids to see that I simply couldn’t ignore what Mr. Trump was saying
         and doing, which revealed a character and temperament unfit for the leader of the
         free world.” Karl Rove, former George W. Bush strategist, called Trump “a complete
         idiot” who is “graceless and divisive.” John McCain said that Trump’s behavior made
         it “impossible to continue to offer even conditional support for his candidacy.” After
         Trump’s attacks on Judge Gonzalo Curiel, Lindsey Graham said, “This is the most un-American
         thing from a politician since Joe McCarthy. If anybody was looking for an off-ramp,
         this is probably it. There’ll come a time when the love of country will trump hatred
         of Hillary.” John Kasich said, “I will not vote for a nominee who has behaved in a
         manner that reflects so poorly on our country.” Condoleezza Rice, George W. Bush’s
         Secretary of State, blasted Trump in a Facebook statement calling for him to step
         down: “Enough! Donald Trump should not be President. He should withdraw. As a Republican,
         I hope to support someone who has the dignity and stature to run for the highest office
         in the greatest democracy on earth.” Robert Gates, Secretary of Defense and director
         of the CIA under George W. Bush and Barack Obama, wrote in a Wall Street Journal op-ed that Trump was “beyond repair . . . unqualified and unfit to be commander-in-chief.”
         George Will, prominent voice of conservative columnists, left the Republican Party
         over Trump’s nomination, saying, “This is not my party.” And Jeb Bush called Trump “a chaos candidate, and he’d be
         a chaos president.”[87] The important point, of course, is that many Trump supporters liked that he was a
         chaos candidate and they didn’t mind that so many people disliked him.
      

      
      Set in opposition to such authority, Trump supporters took comfort in being shunned
         by mainstream economists, politicians, and institutions. Further, Trump’s isolation
         aligned with the historical moment. Jonathan Rauch noted that the percentage of Republicans
         preferring “new ideas and a different approach” to “experience and a proven record”
         almost doubled in the middle of Trump’s primary campaign.[88] This isolation would feel familiar to his base. Premillennials also very much operate
         in a theological wilderness: all Catholic and Orthodox churches, along with mainline
         Protestant denominations, do not affirm a premillennial eschatology that emphasizes
         anything close to the rapture described here.[89] Mainstream religious authorities also criticize the predictability of premillennial
         plotlines, their biblical inconsistencies, tortured biblical exegesis, biblical proof-texting,
         and obvious redundancies with ancient Jewish myths. None of that matters—for Trump
         or for premillennial rhetoric. What matters is the constitutive function of the message
         and the rhetor. Like a messianic prophet, Trump is the only one who can see the signs
         of chaos, the only one capable of leading his community through the impending doom.
         In his acceptance speech as the Republican National Convention, he said, “Nobody knows
         the system better than me, which is why I alone can fix it.” His version of the presidency
         is akin to the savior riding in on the white horse out of the wilderness; draining
         the swamp of Washington, DC, politics; and carrying his supporters safely above the
         looming “American carnage”—as he put it in his inaugural address. He does not need
         the support of Democrats or Republicans; he doesn’t need to talk about policy and
         working with Congress. He only needs us to put our faith in his force of personality.
         As Beverley Gage wrote, Trump capitalized on perceptions of marginalization, betrayal,
         and anger to turn the 2016 election into a contest between competing knowledge systems:
         know-it-all-elites—represented first by his establishment Republican primary competitors
         and later by Hillary Clinton—against the tell-it-like-it-is populism of Trump.[90] While pollsters and the media predicted his demise, both in the primary and the general
         election, Trump proved them all wrong and thus vindicated his true believers’ faith
         in his apocalyptic vision.
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      Trump’s candidacy and election will be the subject of popular and scholarly inquiry
         for the rest of our lives, and I don’t mean to offer a comprehensive explanation here.
         But by positioning his messaging within a broader inquiry into the discursive production
         of economic arrangements, I hope this chapter offered one small piece to the Donald
         Trump puzzle.
      

      
      Make America Great Again resonated with a base that could feel the looming apocalypse. Hillary Clinton’s slogans—Stronger Together, Love Trumps
         Hate, and Make America Whole Again—were tone-deaf in their attempts to appeal to this
         audience. The constituency under examination here doesn’t want to be “whole again,”
         they don’t want to be “together,” and they might even see the need for some hate.
         They want someone to blame for their loss of cultural, social, and economic prestige.
         They want clear boundaries and a restored hierarchy. They want to be able to identify
         the insiders from the outsiders. They want a way to separate those who can hear and
         respond to this doomsday message—a community constituted by secure walls so that when
         the impending rapture does come it will be obvious who should be safe and who should
         be pushed out.
      

      
      Linking these implications to the larger purpose of this book illuminates how a particular
         individualistic version of the American Dream functioned like a Faustian bargain for
         Trump’s base. The rhetoric of the American Dream worked as a powerful categorizing
         mechanism. It helped us organize economic, moral, and cultural knowledge in forceful
         ways. For forty years, the American Dream coached us to turn on or turn off sympathy,
         unity, and compassion depending on the vocabularies we assigned to an individual’s
         economic situation. But the rigid hierarchies that initially positioned a once-powerful
         community in its secure place would eventually crack when the economic conditions
         of the twentieth century changed. Trump’s message reveals the pernicious underbelly
         left over. This chapter explored a bit how this organization and categorization process
         works, and in turn, offered a richer, more comprehensive account of one of the most
         shocking events in American political history.
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      Chapter 7

      Constructing an 
Alternative Vocabulary
      

      
         
         
      

      
      The purpose of this book was to examine public conversations related to why some people
         are so rich and others are so poor. I hoped to show in this examination the discursive
         circuitry by which we make sense of our economic arrangements. In this final chapter,
         I begin by detailing some of the public policy implications produced by that discursive
         circuitry. I then propose an alternative explanation for economic arrangements through
         a vocabulary that mediates the pernicious ideological consequences of the arrangements
         described here. I call this a discourse of Fortune. Finally, as much of this book
         has focused on the failures and limitations of our arrangements, I want to end on
         a more positive note by showing how the Millennial generation may be uniquely qualified
         for implementing this discourse of Fortune, and in turn, creating the symbolic conditions
         necessary for economic justice in the twenty-first century.
      

      
      The individualistic version of the American Dream detailed here is fundamentally irreconcilable
         with the necessary conditions of economic justice in a democracy. What is most frustrating
         is that we know what public policy steps need to be taken to encourage the conditions
         of economic justice. In the past, we rebalanced the scales by investing in robust
         social welfare programs, strong schools, and support for organized labor. These ended
         up being sound methods of reducing poverty, ensuring a productive workforce, and promoting
         the collective cohesion necessary for a healthy democracy. We have some good ideas
         about what would work today, as well. For example, Nicholas Kristof and Sheryl WuDunn
         demonstrated the value of prenatal and early childhood care for families in poverty
         in their book A Path Appears. They cited a Rand Corporation study that found that each dollar invested in nurse
         visits to low-income unmarried mothers produced $5.70 in benefits.[1]  A guaranteed minimum income would also be especially beneficial for single women
         and children by establishing an annual income floor, which would go a long way toward
         eliminating poverty.[2] Sasha Abramsky proposed nationwide childhood development accounts—in which a city
         or state could fund a child’s education from an early age—as a way to encourage low-income
         families to think of higher education as a possibility for their children.[3] San Francisco and Maine currently have similar programs. Strong health care is crucial
         for improving the conditions of poor families, especially those headed by single mothers.
         In this area, the power of illness to undermine promising employment situations, especially
         when single mothers have health problems, is well documented.[4] It would be useful to remember the importance of organized labor in ensuring the
         conditions of economic justice. Unions were instrumental in fighting for and winning
         the eight-hour workday, the five-day workweek, and child labor and workplace safety
         laws.[5] Unions were also crucial to containing wage disparity. Timothy Noah showed that the
         decline of labor is responsible for much of the inequality that began in the 1970s.[6] Strengthening unions, including legal protections for organizing labor and ensuring
         collective bargaining, offer an important mechanism for mediating the exploitation
         of the working class by those with outsized power and influence.
      

      
      Many of these proposals would require additional revenue sources. Historically, sensible
         tax policies have been employed to support social programs and the stable political
         system they help to prop up. Additional revenue sources would need to align with the
         general understanding that tax policies work best when they are steeply progressive.[7] Examples include imposing a progressive global tax on capital, increasing the income
         tax on the wealthiest Americans, eliminating the upper limit for Social Security contributions,
         reintroducing a windfall profit tax, developing a financial transaction tax, and increasing
         estate taxes on larger inheritances.[8] We could also locate additional revenue sources for social programs that promote
         economic justice by limiting spending on defense, corrections, and immigration enforcement.
         Recall that the Lockheed Martin F-35 Joint Strike Fighter itself cost half of the
         entire Obama stimulus.[9] Furthermore, our prison population has quintupled since the early 1970s; we imprison
         far more nonviolent inmates than other nation, at the cost in many parts of the country
         that is more per year per inmate than sending a person to an Ivy League college.[10] 
      

      
      These public policy proposals should align with our expectations of a healthy, fully
         functioning democracy. When one person gets one vote, it is reasonable to expect the
         rich to give back a little more. This is the arrangement that has so far safeguarded
         a civil society of law and order, and ensured an educated workforce, along with well-maintained
         roads, clean air, and security. The collective benefit of these policies allows every
         citizen the chance to live a full, viable life.
      

      
      These policies also make sound economic sense. Without the mechanisms of social support,
         the poor have less incentive to stay in school, work hard, and contribute to a civic
         democracy in any significant way. The historical record reveals that the trajectory
         of our new plutocracy is far more dangerous in the long term than supporting poor
         single mothers, funding strong public schools, and ensuring fair pay for the workforce.
         As I argued in the introduction, massive concentrations of power and wealth have the
         potential to tear at our social fabric, break down the solidarity and trust required
         for democratic governance, and diminish the lives of everyone. High levels of inequality
         slow job growth by limiting what Jared Bernstein called “the demand channel.”[11]  When only the wealthy have enough disposable income, consumer demand shrinks. As
         Bernstein wrote, stores like Walmart and Dollar General will thrive by attracting
         those on the lower end of the economic spectrum, and Neiman Marcus and Bloomingdale’s
         will attract those on the other end, but nothing will be left in between. Countries
         with dramatic inequality always have far more social problems, including crime, corruption,
         and lower trust levels.[12]  More inequality means higher rates of infant mortality, alcoholism, narcotics addiction,
         and venereal disease; shorter life expectancy; more violence, crime, prisons, domestic
         abuse, joblessness, residential segregation, delinquency, drug trafficking, and broken
         families; less political participation; and dysfunctional schools.[13] Our trajectory is moving us toward a place where an affluent and politically powerful
         class of people no longer feels obligated to take measures to prevent the hardship,
         suffering, and death of its own disadvantaged citizens. Government is sliced to the
         bone, environmental protections are sacrificed, and infrastructure is neglected, as
         are health and human services. The affluent and powerful respond by putting record
         numbers of people in prison or completely disregarding them during times of crisis
         as they retreat to their gated communities. The middle class realize that to keep
         from slipping to poor and working-class levels they must work more and vacation less.
         This loss of leisure time has a direct impact on the quality of people’s lives, as
         people have less free time, less time to care for children and elders, less time to
         be involved in schools and education, less time to volunteer, and less time to be
         politically and civically active. These are not simply economic problems. These are
         the conditions of our lives that have the last word on how democratic we can be.
      

      
      It is here where this book comes full circle. As I have argued, all ideological conquests
         rely on symbolic resources for their impact. Adjusting these symbols can untether
         our explanations of economic stratification from misguided and ineffectual public
         policy responses and move us closer to economic justice. As Henry Giroux argued, political
         subversion first requires cognitive subversion.[14] We cannot become what we cannot imagine. And we cannot imagine what we cannot describe.
         Following Kenneth Burke’s lead, our task, then, is to locate alternative vocabularies
         that explain social issues in a way that equips us for living in a world characterized
         by radical forms of economic justice. But I should also be clear about what this alternative
         vocabulary will not require. An alternative to the American Dream will not require
         the overthrow of free-market capitalism, nor will this alternative require complete
         and total equality. Deeply ingrained attitudes toward individual liberty assume that
         the top 10 percent of earners will earn more than 10 percent of the wealth, and the
         bottom 30 percent will earn less than 30 percent.[15] No democratic system that recognizes individual liberty can entirely negate the presence
         of some economic stratification.[16] Some citizens will flourish and some will flounder, and we will generally be comfortable
         with that. Additionally, an alternative to the American Dream will not require a world
         free of judgment. The American Dream fits within one part of a larger universal desire
         to make sense of other people in a way that allows ordering and categorizing. This
         function transcends economic discourse: The ability to sort people spontaneously and
         with minimal effort and awareness into meaningful categories is a universal facet
         of human perception and is essential for effective individual and social functioning.[17] In explaining economic stratification, no one has the time or energy to get to know
         the real reasons one person is really rich while another person is really poor. Thoughtful
         deliberation like that takes too much effort. Fortunately, we are equipped with complex
         cognitive and perceptual mechanisms that can guide us through our daily lives efficiently
         and with minimal need for deep thinking.[18] Those perceptual mechanisms are propped up and put into action with language. An
         alternative vocabulary to the American Dream would have to operate within these constraints.
      

      
      With those qualifiers acknowledged, I want to close this book by offering a short
         description of what that alternative vocabulary could look like and locate one promising
         source for its construction and affirmation in the Millennial generation.
      

      
      Discourse of Fortune

      
      An alternative vocabulary to the American Dream would need balance. It would need
         to carve out explanatory space for the complexity of economic stratification, and
         it would need to reconcile the symbolic and political limitations of an individualistic
         version of the American Dream without abandoning individual agency. We know that individual
         behavior influences economic standing. Unfortunately, poverty research tends to be
         uncomfortable with seriously engaging the behavioral causes of poverty. This reluctance
         leaves uncontested the central arguments of the undeserving poor found in the Wall Street Journal, cable news, and the American Enterprise Institute. Our unwillingness to engage the
         behavioral causes of poverty also limits our ability to explore the relationship between
         environment and the facilitation of what are harmful individual behaviors.[19] 
      

      
      At the same time, an alternative vocabulary would recognize that our successes and
         failures rarely occur in isolation. Material standing need not be understood as something
         one person possesses without also acknowledging collective social relations, institutions,
         and histories. An alternative vocabulary would need to align material standing with
         an understanding of human agency as a contingent process of social engagement in which
         the formation of identity is the product of interactive, culturally embedded processes
         by which social actors negotiate their identity within structural, material, and collective
         constraints.[20]  In turn, material standing cannot exist independent of structure. The balance of
         this alternative vocabulary functions as a counterpoint to the arrogance of overdeterministic
         and naive conceptions of deservedness. 
      

      
      An alternative vocabulary would promote this balance through the improved discursive
         recognition of Fortune. In his book Something for Nothing, Jackson Lears   articulated the specific symbolic formations of what Fortune, as
         an alternative to the hubris of the American Dream, would look and sound like in public
         conversations.[21]   As a proper noun, Fortune describes the source of arbitrarily and capriciously
         distributed material rewards. It leaves space for luck. It transcends the greed and
         cold-heartedness that comes with assuming the wealthy are all self-made. Fortune also
         releases the poor from the iron cage of moral convention, awakening us to the undeniable
         fact that some people get what they do not deserve and some people deserve what they
         do not get.[22]   The industrious can lose everything when the housing bubble bursts, when a job
         is offshored, or when cancer arrives. Good luck happens on its own terms, as Lears
         argued. Fortune allots material rewards without regard to our morality.[23]   Fortune reminds us of Sigmund Freud, who said that from the meeting of the sperm
         and the ovum, all life is chance.[24]   Fortune also reminds us of the biblical lessons of Job and Ecclesiastes: Morality
         can go unrewarded, the ungodly regularly prosper, and there is no strict relation
         between what we do and what we have because the sun shines on the righteous and unrighteous
         alike.[25]   
      

      
      Fortune is the counterpoint to a misguided conception of luck. No one makes their
         own luck, just as no one is solely responsible for their entire material standing.
         Fortune is also a counterpoint to the absurd idea that the market economy rationally
         determines material standing in some sort of just and predictable way. Fortune carves
         out space for what the Great Recession should have reminded us: Wealth is precarious,
         impermanent, and often distributed without regard to merit.
      

      
      Fortune encourages an entirely different orientation to the crude naïveté of the American
         Dream. If we accept Fortune, in all its arbitrariness, then we are more likely to
         be suspicious of the wealthy denying the role of other people and circumstances in
         creating their material standing. If we accept Fortune, we are also more likely to
         extend grace and compassion to the poor.
      

      
      Fortune and the American Dream

      
      Fortune would allow us to reconsider several orientations produced by the flawed symbolizing
         of the American Dream. First, an alternative vocabulary would allow us to explain
         our nation’s wealth in a more chastened, accurate, and sober way. We could be reminded
         that America’s economic dominance is a product of a complex confluence of factors.
         Sound democratic principles facilitated the development of a uniquely functional system
         of political stability, law and order, and national security; in turn, the American
         economic system produced unprecedented levels of material abundance. But attributing
         that abundance to intellectual, divine, moral, or cultural superiority gets us dangerously
         close to letting proximate, first-stage explanations account for way too much. An
         alternative vocabulary would recognize that our nation’s wealth is also a product
         of what can only be described as luck—a unique combination of historical accidents,
         geographical advantages, and environmental factors that Americans should not claim
         a lot of credit for.
      

      
      Second, Fortune should make us suspicious of individual connections between deservedness,
         merit, and wealth. Fortune carves out discursive space to recognize how much irrelevant
         individual differences—like height or skin color—determine material standing. In turn,
         Fortune would encourage renewed emphasis on the role relevant individual differences
         play in determining economic stratification. Fortune would encourage a fresh look
         at regressive tax policies and the intergenerational transference of wealth from one
         generation to the next by preventing one’s position in the lucky sperm club from being
         confused with individual agency. This, in turn, would provide renewed justification
         for robust social support for ladders of economic mobility, including renewed support
         for those who were unlucky enough to be born into conditions of poverty.
      

      
      Third, Fortune would encourage a recalibrated sense of risk and reward. Fortune allows
         a clearer recognition that both flourishing and floundering can be the product of
         internal and external factors. Consequently, both the rewards of the flourishers and
         support for the flounders could be more collectively dispersed.
      

      
      Fourth, Fortune would encourage us to value noncommercial spaces where an individual
         material standing does not determine community relations. As Henry Giroux argued,
         the demands of citizenship affirm political and social relationships that transcend
         economic categories.[26] Fortune could thus function as counterpoint to the increasing segregation of the
         rich and poor. A renewed recognition of the value of the university, houses of worship,
         and civic centers, for example, can produce more inclusive spaces for citizenship
         and political engagement. Noncommercial spaces could operate as the sphere where people
         connect across shared political, moral, and cultural dimensions, so they can develop
         social identities that transcend economic standing.[27] 
      

      
      The ideological potency of the American Dream makes some of these descriptions almost
         unimaginable. After decades of references to bootstraps, gumption, and deservedness,
         the shorthand terms for a discourse of Fortune may be difficult to locate. However,
         a potentially rich site for the construction and affirmation of economic justice may
         be lurking in an unexpected place.
      

      
      Fortune and the Millennials

      
      Millennials—the generation born between 1982 and 2000—offer the most promising site
         for the discursive production of Fortune and the best hope for an alternative vocabulary
         to counter the pernicious history and ominous effects of the American Dream. Older
         generations may cringe at the thought. How can the generation who popularized the
         selfie and sexting, who think they deserve a trophy for participating and a promotion
         for being on time, and who can’t seem to grow up, get a job, and get out of their
         parent’s basement be the source of such a vocabulary? Many older people are worried
         that Millennials don’t read the newspaper, they don’t like face-to-face communication,
         they don’t vote, and they don’t go to church.[28] While the accuracy of some of these attitudes is questionable, it is undeniable that
         Millennials do tend to be suspicious of traditional institutions.[29] But they have good reason to be. And it is here where the hope for an alternative
         vocabulary emerges.
      

      
      Consider the world that has been left to the Millennials. Their upbringing was marked
         by Columbine, Virginia Tech, Newtown, the Oklahoma City bombing, the 9/11 attacks,
         economic collapse, the global war on terror, catastrophic wars in the Middle East,
         and the threat of climate change. While every generation can point to scarring events
         like these, few were raised among truly momentous disasters that shattered the foundations
         of their schools, their country, and their world. Further, as the guinea pigs of neoliberalism,
         Millennials will not enjoy the benefits of the American economic dominance that marked
         the middle decades of the twentieth century; instead, they will suffer the consequences
         of shortsighted public policies they did not create.
      

      
      The older generations who maintain control of traditional avenues of power continue
         to make public policy decisions that can only appear to Millennials to be greedy,
         ignorant, and selfish. As Heather McGhee argued, Millennials grew up and entered the
         adult world during the years of crony capitalists and powerful officials in Washington
         who rewrote the rules of the game to favor the relative few at the top over everyone
         else. That collusion brought devastating results.[30]  Just as they were poised to enter the job market and begin to settle down, the Wall
         Street banks crashed the economy, and Millennials were left with the worst economic
         climate since the Great Depression. The chaotic nature of the eventual recovery has
         meant the nation’s young workers have benefited the least from the recent growth,
         which has been the most uneven in history. Many full-time, stable jobs with health
         insurance and pensions are gone and never coming back. 
      

      
      As a consequence, Millennials will likely be economically worse off than their parents.
         According to a 2014 survey, the median family income headed by someone under twenty-five
         years of age, adjusted for inflation, is 6 percent less than similar families reported
         in 1989.[31]   Historically, recent generations have enjoyed upward mobility and increased productivity,
         while still being able to work less and have more time for civic and home life.[32]   Millennials will be a counterexample to the deeply ingrained American story that
         every generation will do better than the one before it.[33]   However, we continue to pour resources into public policies that disproportionately
         benefit older generations, which will likely continue a dramatic decline in funding
         for basic research, education, and infrastructure.[34]  
      

      
      Millennials have become the first generation to feel the impact of neoliberalism on
         a large scale. They know the assumptions about American intergenerational success,
         but they also know the social contract is gone, making it harder for this generation
         in particular to weather the effects of the greatest recession since the 1930s, unfunded
         and catastrophic wars, and environmental problems that threaten the entire planet.
      

      
      As depressing as all this is, part of the reason Millennials offer such hope for an
         alternative vocabulary is a natural outgrowth of the world that have been left to
         them. Millennials are justifiably distrustful of traditional institutions. But their
         distrust offers a surprising benefit: They may be more mindful than previous generations
         of the limits of what can be known for certain—ranging from financial systems to the
         credibility of politicians and home run hitters. Suffering through an economic climate
         that has forced them to live with their parents should make Millennials unwilling
         to grant divine blessing to the sanctity of the free market. Millennials may be more
         suspicious of assuming that prevailing economic and social arrangements indicate worth.
         The historical record shows that the marginalized often leave more room for grace;
         they also tend to be deeply suspicious of overconfident claims of economic and political
         rationality because they have personal experience with the shallowness of that worldview.
         Millennials may offer us a view into what it looks like when a whole generation is
         marginalized in this way. 
      

      
      At the same time, Millennials do not yet show the apathy and cynicism that might be
         expected given the world left to them. In the face of all the lies, theft, and greed,
         Millennials still reflect the social motivations that allow us to locate an alternative
         vocabulary to the American Dream. Here is why: Millennials tend to be uniquely comfortable
         with contingency, uncertainty, and instability, but they also tend to be upbeat, engaged,
         and collectivistic.[35]  Paul Taylor, author of The Next America, referred to Millennials as “America’s most stubborn optimists.”[36]  David Burstein called them “pragmatic idealists.”[37]  William Deresiewicz said, “Millennials appear to be more socially engaged than any
         generation since the heyday of the baby boom.”[38]  Neil Howe and William Strauss argued that no adult peer group possesses anything
         close to Millennials’ high-achieving, team-playing, and civic-minded outlook.[39]  As opposed to the selfish and alienated Gen-X slackers and the confidently individualistic
         but socially fragmented Baby Boomers, Millennials have strong team instincts and tight
         peer bonds as they learned in school from an early age to be outwardly-driven, ideal-following
         team players.[40]  Raised on Barney, Power Rangers, and Pokémon, they are relentlessly collectivist,
         learning from an early age what all kids share in common.[41]  As they have grown up, Millennials have become globally minded in a way that might
         offer a fresh rebuttal to the arrogance of deservedness. Thanks to the Internet, satellite
         news, porous national borders, the exporting of Western culture, the speed of change,
         social media, and the end of the Cold War, Millennials are the first generation to
         grow up thinking of themselves as global.[42] 
      

      
      This may allow Millennials to offer a fresh perspective on true democracy. Millennials
         may be less likely to hope that simply walking into a voting booth every four years
         to choose the most inoffensive personality, the most orthodox opinions, and the most
         successful fund-raiser will improve their condition. Instead, they may hold onto the
         realization that in a democracy, the people hold the enormous capacity to demand change
         when it does not serve their interests. And they may want to do something about it.
      

      
      In paradoxical fashion, it is not that Millennials distrust convention, traditions,
         or structures; it is that they don’t trust their parents’   conventions, traditions, and structures. Millennials take pride in convention and
         assume that rules can improve social conditions.[43]   When Millennials were asked to identify the major causes of America’s problems,
         the seven most popular answers all pertained to what they perceive as adult individualism.[44]   A collectivistic ethos may emerge in Millennials built around ideals of collegiality,
         rather than individual action, support for civic institutions rather than resistance
         against them, and what Howe and Strauss called “the tangible doing of good deeds.”[45]  
      

      
      This may mean that rather than continuing an attitude of apathy and cynicism, Millennials
         will remake old institutions that are not working. They may balance optimism, cohesiveness,
         and intelligence with the unencumbered freedom of being unmoored from traditional
         institutions. As Joel Stein put it, this description is threatening and exciting not
         because Millennials “[a]re trying to take over the Establishment, but because they
         are growing up without one.”[46] 
      

      
      They have the tools. Millennials have the confidence that comes from youth and the
         desperation that comes from being left with a world that never worked for them. They
         balance the desire to make the world a better place for everyone with the realization
         that the old institutions may need to be rebuilt to do so. Older generations left
         them in their parents’ basement with the distant threat of total economic disaster
         and present threat of student loan collectors. Millennials may tear down the old institutions
         that don’t work, or simply build up and reenergize the ones that do. They will have
         to. This is the world left to them.
      

      
      And here is why the social and cultural center of gravity for Millennials may contain
         the potential source of an alternative vocabulary to the American Dream. To describe
         Millennials as having a perspective worth cultivating is to get beyond their use of
         Snapchat and misuse of the term literally and get at larger potential directions of change that are more important than the
         surface behaviors of Millennials right now. Millennials may not offer the counter
         to the hubristic ignorance of the American Dream. But their perspective seems directionally
         ripe for the collective imaging of social dialogue that can offer an alternative to
         the ramshackle, cold-hearted, and greed-enforced economic and political conditions
         propped up by the American Dream. If the American Dream came to represent a broken
         social contract, the Millennials offer the best chance to expose that vocabulary as
         the fraud that it is; they may be the ones who find the underlying impulse to demand
         change, to assert their humanity, and to hold out, even in the face of a deeply pessimistic
         world, the possibility of change, hope, and justice.
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