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The mine owners do not find the gold, they do not mine the gold, they do not mill the gold, but by some weird alchemy all the gold belongs to them.


—BILL HAYWOOD, GOLD MINER AND UNION LEADER







The world has enough for everyone’s needs, but not everyone’s greed.


—MAHATMA GANDHI, INDIAN LAWYER AND NONVIOLENT REVOLUTIONARY
















FOREWORD



Dr. Robin DiAngelo


When I first introduced the term white fragility in an article by the same name in 2011, I had no idea the extent to which it would speak to people across a range of racial identities. When I turned that article into a more accessible book, countless newly awakened white people—moved by the racial uprising during the Summer of 2020—found it an invaluable guide to understanding our socialization into and collusion with systemic racism.


In the few years that have passed since that book was released, I have been heartened by the increased commitment of many white people to racial justice and their turning toward Black, Indigenous, and other peoples of color for leadership and guidance. But sadly, I have not been surprised by how fleeting that commitment so often is—and the racial arrogance and lack of humility so many “aware” white people default to, confident that our work is over and that we already know all we need to know. The ideology of individualism allows us to exempt ourselves, seeing racism as residing in the white person next to us, but rarely ever in ourselves.


As someone who has been engaged in antiracist work for several decades, I am clear that antiracism is a lifelong journey, a destination at which we will never fully arrive. For every inch we gain in challenging our conditioning into this system, the system is pushing right back. The comfort and advantage that systemic racism offers to those of us who are white are seductive. We must be relentless and vigilant and proceed with humility.


One of the great challenges to resisting the seductive forces of racism is how they interact with other systems of oppression that are also forceful and unyielding. Kimberlé Crenshaw, bell hooks, and Audre Lorde, among many other women of color, have written deeply and insightfully about the dynamics of intersectionality. Also enlightening are the contributions of those who have studied white masculinity specifically, including Tim Wise (Speaking Treason Fluently, 2008), Michael Kimmel (Angry White Men, 2013), and Ijeoma Oluo (Mediocre, 2020).


As a white cis woman who grew up in poverty and was the first in my family to go to college, I have also felt firsthand the oppressive power wielded by wealthy white men, a subset of Americans who author Garrett Neiman describes in this book. I have witnessed countless interactions through which rich white men abuse their societal power to avoid accountability for harm they cause. I outline these deflections in White Fragility, including: social taboos against talking openly about race; the “good/bad binary” that tells us that only some people are racist, and those people are bad; the idea that white men are objective and worked hard for everything they have; and a deeply internalized sense of superiority.


While rich white men don’t typically manifest their white fragility through literal tears as many white women do, they still do so, albeit in more aggressive ways. Their fragility most commonly shows up as varying forms of dominance and intimidation, including:



• Control of the conversation by speaking first, last, and most often


• Arrogant and disingenuous invalidation of racial inequality via “just playing the devil’s advocate”


• Simplistic and presumptuous proclamations of “the answer” to racism (“People just need to…”)


• Playing the outraged victim of “reverse racism”


• Accusations that the legendary “race card” is being played


• Silence and withdrawal


• Hostile body language


• Channel switching (“The true oppression is class!”)


• Intellectualizing and distancing (“I recommend this book…”)


• “Correcting” the racial analysis of people of color and white women


• Pompously explaining away racism and the experiences of people of color





All these moves push race off the table, help white men regain control of the discussion, end the challenge to their positions, and reassert their dominance.


I am clear that white women have not consistently shown up for racial justice. But I am also clear that when white people do show up, it is overwhelmingly white women. Sexism makes it easy to express contempt for and critique of white women—one example in the present moment being the countless “Karen” memes—but this allows, yet again, for rich white men to skate under the radar and distract us from who truly controls the halls of power.


Rich white men need to be educated and challenged on their complicity in a system that grossly and obliquely overadvantages them at the expense of others. And Rich White Men does just that. Garrett Neiman provides reflections and a model for personal transformation that other wealthy white men—as well as other white people—can learn from. Rich White Men is a powerful exposé from within the belly of the beast, a location he uniquely has access to. The book makes a major analytical contribution to the racial and social justice movement by exposing that belly, yet it is also a very personal journey that embeds a commitment to reckoning and accountability that is informed by Neiman’s conviction that an equitable America is in everyone’s self-interest, including this nation’s morally, relationally, and spiritually impoverished rich white men.


What most distinguishes Garrett’s voice is not solely his insightful analysis—though he has much to offer on that front—but rather his humility and vulnerability. Garrett courageously and generously shares his collusions and mistakes, those uncomfortable moments that shined a light on his ignorance and or arrogance, and the lessons learned. He speaks from his own lived experience and describes himself as someone who is part of the system, not outside it. Garrett is crystal clear that he hasn’t “arrived” in his consciousness or practice because this is a lifelong process. In so modeling, he provides a framework for how rich white men might begin to engage.


Rich White Men is among those rare books that makes the case for an equitable and just America while offering hard-earned insider insights that inform how our movement can win. I am especially excited that he takes on the intersections of class and gender and speaks back to the common claim that the equitable distribution of wealth will simultaneously end racism and all other forms of oppression. May it get into the hands of those who need it most.





—Dr. Robin DiAngelo, author of the New York Times best seller White Fragility



















MY CLASSIST, RACIST, AND SEXIST PREFACE





You get to a certain age and you realize that somehow the world’s problems are yours to solve and if not us—who, if not now—when?


—JIM COULTER, AMERICAN BILLIONAIRE AND COFOUNDER OF TPG CAPITAL







MYTH:


Rich white men approach the issue of inequality objectively and benevolently.







The master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house.


—AUDRE LORDE, AMERICAN WRITER, FEMINIST, AND CIVIL RIGHTS ACTIVIST







REALITY:


Rich white men often prioritize solutions that protect our wealth and power.





When I arrived at Edward’s corner office—I’ll call him Edward, because he buys and sells companies like Richard Gere’s character in the 1990 movie Pretty Woman—I was awestruck. As a nonprofit CEO, I’d seen many fancy offices while fundraising. Still, Edward’s setup was unique. Millions of dollars in abstract art lined the walls. And outside the panoramic, floor-to-ceiling windows, New York’s Central Park was visible in all its splendor.


I suppose I ought not have been surprised. Because of his entrepreneurial success, Edward had secured a slot on the Forbes 400, the list of America’s richest people. His high profile meant that his investment decisions could make or break billion-dollar companies. The success of the nonprofit I was leading—and the futures of the additional students we’d be able to serve if he made a large donation—was resting at that moment largely on his whim.


The first half hour of the meeting was smooth sailing. I told Edward about CollegeSpring, the national nonprofit I’d cofounded with my Stanford classmate Jessica Perez in 2008. I shared how we’d grown from a volunteer-run effort to a three-office staff of twenty-five, and how our programs were empowering thousands of students of color from high-poverty communities. Program participants improved their SAT scores from, on average, the twentieth to the fortieth percentile, and those higher test scores enabled many of them to become the first in their families to go to college. I emphasized that the Obama administration had invited us to the White House and heralded CollegeSpring as a promising model for supporting academic achievement in communities of color; we’d also receive praise from national media and then Facebook COO Sheryl Sandberg, who had written about us in her number one bestseller Lean In.


Edward seemed impressed. We’re going to get this donation, I remember thinking.


Then, seemingly out of the blue, he asked a question about the students we served. “So, this program of yours,” he began. “When you go into the schools, you offer the program to all of the students at the school?”


Many people I’d met appreciated the fact that our program did indeed serve all students, so I was surprised by his negative tone, which suggested it might be a leading question.


When I confirmed that his understanding was correct, Edward groaned. “Well, my problem is, most of the kids in those schools are lazy,” he said. “I only support high achievers. That’s why I fund scholarships at my alma mater,” he explained. “I don’t want my money going down the drain on the lazy kids.”


He wasn’t specific about what he meant by “those” schools, but he didn’t have to be. It was obvious he was talking about Black and brown kids who went to school in high-poverty neighborhoods.


My mouth fell open. By that point, I had gone to thousands of fundraising meetings with hundreds of wealthy people, mostly rich white men. It certainly wasn’t the first time a prospective donor had said something ignorant. Nor was it the first time I’d needed to transform a bizarre comment into a fundraising opportunity.


In that moment, though, I was stunned—and tongue-tied. I couldn’t decide whether to challenge his ignorance or try to spin his belief about the inferiority of our students into a reason why he ought to make a charitable donation. I was too surprised to be articulate, so I fumbled through a tortured response.


Within minutes, the train to the million-dollar donation that had been steaming ahead sputtered and ground to a halt. The initial positive energy and the rapport we’d developed over years seemed to leave the room all at once. The momentum was gone, never to be recovered.


The fundraising opportunity was lost. That door had closed.


At first, I blamed myself. After all, it was my job to successfully advocate for our program no matter what obstacles came my way. I had let our organization—and our students—down.


But then, I became angry. Here was a rich white man who might have never even visited the communities we were discussing, and somehow, he was dictating who deserved a better life. He could have helped, and instead he chose to stereotype our students. He felt it was only worth finding the exceptions that reinforced his biased view that most students of color are lazy. He believed that donations to support entire underserved communities were a waste.


It is tempting to dismiss Edward as an outlier or a “bad apple.” In fact, when I’ve told this story in the past, people often assume he is a right-wing extremist. The truth, though, is that Edward is a “good” billionaire. He backs Democrats and many cultural, educational, and environmental causes. If he hadn’t been among the “good” billionaires—a philanthropist committed to fighting poverty, which many wealthy people aren’t—I doubt he’d ever have agreed to meet with me.


While Edward was ignorant about what life is like in high-poverty communities of color and may be embarrassed by my sharing this story, I don’t intend to shame him here. After all, Edward’s ignorance is by design. Today, the United States is as racially segregated as it was in 1970 and more socioeconomically segregated than at any point in its history.1 And like most Americans, Edward was socialized in an educational system that whitewashes history and suggests that those who fail to secure the American dream are irresponsible.


I’ve spent the past fifteen years as a nonprofit leader and fundraiser, first as the CEO of CollegeSpring and more recently as a cocreator of Liberation Ventures, a Black-led philanthropic fund that is building grassroots power to accelerate momentum toward federal reparations in the United States. Through my roles, I’ve met dozens of white men who are at least as rich as Edward. I’ve also met hundreds more white men who are nearly as wealthy or otherwise wield significant power as elected officials, political appointees, university presidents, foundation leaders, or heads of other influential institutions.


Many rich white men have views similar to Edward’s. Most aren’t as explicit as Edward was in our exchange, but the perspective is common, maybe even typical. There are exceptions, but not many. Most nonprofit leaders don’t share these kinds of stories because it would damage our credibility with donors, but behind the scenes and off the record, “philanthropist bias” is a common watercooler topic. “You think that’s bad?” one of America’s most famous Black nonprofit leaders once asked me, after I recalled this story to him. “That’s nothing compared to what I’ve heard come out of the mouths of donors over the years.”


In a way, Edward’s unusually explicit example of bias gave me an incredible gift, because it shook me out of my day-to-day. Looking back on it, that was the moment when it sank in for me that extreme ignorance dominates the viewpoints within America’s political and economic elite. And it instilled in me a lifelong commitment to uprooting inequitable power dynamics.


After that interaction, I became increasingly critical of billionaire-led social change. But, I admit, it’s easier to lay blame at someone else’s feet than to look in the mirror. Perhaps what’s most painful for me, looking back on that experience, is that Edward and I have much more in common than I could have admitted at the time.


The moment that started to become clear to me was at CollegeSpring’s all-staff retreat in summer 2016 when—not long after my meeting with Edward—outside consultants facilitated a five-hour workshop with our entire team on diversity, equity, and inclusion.


If I were producing my own revisionist history, I’d say I championed the idea. But the truth is that the session only ended up on our agenda because our executive team and director of talent planned this intervention while I was away on my honeymoon. When I got back, I questioned whether five hours was necessary when we had so many other issues to discuss. I only relented because our senior team was strongly united.


When our staff of twenty-five gathered, I presumed the meeting would go well. After all, we were creating opportunities for Black and brown youth to go to college and improve their lives. We were on the right side of history. I was on the right side of history.


But once everyone felt free to talk, all kinds of problems came to the surface. Staff members were angry that I had not spread authority evenly across the organization and that people of color often left before they rose in our hierarchy. They were frustrated that our board and executive team were almost exclusively white. While we had some diversity further down in our ranks, at the top, our leaders were as homogenous as those in Edward’s investment firm.


Even in our well-intentioned group, rich white men had a near monopoly on power. Most of our board members were wealthy white men, and theirs were the main voices heard at board meetings. If I couldn’t even nurture a level playing field within our organization, how could I possibly expect to level it through our work?


The experience hit me hard. As CollegeSpring’s founding CEO, I had the final say on key decisions and policies. My decisions had elevated some voices above others, and my unconscious bias had made it easier for wealthy white men like myself to thrive and advance. I didn’t have the words for it at the time—nor would I have had the courage to admit it—but looking at the staff hierarchy, it was clear that I had built an institutionally classist, racist, and sexist organization. The realization made me sick to my stomach. Maybe I wasn’t one of the good ones after all.


Through the eyes of the working-class women of color who worked for CollegeSpring, I started to see that I, like Edward, had the power to decide who deserved a better life and who was worthy of advancing. While I would have acknowledged even then that I benefited from many advantages—including my gender, race, and economic background—I had struggled to see how my location as a wealthy white man had shaped the ways I’d wielded power as CollegeSpring’s young leader. Remembering how angry I was about Edward’s power and how difficult it had been to challenge him in that moment helped me see the full impact of the power I was myself exercising. Some of the impact I’d had was positive, but I’d caused harm, too. The fact that I needed to tangle with a billionaire to gain that insight is itself telling.


When I came to see that CollegeSpring was structurally inequitable, I took some early steps such as supporting the creation of a staff diversity, equity, and inclusion committee and recruiting more board members of color. But deep down, I knew that I was fumbling over my good intentions, and didn’t yet have the capabilities to lead the organization’s transformation toward equity. That is a large part of why I decided to step down from my role in 2017, which created space for me to pass the baton to Dr. Yoon Choi, a seasoned executive who has enhanced CollegeSpring’s effectiveness, financial stability, and equity practice ever since.


Looking back on it, it felt as if I had been handed the keys to a Lamborghini on my sixteenth birthday. The powerful engine helped me go fast, and it was an exhilarating ride, but on the dark and windy road of trying to build a more just world, people were bound to get hurt.


The rich white men who handed me those keys didn’t tell me it was classism, patriarchy, white supremacy, and other systems of oppression that drove that powerful engine. I was given power that enabled me to skip classes in college and earn mediocre grades without anyone questioning my intelligence or work ethic. Power that enabled me to raise $15 million from almost exclusively white donors. Power that ensured that when I applied to Harvard’s master in public policy / master in business administration joint-degree program, influential white alumni and faculty put in a good word. Power that insulated me from failure in ways that can’t be fully measured because they are so deeply baked into this country’s social and economic systems. Power that has enabled me to talk in recent years about big ideas, like providing a guaranteed livable income and reparations, without being suspected of looking for a handout. And, yes, power that is largely contingent on my prioritizing a path that does not threaten other rich white men’s wealth or power.


It is true that I have always worked hard. But at every critical moment, the unearned advantages I have had as a white man raised in a wealthy family have given me a crucial edge.


When I arrived at Stanford in 2006, I was invited to, as Apple cofounder Steve Jobs once said, “put a dent in the universe.” As a bright-eyed teenager, I didn’t have the perspective to see that what was pitched to me as “thinking big” was actually “thinking small.” Policy change and social movements, I was told, were the old way of doing things; Silicon Valley and social entrepreneurship was the future. Somehow I never questioned why, in an environment ostensibly obsessed with scale, the greatest scale solutions had been wiped from the board.


Over my years leading nonprofits, I started to see how I was—at least in some ways—a pawn in a larger game. I was, as Anand Giridharadas describes in his 2018 book Winners Take All, a sidekick to the plutocracy. In college, I was awestruck by the opportunities that Stanford offered, which led me to become eager to join “the elite.” After I became a social entrepreneur, the guys in that club sometimes made jabs about how nonprofits like mine didn’t run as well as their esteemed private companies, but most of the time, I was treated with respect and welcomed. I relished the influence they had shared with me, which I’d imagined were enough to level the playing field.


Since I started exploring the possibility of writing this book in 2016, a lot has happened. Yet plutocratic power still won’t yield. “Twenty million Americans lost their jobs in the pandemic,” President Joe Biden remarked in a 2021 address to Congress. “At the same time, roughly 650 billionaires in America saw their net worth increase by more than $1 trillion.”2 Nearly all of these billionaires are white men. The recent widening of these chasms reflects the continuation of a long-term trend: since 1980, America’s wealthiest 1 percent has become $28 trillion richer, while the bottom half hasn’t gotten any wealthier.3


And unless things change significantly—and quickly—American inequality will get much worse. In a country that claims to value equal opportunity, baby boomers are inking wills that will pass on $36 trillion to their heirs over the next few decades.4 White inheritors are poised to receive nearly all of that wealth, with white male heirs specifically controlling most of those assets.5 How much of that $36 trillion will be used to further gut democracy, snuff out social mobility, and reproduce inequality? And how much of it will be deployed to transform the systems that currently protect rich white men’s monopoly on wealth and power?


In the corner offices of billionaires and executives at Goldman Sachs, McKinsey, Stanford, Harvard, and other enclaves of mostly silver-spooned white men, I’ve seen wealthy white guys like me bring biased answers to these questions when we feel secure enough to express unguarded views. As a result, among the many things I’ve learned from my experiences is that a central barrier blocking America from becoming an equitable nation is a collection of myths that justify inequality, which many rich white men believe in and market to the public as conventional wisdom. These myths prey on the darker sides of human nature and are often subtle enough to sneak past those of us who benefit from them. Part of why I feel a responsibility to name and challenge these myths is that, earlier in my life, I used to believe every one of them.


As the flawed assumptions behind these myths have become visible to me, I have nurtured an alternative belief that my safety and well-being—as well as our collective safety and well-being—is best protected by an equitable America. I don’t want to live in a nation where there is extreme inequality, even if I benefit from that inequality materially. Instead, I want to recover what living in such an unequal country has cost me, including meaningful relationships, my mental and physical health, a connection with my ancestral and cultural roots beyond whiteness, access to my true self, and the belonging I seek.


As civil rights activist Fannie Lou Hamer put it far better than I ever could, “nobody’s free until everybody’s free.” The pages ahead reflect a culmination of what I’ve learned to date about how the system reproduces inequality, and what it takes to transform America into a nation that empowers every one of us to become free.
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INTRODUCTION



The United States has always struggled to be egalitarian while resisting to uproot its elitist colonial underpinnings and rationalizations that were developed to justify building an empire on the lands of Indigenous Peoples and the backs of Black people’s labor.


In 2023, this nation is at an inflection point. Disparities in wealth and power have become so extreme that marginalized groups are creating alternative pathways to restore their self-determination with growing intensity. And, due to the burgeoning visibility of social-justice movements, developing consciousness that politics as usual is ill equipped to address white supremacy and the crises that continue to impact all of us, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, and an intellectual renaissance in the field of liberatory scholarship, elites who are becoming aware of these disparities are confronting the suffering of the oppressed—and how that suffering is an existential threat to their own well-being and this nation’s vitality.


As a cultural strategist, resource mobilizer, and cooperative entrepreneur, I’ve spent the past fifteen plus years at the nexus of transformative movements and privileged people who are trying to show up better in service of our collective liberation. As a former member of the Malcolm X Grassroots Movement, I organized locally in my birthplace of Newark, New Jersey, to deal with racial disparities in public health, safety, housing, and homelessness. I mobilized resources for the Freedom Ride to Ferguson, which catalyzed the global movement for Black lives. I also supported the mitigation of racialized violence inflicted by white nationalists in Charlottesville, through Within our Lifetime, a racial-justice and healing network. And I’ve indulged my entrepreneurial spirit as a cocreator of AdAstra Collective, a worker-owned movement consultancy; ZEAL, a social-impact studio and agency for Black creatives; and Liberation Ventures, a philanthropic fund and field-building effort—which I started with Aria Florant and Garrett Neiman—that is building power toward reparations for Black Americans.


Through these various efforts, I have interacted with hundreds of people in positions of privilege who are striving to work in solidarity with marginalized communities. I’ve also been part of many collaborations where privileged people have caused significant harm, many collaborations where privileged people have done real good, and many collaborations where they’ve done both. Along the way, I’ve helped shape and support progressive philanthropic institutions like the Solidaire Network and RESIST; I’ve also collaborated with wealthy white people like Garrett Neiman, who are dedicating their lives and resources in various ways to advance the liberation of our humanity. These relationships give me faith that it is possible for elites to transform their relationship with capitalism and contribute toward the building of an America that gets to go through a just transition in its culture, politics, and economy. However, since deep commitments from privileged people continue to be rare, I also know that such a future is not inevitable and requires further organizing and creative approaches to call people into what it means to practice being in solidarity and equitable with one another.


What is important to know about Rich White Men is that it illuminates pathways for the privileged to live and engage differently so that they can do more good and less harm. This book wrestles with important, complex questions that many other books about inequality have left on the sidelines in their attempts to address the root causes of issues, such as: Why are white high school dropouts wealthier than Black college graduates? What does it take to get white men in poverty on board with gender and racial justice? Why do many white women subscribe to patriarchy and capitalism playing against their own best interests and well-being? What does rich white men going to therapy have to do with advancing social justice? What can activists like Stanley Levison—a rich white man and Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s closest white adviser and friend—teach us about how the advantaged can live lives committed to equity? And what does it look like to build a society where rich white men are no longer on top yet are better off than they are today?


Rich White Men shines a light on the ideologies and behaviors of those who stand most forcefully in the way of this nation’s healing and makes a convincing case for why elites also deserve liberation from racialized capitalism. Throughout this book, Garrett offers crucial insights from within the halls of power, articulates his ongoing personal transformation in illuminating ways, and provides a clarion call to transform America’s culture and systems in ways that not only enable but sustain equity. I believe everyone can glean something valuable from the discourse this book will generate. I have deep gratitude for having had the opportunity to contribute this introduction, and hope that this project can support the restoration of our humanity—and guide our thriving beyond history’s suggestions and consequences about who rich white men are destined to be.





—a. k. frimpong



















PART I



HOW THE OLD BOYS’ CLUB REPRODUCES ITSELF













CHAPTER 1



COMPOUNDING UNEARNED ADVANTAGE




People have got to know whether or not their president is a crook. Well, I’m not a crook. I earned everything I’ve got.


—RICHARD NIXON, THIRTY-SEVENTH PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES, DURING THE HEIGHT OF THE WATERGATE SCANDAL







MYTH:


Rich white men earned everything we have.







It is difficult to get a man to understand something, when his salary depends upon his not understanding it.


—UPTON SINCLAIR, AMERICAN POLITICAL ACTIVIST, AND AUTHOR OF THE JUNGLE







REALITY:


Rich white men benefit from compounding unearned advantages.





The wealthy philanthropist I interviewed in 2019 is an incredible American success story.


I’ll call him Mark, after Mark Zuckerberg, because he, too, is a tech titan. The odds were against this Mark becoming a CEO of one of America’s most powerful companies. Mark describes his upbringing in a mostly white suburb in Colorado as “solid middle class, lower middle class,” but after he sold his pioneering company for $3 billion, he now lives among the ultrarich in a $20 million mansion in Atherton, California, the moneyed suburb that houses much of the Silicon Valley elite.


Mark’s family didn’t have the resources to pay for college, but after he aced a scholarship exam, he was guaranteed a full ride to a number of universities. When he flew to New York City for college, his trip to campus marked the first time he flew in an airplane. A few years later, his sterling academic record and work experience as an intelligence officer in the U.S. Army helped him secure admission to one of the nation’s top business schools. That put him on the fast track to join the American elite. Mark’s next stop was IBM, a prestigious technology company that gave him the network, skills, and credibility to build his own company. Later in life, he started sharing his wealth through philanthropy. He has served on his alma mater’s board of trustees and supports an array of good causes.


During our conversation, we discussed the notion, which has emerged in some circles, that philanthropy is undemocratic and unaccountable. Hearing that perspective angered him. “We give money away not for the tax benefit but to help,” Mark emphasized. “For people to do anything other than say thank you when I write a sixty million dollar check is absurd.”


Like many philanthropists, this man believes that society will be better off if his surplus resources are in his control rather than with the government. “I would pay higher taxes gladly,” Mark told me, “if I had a high degree of confidence that the government would spend it well. I don’t have that confidence.… Government is not something to be trusted.”


Later in our conversation, it emerged that at least part of what was animating him was his belief that he deserved his wealth and power, that he earned every penny he gives away. “I earned everything I have today,” he told me. “I worked hard and was appropriately rewarded.”


Mark doesn’t buy the idea that the system is “rigged” in ways that benefit people like him. “That’s unadulterated horseshit,” he said gruffly.


Ultimately, this rich white man seems to feel that drawing too much attention to the advantages some people have is unhelpful, even counterproductive. “‘Rigged’ means the wealthy cheated the system. That’s not the reality,” he told me.


On one hand, I understand where Mark is coming from. He came from relatively humble beginnings, worked hard, and secured a different trajectory than his friends back home. If the system were truly rigged, how could he have achieved so much more than his friends and neighbors? And how could he have become more successful than most of his university classmates, even though most of them grew up with many more advantages than he had?


But on the other hand, his belief that his success relies on his hard work alone seems to require some willful ignorance. If the system is truly fair, why are there such persistent and dramatic disparities in wealth among different groups in this country? In America, after taking into account the relative size of the populations, white men are 125 times as likely as Black women to become billionaires. And the only reason the disparity can even be calculated is because Oprah Winfrey—America’s only Black female billionaire—found a way to become an icon.


How could Mark have earned everything he has today when countless other people worked just as hard but never had access to the basic supports he had, such as good schools, safe streets, a college degree, and job opportunities? Would acknowledging these advantages dim his own shining star? Would it hurt his self-image to admit that the playing field isn’t level and that he benefited from that inequality?


Mark is among the many rich white men I’ve met who get uncomfortable when it is suggested that they benefit from privilege, a concept that scholar Peggy McIntosh popularized in a 1989 essay that refers to social advantages, benefits, prestige, and respect that an individual receives because they belong to an identity group. Those advantages are rooted in historical context, in which rich, straight, white, able-bodied, Christian men in the United States and other Western societies used their identities to justify their domination over other groups.1


Many of the rich white men I’ve met bristle at the idea that they are “privileged” because the term doesn’t feel fully accurate to them. When many people hear the word, they seem to imagine aristocrats living in palaces in Old Europe; people who exude snooty affluence, flaunt gaudy jewelry, and have servants at their beck and call. That didn’t square with Mark’s experience: he didn’t grow up living like a prince, and he had to work a lot harder than a nobleman to achieve his wealth and status.


Another reason for hesitation is the sense that many of the things that are described as privileges are things that everyone ought to have. In the current context of American inequality, having a roof over one’s head, enough to eat, or access to a safe neighborhood might be a privilege, but many people believe—rightfully, in my view—that those things ought to be human rights, not privileges. Part of the defensiveness about privilege seems to be an interpretation that those labeled as privileged ought to have such basic rights taken away from them. If I put myself in the shoes of someone who brings that interpretation, I can see how the term could feel scary and threatening. That seems to be especially true for white people in poverty who are struggling to meet even their most basic needs, and certainly don’t want their lives to get harder.


A different rich white man told me that he would like to replace the word “privilege” with “advantage.” “It is absolutely true that it is an advantage to be born white,” he told me. “But it is also an advantage to be born the son or daughter of a wealthy Black family.”


In his view, a privilege is static, but a disadvantage can be overcome by education and hard work. “A privilege is something else again, like the caste system in India or the class system that used to dominate England,” he emphasized. “We don’t live in that kind of system, and it is a disservice to our young people to tell them that we do.”


The Racial Equity Institute (REI)—an antiracism training and consulting organization founded in 2007 that works with organizations and communities to help them understand how systemic racism works—has grappled with all this complexity. In its trainings, REI emphasizes that while white Americans are less likely to be in poverty than people of color, it is still the case that—because of America’s demographic makeup and poverty trends—two-thirds of Americans living in poverty are white.2 So REI is sensitive to the fact that low-wealth white people have often struggled to see their lives represented in discussions about socioeconomics and race. Since privilege is most often associated with material wealth and resources, financially struggling white people naturally push back on the term and are often deeply insulted by it.


Both to reflect the reality of white poverty and to engage low-wealth white people in understanding how racism impacts their lives, REI introduced the concept of “white advantage,” which speaks to the benefits that even low-wealth white people experience across various measures of well-being. By focusing on unearned advantage—advantages people receive because they possess certain identity characteristics—REI and other organizations have brought many more people to the table. The term “unearned advantage” has a no-fault appeal; to some, it carries less baggage and feels less loaded than “privilege.” The goal here, as I understand it, is not to make those who benefit from unearned advantages comfortable but to find a starting point for a constructive conversation in which everyone feels invested in addressing inequality.


Research in recent decades has confirmed what marginalized people have always known, that identity-based unearned advantages exist. In their 2013 book Blindspot, psychologists Mahzarin Banaji and Anthony Greenwald popularized the idea of unconscious bias, which refers to how our likes and dislikes and our judgments about someone’s character, abilities, and potential are shaped at the subconscious level. Unearned advantage is also detected in audit studies, an approach used in economics, sociology, political science, and psychology in which just one identity characteristic is altered in a pair of otherwise identical people. For example, two résumés might be identical except that one has a male-sounding name while the other has a female-sounding name. By examining whether the altered characteristic results in differential treatment, audit studies test for discrimination.


Through these studies, we have learned that white men with a criminal record are more likely to be offered a job interview than Black men without a criminal record; that men are seen as more likable and a better fit for leadership positions than women; and that job applicants whose résumés include upper-class interests like sailing and polo are more likely to be offered interviews than those who list working-class interests like pickup soccer and country music.3


A growing number of people are becoming familiar with this research. However, in the elite spaces I have inhabited the past fifteen years, there remains a disconnect. Over and over, wealthy white men have broached the issue with questions like this: Sure, bigotry and unconscious bias are problematic, but there aren’t that many bigots, and these unconscious biases are so subtle we aren’t even conscious of them. So how can unearned advantage explain the massive disparities we have in American society? Maybe unearned advantage matters to an extent, but don’t hard work, talent, and luck matter more?


Earlier in my life, I would have agreed with them. But eventually I came to see something that marginalized people have tried to help wealthy white men like me understand for centuries: even seemingly small sources of unearned advantage powerfully shape our lives and bend the arc of the universe toward injustice.


I’ve come to think of the life-changing impact that occurs when unearned advantages intervene at key moments in our lives as “compounding unearned advantage.” Similar to compound interest, unearned advantages people inherit gild their own paths and limit the opportunities of everyone else. When those with advantaged identity markers receive better treatment from teachers, police officers, doctors, professors, hiring managers, bosses, sponsors, politicians, and others who have power to bend trajectories, even seemingly small unearned advantages can swell into great advantages.


Compounding unearned advantage says nothing about how hard any individual works or the quality of their choices. Rather, it simply acknowledges that those who benefit from unearned advantages receive a premium on their positive efforts and a discount on their missteps. And the basics of compound interest dictate that even a slightly higher return compounds into great advantages over time. The compounding nature of unearned advantage is the reason even the most subtle negative stereotypes and unconscious biases have massive pernicious effects.


If there’s one thing that rich white men know like the back of their hand, it’s compound interest. When I was a kid, my dad taught me the rule of seventy-two, which is a way to estimate the number of years it takes for an investment to double in value. The way the rule of seventy-two works is that you divide seventy-two by the rate of return you’re getting on your investment. For example, an investment with a 5 percent annual return will double every fourteen years (seventy-two divided by five is about fourteen). By contrast, an investment with a 10 percent annual return will double twice as fast—every seven years. Over time, the differences compound. For example, a $10,000 investment with a 5 percent rate of return will be worth about $100,000 in fifty years. How much would that same investment be worth with a 10 percent rate of return? $1.2 million. Each incremental increase in annual return fuels an exponentially different outcome.


Unearned advantages have compound effects, too. When someone benefits from ongoing unearned advantage—because of their gender, race, socioeconomic status, or other identity characteristic—the unearned advantages compound and cause trajectories to diverge.


One of the ways that compounding unearned advantage manifests is that it impacts career trajectories within institutions. In most companies and organizations, those who have advantaged identity markers are promoted at higher rates.4 When the “promotion game” is repeated sequentially, those who have advantaged identity markers increasingly benefit from compound effects. Say, for example, that the odds of a white man being promoted in a company at each level are one in two and that the odds of a Black woman being promoted in a company are one in three (many companies aren’t so equitable). When these different rates compound, the person benefiting from unearned advantage becomes more and more likely to climb the ladder. If the “promotion game” is played ten times over a career, the white man is fifty-seven times more likely to reach the top post than the Black woman. That result reflects the present reality: just forty-four Fortune 500 CEOs are women, and just three are Black.5


I wasn’t always aware of the ways unearned advantages have helped me get ahead. Initially, they felt invisible to me. But over time, I’ve listened to enough stories from people whose lived experience is different from my own to see how compounding unearned advantages have shaped my trajectory as a wealthy white man.


I was struck one day when Julie Lythcott-Haims, an American educator and author, described to me her experience with her elementary school’s gifted and talented program.


Julie is a Black woman from a mixed-race family. When Julie asked to be tested for the gifted program, her school refused. Julie’s continued persistence only led her white teacher to dig her heels in further. Only when Julie’s enraged white mother came to the school to talk to the principal did the school finally acquiesce. When Julie finally was tested for the program, she scored in the ninety-ninth percentile. Students had already been slotted into classes by the time Julie received her results, so Julie joined late. On her first day in the gifted program, Julie’s teacher introduced Julie to her classmates in a way she will never forget: “Looks like anyone can be in ‘gifted’ if you have a parent who complains,” she told the class.


My experience with my school’s gifted program was entirely different—but it, too, is seared into my memory. To be sorted as gifted and make it into the Gifted and Talented Education (GATE) track, I needed to surpass the ninetieth percentile on the second-grade gifted exam. GATE students received extra attention from the best teachers, and that advantage compounds. GATE was the gateway to a top university—and a better life.


The test’s math and reading questions came easily to me, but I felt lost during the spatial portion. A few weeks later, my mom and I opened the results. I scored in the eighty-seventh percentile. It was close, but I didn’t make the cut. I was devastated.


I was just starting to process the experience when I learned that my teacher had approached my mom with a proposition. There was a possible workaround: according to school district policy, teachers can submit a portfolio to the district on behalf of a student and request that student to be admitted into the gifted program. Even though I hadn’t passed the exam, she felt I was a high-potential student who deserved to be in the gifted program, so she told my mom that she wanted to recommend me via the alternative process. It required significant time and paperwork, but ultimately, I was labeled “gifted.” And I’ve been on the “gifted” track ever since.


That credential put me on the accelerated track and then the Advanced Placement (AP) track, prerequisites for my admission to Stanford. Stanford provided the credentials and network that got me to Harvard for two graduate degrees and empowered me to start four nonprofits.


At the time, I felt my teacher’s advocacy had righted a wrong. I felt I was gifted—my test scores just didn’t reflect my potential (heard that one before?). Today, I acknowledge that it’s more complex than that. How was I different from an equally intelligent student in a high-poverty neighborhood whose teachers may have been too overwhelmed to offer such advocacy? How could I account for the fact that—as Johns Hopkins researchers found—white teachers like mine believe white students have more potential?6 Or the analysis of former Google data scientist Seth Stephens-Davidowitz, who found that in their Google searches parents are two and a half times more likely to ask “Is my son gifted?” than “Is my daughter gifted?” which suggests that many parents see their sons as more intelligent or—at the very least—are more invested in their sons’ being intelligent because intelligence typically offers more status and financial rewards for men than it does for women.7


It is true that if the GATE test had included just the math and verbal sections—without the spatial component—I would have passed with flying colors. So the issue is not necessarily whether I had gifts—I believe every child has gifts—but rather that an assessment was made to label me “gifted” even though I didn’t meet the criteria that other children were asked to meet.


Since the advantaged can sometimes game the system, gifted programs have reproduced America’s legacy of separate and unequal schooling. Similar to how white flight in the 1960s whitened suburban schools and effectively reinstituted segregation,8 gifted programs whitened classrooms within schools. And as elite university admissions have become more competitive, many wealthy parents now spend thousands of dollars not only to help their teenagers succeed on the SATs but to ensure their elementary school–age children meet eligibility requirements for gifted programs.


Unequal access to gifted and talented programs is among the many ways that the playing field favors rich white men. Any of the unearned advantages that worked in my favor—growing up in a wealthy community with well-resourced public schools, having white teachers who believed in my potential, having a gender many parents associate with intelligence—could have been enough to shift my trajectory. But with all three in play, that outcome was exponentially more likely.


Compounding unearned advantage is about more than opportunity; it’s about surviving an America that prioritizes individual indulgence over collective well-being. I suspect that’s why many of those who lack a single advantaged identity marker—such as wealthy white women, wealthy Black men, and low-wealth white men—have told me that they feel oppressed. Little protects wealthy white women from sexual assault in a society that allows rape kits to collect dust and leaves rapists unaccountable. Little protects wealthy Black men from police officers and rogue vigilantes who can murder without consequence. And little protects low-wealth white men from the violence of poverty, which kills 874,000 Americans annually, more than cancer.9


Yet still, unearned advantage can be a shield in a violent world. It’s not easy being a wealthy white woman in a male-dominated society, but the compounding unearned advantages of race and class offer some protection. It’s not easy being a wealthy Black man in a white-dominated society, but the compounding unearned advantages of gender and class offer some protection. It’s not easy being a low-wealth white man in a wealthy-dominated society, but the compounding unearned advantages of gender and race offer some protection.


When I heard about the white woman who threatened to send police after a Black bird-watcher in Central Park in 2020,10 I was angry. And I was angry at the white male Lyft driver I met in Cincinnati who spent the entire drive spewing racist and xenophobic views about people of color in his community. But I also wondered: If I were underneath the weight of patriarchy or poverty—or both—would I try to hang on to my unearned advantages for dear life, too?


And if I’m honest, there are still instances when I leverage my unearned advantages to make my life easier or advance my own agenda—like when I asked a wealthy white couple if I could borrow their lake house for a month rent free so I could write under ideal conditions.


I imagine that people from marginalized backgrounds are sick and tired of rich white men claiming that we’ve earned everything we have when it is far more complicated than that. In those moments when we succeed, we can feel proud to have risen above the crowd. But we can still acknowledge the inconvenient truth that most people have been shut out of the game we’ve been playing.


We don’t need to feel guilty or fragile about that. I can feel secure about who I am as a person and my contributions without feeling like I fully earned every accolade and success.


“Not everything that is faced can be changed,” writer and activist James Baldwin once said. “But nothing can be changed until it is faced.”


Acknowledging the truth about compounding unearned advantages will do more to set us free than any lie we tell ourselves ever could.
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CHAPTER 2



WEALTH AND OPPORTUNITY




To turn $100 into $110 is work. To turn $100 million into $110 million is inevitable.


—EDGAR BRONFMAN SR., BILLIONAIRE PHILANTHROPIST AND HEIR TO THE SEAGRAM FORTUNE







MYTH:


America is a meritocracy that offers equal opportunity.







Anyone who has ever struggled with poverty knows how extremely expensive it is to be poor.


—JAMES BALDWIN, AMERICAN WRITER AND ACTIVIST







REALITY:


American capitalism favors those who have access to capital. And in America, access to capital is highly unequal.





Minh Pham is an aspiring financier. We became friends at a conference for college students who were interested in entrepreneurship.


Minh is a first-generation Vietnamese American. His dad grew up in Hanoi, Vietnam’s capital, where his family owned several high-end restaurants; he immigrated to the United States for his M.B.A. and spent his career in sales at a large biotechnology company. Minh’s mom came to the States from Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam’s largest city, where her family of twelve had shared a two-bedroom, one-bath apartment. She got a job in IT and later met and married Minh’s father. They settled in a Michigan suburb and set about pursuing the American dream.


Their son attended the local public schools, which were excellent. His classmates were mostly upper middle class and white, though many of his fellow AP students were Asian American. Minh graduated in the top 1 percent of his class. His parents earned too much to qualify for the financial aid his family would have needed to send him to a private university, so they were thrilled when his high marks landed him a merit-based scholarship to the University of Michigan.


Minh maintained a 4.0 GPA in one of the university’s toughest majors. Then, two years in, he switched his career path from engineering to business. He set his sights on securing a summer internship with one of the Big Four accounting firms.


“I felt totally out of my depth,” Minh told me. “I remember going to an accounting jobs Q and A session at Michigan. The panel was literally eight white dudes who were all six feet tall. I remember thinking, There’s no way I am going to get a job at a top-tier accounting firm.”


Even the company’s informal coffee chats were intimidating to him. “The first thing anyone asks you about is sports,” he said. “My parents don’t know anything about football or basketball. I had to memorize all these facts about Michigan football. It was crazy.”


But his efforts to assimilate paid off. He landed an internship at PricewaterhouseCoopers, one of the most prestigious accounting firms. Overall, he had a positive experience there. He got the job done, and built strong relationships with leaders in his office, though he did have to turn down golf outings because he didn’t know how to play. And he ended up prioritizing projects led by white women, whom he found “easier to connect with as a minority than the white dudes.”


After his summer at PwC, Minh decided he wanted to take a crack at investing, which he thought might be more interesting—and lucrative. After college, he secured an Analyst position at a highly regarded boutique investment firm in Chicago.


At his new company, Minh encountered an environment dripping with unearned advantage unlike anything he’d seen at PwC. Nearly everyone who worked there was a rich white man. For the most part, his colleagues’ fathers were titans of industry—partners and founders of investment firms and executives and CEOs of major corporations. “It is an intimidating work environment,” Minh told me. “The founder has an anger problem. I still remember—during my first month, after a deal I was working on fell through, he punched a wall and broke two bones in his hand.”


Minh wanted to understand the hiring process, so he signed up to support recruiting—and learned how the world of finance really works. His company partnered with headhunting agencies to generate recruiting prospects. At every agency, the entire recruiting team was composed of blonde white women who had played a varsity sport at an Ivy League school, Minh told me. “Even the gatekeepers come from that background.” And applicants were as likely to be sorted by wealth and family ties as they were by work experience or academic success.


Minh was one of six associates hired in his class. Like many professional service firms, the company had an up-or-out approach: during orientation, the firm’s leaders made clear that only one analyst was likely to end up on the partner track; the rest would need to find a new place to work. If Minh worked hard for the next eighteen months, he was told, the promotion could be his.


Minh sensed that status and connections that he didn’t currently have might be important for securing the promotion, but he tried to not let that deter him. He had played the game in high school, in college, and at PwC. And every time, he had won. Climbing the ladder in investing was just the next puzzle to be worked out.


But then, a few months later, Minh learned that his friend Adam—one of his white male colleagues—had already been promised the promotion.


Minh’s mouth fell open. “How could that be?” he remembers asking Adam directly. “I thought those decisions were going to be made much later?”


With a sheepish look on his face, Adam told Minh that the investment firm’s founder was considering buying Adam’s father’s company—and that the founder and his father had discussed over dinner that Adam was being groomed for the promotion.


Minh still remembers the anger he felt when he first heard that. “I’m pretty sure no one ever took my dad out to a Michelin Star restaurant and discussed over Foie gras whether I ought to be promoted,” he said wryly, trying not to let the unfairness bother him.


Like Minh, I have also noticed that the closer I’ve gotten to the heart of American power, the more such backroom deals seem to reign. However, I haven’t heard many of the rich white men I know acknowledge how they’ve leveraged such practices to secure opportunities, or to build and protect their fortunes.


Instead, many of the rich white men I’ve met have suggested that America’s economic and political system offers equal opportunity, with chances for advancement open to everyone and with every person getting an equal chance to compete. “You can never have equal outcomes,” JP Morgan CEO and white male billionaire Jamie Dimon said in 2020, “but you can have equal opportunity.”1


Billionaire financier George Kaiser took Dimon’s claim a step further. “America’s social contract,” Kaiser wrote in a public letter announcing he would give away the majority of his fortune, “is equal opportunity. It is the most fundamental principle in our founding documents and it is what originally distinguished us from the old Europe.”2


Equal opportunity is a sister concept to meritocracy, a system that offers power and resources on the basis of talent, effort, and achievement rather than social class. Part of the reason rich white men are so committed to the idea, it seems to me, is that the legitimacy of our power relies on the public’s belief that America functions as a meritocracy.


Equal opportunity and meritocracy are alluring, aspirational ideas. It’s convenient to believe we have nearly realized such a system. Most of the rich white men I have talked to say that, while there is still work to do to achieve these ideals, America is on the right path and will arrive soon. That implies that equality is inevitable, but history suggests otherwise. Historically, most rich white men have resisted true equality, whether the issue at hand was slavery, women’s suffrage, child labor laws, or civil rights.


It’s not just that inequality isn’t getting better; it’s getting worse. Today, the richest 0.1 percent take home 196 times more in income than the bottom 90 percent.3 In recent decades, the top 1 percent doubled its share of income while American poverty rates held steady.4 CEOs have especially benefited from these trends: while the typical worker’s compensation grew 14 percent in real dollars from 1978 to 2019, CEO pay increased by 1,000 percent.5


The rise in income inequality has also corresponded to less social mobility, a term that refers to how fluid a person’s class status is in a society. While most baby boomers—born 1946 to 1964—grew up to achieve higher living standards than their parents, future generations haven’t been so fortunate. Recent trends show that two-thirds of families in poverty remain in poverty a decade later, while most high-income families stay in the top strata.6


It’s not just that the ceiling is rising. The floor is also falling out from under the working class. More than 140 million Americans—nearly half of the population—live below the official poverty line or are living paycheck to paycheck.7 Adjusted for inflation, the 2020 federal minimum wage is a third lower than it was in 1970.8 That loss—worth $3.42 per hour in today’s dollars—is among the reasons why America’s working class has become the working poor. “If you want the American dream today,” Ford Foundation president Darren Walker told CNBC in 2019, “you ought to move to Canada.”9


Some economists and politicians say that the American dream is fading because the economy isn’t growing as quickly as it once was.10 That’s a partial truth: GDP did grow more quickly in the 1950s and 1960s, when the American middle class blossomed.11 However, faster growth wouldn’t be enough to reverse social mobility trends. When David Grusky, who runs Stanford’s Center on Poverty and Inequality, conducted simulations to predict what American inequality would look like now if today’s GDP growth rates matched the growth rates that baby boomers experienced, he found that an uptick in GDP growth would make up for just one-third of the decline in social mobility.12 What accounts for the rest? The widening distribution of incomes, which has become a gaping chasm over the past few decades.


But a focus on income inequality largely misses the point. Wealth, not income, seems to be a much better predictor of life chances and mobility. While few studies to date have explored the relative impact of income and wealth on long-term life outcomes, the Institute for Fiscal Studies has found that children born into wealthy families are six times as likely to be wealthy as adults, a disparity that is far greater than the impact of the income divide.13


In America, wealth inequality is more extreme than income inequality. While America’s top 1 percent capture 19 percent of income, they hold 32 percent of the wealth—about $40 trillion.14 When the World Economic Forum surveyed 103 countries in 2018, it found that the United States had the sixth-highest wealth inequality.15 That level of inequality is on par with Russia—infamous for its oligarchs—and South Africa, which has struggled to dismantle its apartheid legacy.16 Among “developed” countries, American wealth inequality is unique.


Wealth is the financial backbone of unearned advantage. While hard work is pitched as the key to financial success, the top 1 percent of American wealth holders—each worth $10 million or more—typically collect $500,000 or more from annual investment returns alone.17 Because of lenient tax policies that allow most inherited wealth to be passed down, work is optional for wealthy Americans. That’s a literal reinvention of aristocracy.


A significant portion of American wealth is unearned. Economists estimate that a third of American wealth—about $30 trillion—is inherited.18 Of those born into the top 1 percent, 41 percent inherit an average of $4.8 million.19 In fact, 21 percent of the Forbes 400 were “born on home plate,” inheriting enough money to snag a spot on the list without any earnings of their own.20


Yet many beneficiaries of inherited wealth are reluctant to acknowledge how unearned wealth has shaped their lives and opportunities. For example, in a public letter that outlined his motivations for participating in philanthropy, Richard Edwin Marriott—heir to the Marriott fortune—said he and his wife Nancy decided to give back when they realized “how blessed we have been to be born and raised in this great country with the freedom to choose our paths in life and receive an appropriate reward for our efforts and ideas.”21 Is inheriting a multibillion-dollar fortune an appropriate reward for inheritors like the Marriotts?


Even lesser fortunes confer meaningful advantage. As Warren Buffett’s mentor Benjamin Graham has observed, the first $100,000 in wealth is the most difficult to secure.22 So those who inherit even a relatively small sum still have a big leg up.


I am a beneficiary of inheritance. When my grandmother passed away, her will granted me $50,000, which I used to pay off my undergraduate student loans and put money down on a condo. Eliminating my student loans lifted a major psychological burden, which gave me more confidence that I could safely pursue an entrepreneurial career. While college graduates from low-wealth families spend their first decade—if they are lucky—getting their net worth out of the red, those who have access to intergenerational wealth, like me, are all but guaranteed the American dream from birth.


I also benefited from less-formal wealth transfers. Before my grandmother passed away, she paid for one-sixth of my Stanford tuition, worth about $30,000 at the time. These transfers enabled my parents to preserve wealth they have since invested and ultimately enabled me to graduate debt-free. Throughout college, my parents gave me a credit card attached to their bank account so I could live more luxuriously than the typical college student. I returned that credit card after college, but they continued to provide gifts at critical points—including helping my wife and me furnish our first home. Perhaps most importantly, I know I’d have my parents’ financial support if I encountered a true emergency.


Some of my particularly wealthy Stanford classmates had even more generous arrangements. After college, I was surprised at how often friends told me that their parents paid their rent. Shortly after I graduated from college, a newly minted Goldman Sachs banker told me his parents paid his rent because “$100,000 is not enough to live on in New York City.” One wealthy couple I know, whose son works at a New York hedge fund, gave their son $250,000 for the down payment on his condominium. That kind of assistance plays a critical role in wealth inequality because home equity is the primary source of wealth for the middle class.23


And the benefits accrue all along the road to millionaire status, because buying a home in an affluent area is the surest path to the American dream. Wealthy communities generate more property tax revenue, which they reinvest into higher-quality public services.24 American public schools are typically funded by local property taxes, so wealthy communities have resource-rich public schools. Many wealthy communities also supplement public dollars by establishing local education foundations. For example, Silicon Valley’s Woodside School District has a private foundation that augments public spending with an extra $5,400 annually for each student.25


Wealthy families make extraordinary investments outside of school, too. According to a 2017 article in Town & Country magazine, affluent families spend an average of $1.4 million on each of their children before they leave for college.26 That includes major investments in private school education and enrichment opportunities like music and art lessons, foreign-language tutors, travel sports leagues, SAT preparation, college counseling, cultural immersion programs, and service abroad programs. These eye-popping investments are a central reason why at five of the eight Ivy League colleges—Dartmouth, Princeton, Yale, Brown, and Penn—more students come from the top 1 percent than the bottom 60 percent.27


Some experts propose that low-wealth people ought to move to high-opportunity neighborhoods. There is some wisdom behind this approach: those who live in such neighborhoods get better outcomes, regardless of their individual wealth. For example, even after controlling for factors like socioeconomic status and race, children who grow up in DuPage County, a wealthy Chicago suburb, earn dramatically more than the national average.28 However, most people can’t afford to live in places like DuPage, which is Illinois’s most expensive locale.29 Nationally, homes near high-performing elementary schools are 140 percent more expensive than those near low-performing schools.30


And many affluent communities work hard to remain exclusive. A common practice is exclusionary zoning, like policies that permit only single-family homes—not apartment buildings, which are accessible to a more socioeconomically diverse population—in neighborhoods that have high-performing schools.31 These dynamics perpetuate a cycle of compounding unearned advantage: affluent families move in, schools and services improve, property values increase, property taxes increase, schools and services improve even more, and even wealthier people move in. While wealthy parents are getting richer and their children are getting better schooling, low-wealth families are increasingly shut out.


The neighborhood I grew up in followed this pattern. When my parents moved to a Southern California suburb in the early 2000’s, single-family homes cost about $500,000. Two decades later, those same homes have tripled in value. As housing has become more expensive, the community’s public services have improved. That’s led to a tangible shift in opportunity. For example, the first few years that my high school was open, Stanford accepted about one student from the school each year. Today, several get in. America has more than ten times as many high schools as Stanford has slots,32 so my high school is increasingly getting more than its share. That’s because students and the school have more resources, not because its students have more merit.


For millions of American families, unearned advantage buys access to these exclusive neighborhoods. Nearly half of homeowners in affluent counties receive financial help from family or friends to purchase their homes.33 Many parents cosign on their children’s mortgages, enabling them to secure lower interest rates and monthly premiums.34 As a result, they pay off mortgages more quickly and have more money to invest elsewhere, which compounds.


If these unearned advantages weren’t enough, federal policy further enriches the wealthy. For example, in recent years, the federal government doled out $200 billion annually in tax refunds to homeowners via the mortgage interest deduction.35 This benefit is only available to those who itemize their taxes—typically middle-class and wealthy people—so most of the checks benefit the already-wealthy: 70 percent went to families who make $200,000 or more.36


The mortgage tax deduction is one of many “upside-down” tax policies that primarily benefit the wealthy. Each year, the United States issues $1.2 trillion in tax refunds via its tax expenditures program.37 That’s nearly double the government’s military budget, which sustains eight hundred bases in seventy countries. While a few programs, such as the earned income tax credit, offer relief to low-wealth families, much of the $1.2 trillion subsidizes wealthy families. From mortgage and retirement subsidies alone, the typical member of the 1 percent receives over $18,000 annually, whereas middle-class people receive about $500.38 Yes, the wealthy are more subsidized by the American government than the poor.


And the ultrawealthy benefit from unearned advantages that even everyday millionaires do not. Capital gains are taxed at half the top income bracket rate, which nets often already-rich people $130 billion annually.39 Intergenerational wealth transfers also benefit from protections: $13,000 in annual gifts are tax-free, the first $10.9 million is exempt from inheritance tax, and capital gains are exempted when investments are passed directly onto heirs.40 After they exploit every possible deduction and loophole, those in the top 0.001 percent—whose adjusted gross incomes exceed $62 million—pay a lower percentage of their income in taxes than secretaries, firefighters, and nurses.


For the ultrawealthy, even being a philanthropist can be profitable. There is, of course, the charitable tax deduction, which nets a cohort of mostly wealthy people some $50 billion a year, all of which can be reinvested. But there are also more opaque, ancillary benefits, like the fact that philanthropic circles offer access to proprietary information and social capital that yield financial benefits. “I am quite sure that I have earned financial returns from giving money away,” hedge fund billionaire Bill Ackman declared in a public letter about his commitment to philanthropy. “Not directly by any means, but rather as a result of the people I have met, the ideas I have been exposed to, and the experiences I have had as a result of giving money away. A number of my closest friends, partners, and advisers I met through charitable giving. Their advice, judgment, and partnership have been invaluable in my business and in my life.”41


The rich pay lower taxes in large part because most wealthy people prefer those policies. In a 2013 study, Princeton political scientists found that wealthy people are much more fiscally conservative.42 While fifty-two percent of Americans think the government should redistribute wealth via heavy taxes on the rich, just 17 percent of wealthy Americans do. And while 78 percent of Americans think the federal government should make sure everyone who wants to go to college can, just 28 percent of wealthy Americans do. In the same study, researchers found that the policy preferences of wealthy Americans are highly correlated with the policies that are signed into law. Meanwhile, the policy preferences of the typical American do not have a statistically significant link to real-life public policy.


Given this disheartening finding, elites ought not to be surprised that many Americans are pessimistic about the ability of government to improve their lives and that resentment is building among low-wealth Americans of all racial backgrounds.43 Politicians are literally ignoring everyday people’s political preferences in order to secure donations they need from the wealthy to win elections. That’s what happens in a plutocracy, not a democracy.


It also ought not to be surprising that in a capitalist system, beginning life with more capital is an advantage and a source of power. In such a system, those who start with more capital benefit from unearned advantage that they can convert into exponentially greater unearned advantage over time.


Compound interest—which Albert Einstein described as “the eighth wonder of the world”44—is capitalism’s greatest strength. It enables some people who start life without wealth to transform relatively modest savings into a sizable nest egg. And occasionally, it enables a small number of people—usually white men—to become the rags-to-riches stories that America loves to celebrate.


However, with respect to democracy and social mobility, compound interest is capitalism’s Achilles’ heel. It’s tough to climb in capitalism without capital, and as wealth becomes increasingly concentrated, it becomes easier for incumbent wealth holders to hoard it. As a result, the descendants of wealthy people typically stay wealthy, whether or not we work hard—or, in many cases, at all.


After the civil rights movement secured legal rights for African Americans, that foundation could have enabled America to begin moving toward becoming an equitable society. Instead, America doubled down on wealth inequality, during both Republican and Democratic administrations. That approach has angered people who feel shut out of the American dream. For Black people, it has always been clear that the playing field is not level.45 Now low-wealth white people are feeling resentful, too, tantalized by riches they feel entitled to but somehow still find are outside their grasp. The rich white movers and shakers want low-wealth people to think equality is just around the corner, but we keep moving the goalposts so that the more things change, the more they stay the same. If it all sounds pretty dire, that’s because it is.


However, a growing number of Americans are fighting back. The Poor People’s Campaign—a national social movement led by Rev. William Barber and Rev. Liz Theoharis—is calling for economic justice in America. Patriotic Millionaires is a group of high-net-worth individuals with annual incomes above $1 million and/or assets above $5 million who are committed to raising the minimum wage, combating the influence of big money in politics, and advancing a progressive tax structure.46 One for Democracy is a collaboration of philanthropists, business leaders, and donor advisers committed to donating 1 percent of their wealth to supporting community organizers and protecting our democracy.47 Over one hundred millionaires and billionaires from nine countries have signed an open letter calling for permanent taxes on the wealthy in order to reduce extreme inequality and raise additional recurring revenue for public services.48


My generation—the millennials—and subsequent generations are especially fed up with extreme wealth inequality. One organization that has tapped into that youthful energy is Resource Generation, a community founded in 1998 that now includes 1,200 members—all young adults under the age of thirty-five who are among the richest 10 percent of Americans and are committed to the equitable distribution of wealth, land, and power.49


Through my nonprofit work, I came to realize that I was indeed a “limousine liberal,” a pejorative that refers to wealthy liberals who claim to advocate for everyday Americans yet live lavish lives. After I began to understand the costs of wealth inequality, any personal desire I had to join the rich white guys’ club dissipated. I joined Resource Generation and other, similar circles, which helped me see how other wealthy people were organizing their families and networks to redistribute wealth in ways that reduce systemic inequality. That journey has led me to meet some inspiring people—like Chuck Collins, who gave away the money he inherited as a descendant of the Oscar Mayer fortune and now fights inequality full-time as the director of programs on inequality and the common good at the Institute for Policy Studies.50


For wealthy Americans, taking on wealth inequality requires facing the ways that our advantages were inherited, not earned—and the fact that those inheritances have historically been used to lock working-class people out of social mobility. But any material difficulties that wealthy Americans might encounter on the path to reducing wealth inequality are trivial compared to the hardships that Americans in poverty wrestle with each and every day.
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