
[image: Cover: The 9.9 Percent, by Matthew Stewart]


The 9.9 Percent

The New Aristocracy That Is Entrenching Inequality and Warping Our Culture

Matthew Stewart






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: The 9.9 Percent, by Matthew Stewart, Simon & Schuster]






For K, S, and A






— 1 — Who We Are


When you are young, the past seems very far away, and maybe a little comical. That’s the way my grandparents looked to me when I was a child. With his slicked-back hair, tortoiseshell glasses, and bright red trousers pulled way up high, Grandfather would greet us like he had stepped out of the first color movie ever made. Grandmother usually showed up in oversized jewelry that she invested with many superstitious meanings, drawling like a slightly campy southern belle. They lived in country clubs, as far as I could tell, mostly on the island of Palm Beach, and those clubs seemed like antique amusement parks to me. There was endless French toast, card games that lasted all day, and lots of funny rules, most of them involving what to wear and when not to speak.

Once or twice a year, usually around Christmas or the Fourth of July, the family would gather around tables piled high with chilled shrimp and cheesecake, and, in between puffs on his cigar, Grandfather would unwind long stories with enough loose ends to fill a bowl of spaghetti. At around the age of eleven or twelve, I learned that we owed our holiday bounty to Great-Grandfather, Colonel Robert W. Stewart, a onetime Rough Rider with Teddy Roosevelt who made a great big pile of money in the oil business.1 I gathered that we were very lucky to come from such a distinguished family. Our roots—and my own middle name!—went all the way back to William Stewart, a lieutenant in the Continental Army who was seated at the right hand of George Washington.

As I entered my teenage years, the comedy of our holidays in grandparent-land slowly ripened into farce. The pomp of our clubroom luncheons began to feel tedious and even ridiculous, like an interminable birthday party for people whose main accomplishment was just showing up in life. One day, at the age of thirteen, I was rushed to an unctuous tailor to be fitted in time for the dedication of a gold-plated bicentennial eagle on which Grandfather had lavished some of his evaporating inheritance. I remember getting the distinct impression that I had become a prop in a ludicrous costume drama. I inspected that cartoonish bird of prey closely and imagined that it must have been stuffed with papier-mâché on the inside. It struck me that my grandparents wouldn’t know papier-mâché if it showed up across from them at the dinner table. They had no clue what life was like off the island.

My actual home was the militantly middle-class world of United States Marine Corps bases and suburban public high schools. I saw myself as a proud member of the Space Age. The present was a rocket ship to the future, and we weren’t going to get there by inhaling the last fumes of some bygone way of life. I didn’t believe in inheriting your money (a good thing, given the grandparents’ spending habits), or in dedicating your life to joining clubs that excluded the greatest number of people, or in hiding from the world on some fantasy island. I believed in grades, test scores, new gadgets, working for what you have, and playing to win in pickup basketball. I was an eager representative of a generation that put its faith in all those things that we now call “merit.” I was more or less committed to a form of life that I will call, for reasons I explain in this chapter, “the 9.9 percent.”



SOME YEARS AGO, however, I began to feel that the past was catching up with the present, like a familiar face approaching unexpectedly over the shoulder. Maybe it started when I found myself in the fray of parents scrambling for spots at city preschools that, on second thought, seemed more exclusive than any of the old country clubs and no less self-satisfied. Maybe it was the way that buying a bag of mixed greens at the grocery store had come to seem like an act of class warfare, or the vague awareness that there was a category of vacation resort so special that I didn’t even know about its existence. Or maybe it was just the odd sense that snuck up on me during pleasant conversations in my favorite coastal enclaves, chatting about fitness options and real estate opportunities as if the rest of the world simply did not exist, that an old and insular form of life had come back, except that now it was sipping vegetable smoothies and wearing brightly colored, sweat-wicking spandex. It felt as if I had stepped out of that rocket ship to the future and found myself a few blocks down the road, stumbling around some alternate version of the past. We’ve been here before, I thought—only this time, I am part of the problem.

This uncanny feeling of déjà vu, I think, will be familiar to many people who have very different family stories, not at all like my own. Really, it can happen to anyone who has tried to relax in recent years with a good history book. Time was when the chronicles of ancient Rome, China, or Mesopotamia would offer escape from the present. No more. The holiday from history is over. These days, you’ll get to the end of a learned tome on the rise of fascism and realize that several chapters remain to be written. You’ll read about the “lost cause” of the Confederacy and wonder when they will finally give up. You’ll consult George Orwell’s 1984, not to speculate about the future, but to analyze the latest pronouncements from on high. Or you’ll thumb through an old novel about the fading American dream, like The Great Gatsby, and wonder which one of the characters is you. The so-called arc of the moral universe seems to have acquired a dark sense of humor.

It’s usually best to imagine that we create our own circumstances in life. But it is often more accurate to say that our circumstances create us. In retrospect, the small dramas of my family story look like a spotty commentary on forces that remain mostly out of view. The same is true for the form of life that I aspired to join, or so I tend to think. The closest thing to a defining attribute of the way of thinking that now dominates American life is our lack of awareness of the causes that brought us to the present state and of the ancient patterns we thoughtlessly retrace in our lives. To an unexpected degree, we are living in the past. We just don’t know it.

In this book, I argue that those forces which have set us rowing backward into the past can be explained mostly in terms of a single fact: the rapid rise in economic inequality over the past half century. At the same time, I contend that language in which we talk about this fact has come to obscure the reality. In particular, we systematically overlook the way in which inequality reaches into our own thoughts and desires and so involves us all. In this chapter—spoiler alert—I lay out all of the main lines of the argument in the book. The evidence in support of that argument will have to wait for subsequent chapters. My aim here is to supply some of the intuitions out of which the argument evolved. The family memories are idiosyncratic, I grant, but the experiences they represent are now close to universal, or so I believe.



WHEN YOU ARE NOT RICH, you are quite sure you know what it would feel like to be rich. Once you become rich, you are not so sure. You come to see that there are many people much richer than you, and you can’t help but wonder what it would be like to be them. This was one of the thoughts I picked up from Grandfather, rather indirectly, when he complained, as he often did, of the monstrous injustice of the estate tax.

The government, I learned early, taxed away three quarters of the Colonel’s fortune upon his death. The remaining quarter was divided among four siblings. Thus, the Colonel at death must have been worth an impressive sixteen times more than Grandfather at his peak, or so I calculated with my sixth-grade math skills. I thought this might explain some of the deference—or was it fear?—that crept around the edges of Grandfather’s voice when the subject turned to the Colonel. I wondered if it also explained the occasional outbursts of hostility that Grandfather directed at the Rockefellers. They must have been worth sixteen times more than the Colonel, or maybe much more.

I never quite got all the numbers down, but then again, I realized that the perceptions of wealth that organized my grandparents’ lives were not all that reliable either. On the one hand, they lived in a world that was transparently ordered by money, with all of the poor people out on the mainland, all of the rich people on the island, and the richest people in the biggest houses on the island. On the other hand, the exact relationship between house size and wealth was always measured in imprecise terms. And, having spent some time across the water in West Palm Beach on the way in, I got the sense that it was not actually a pestilent wasteland.

What stayed with me, in any event, was this Russian-doll experience of not quite knowing when you will finally arrive at the innermost sanctum of wealth. An unequal world, according to the usual way of thinking, is one that is angrily divided between the rich and the poor. But in reality, it may also be one that is united in the universal awareness that there is always someone richer than you—a lot richer. And sometimes it isn’t the actual wealth but the impressions of wealth that determine where you will end up. These simple intuitions seem worth bearing in mind as we turn to the extraordinary increase in economic inequality in the United States over the past half century.



THE STORY OF RISING ECONOMIC Inequality is by now so familiar that it fits easily onto a T-shirt. But the way the story is told is often imprecise enough to leave out much of the plot. “We are the 99 percent” sounds righteous enough, but it’s a slogan, not an analysis. It suggests that the whole issue is about “them,” a tiny group of crazy rich people, who are nothing at all like “us.” But that’s not how inequality has ever worked. You can glimpse the outlines of the problem if you take a closer look at the math of inequality.

Supposing we stick for the moment with the questionable suggestion that “we” are merely a collection of percentiles in the wealth distribution tables—and I will question that suggestion in a moment—the first thing to note is that “99 percent” is not the right number. Contrary to popular wisdom, it is not the “top 1 percent” but the top 0.1 percent of households that have captured essentially all of the increase in the relative concentration of wealth over the past fifty years.2

Between 1963 and 2016, this top one thousandth of the population have tripled their share of the pie and now own almost one quarter of everything of economic value in the country. The top 0.01 percent have done even better, and the 0.001 percent better still. In 1982, the price of entry into the Forbes list of the 400 wealthiest Americans (“the 0.00025 percent”) was $75 million and the prize at the top was $2 billion and change. As of 2019, $2 billion doesn’t even get you onto the list, and you’ll need a couple of extra digits to break into the top two spots.3 Even adjusting for inflation and economic growth, the rich today are an order of magnitude richer than they were just forty years ago. The last time the rich were this rich, in relative terms, was in 1928, or right around the time that my great-grandfather’s fortunes peaked.

And yet not all of the percentiles below the fabulous 0.1 percent lost ground over the past half century. Only the bottom 90 percent did. In the years between 1963 and 2016, every percentile below the 90th saw its relative share of the wealth decline. Collectively, the bottom 90 percent is down about one third in its piece of the pie, even while the top 0.1 percent is up by the corresponding amount. All of the 401(k)s, checking accounts, mattress money, and college savings plans of the bottom 90 percent now add up to a mere 10 percent of the nation’s financial wealth. Throw in the houses, cars, old pianos, and the other things that people generally can’t afford to sell, and the aggregate wealth of the bottom 90 percent totals up to about the same as the wealth of the top 0.1 percent. If our society had $2 to share between the richest 0.1 percent and the bottom 90 percent, it would give $1 to the guy in the private jet and the other $1 to the other 900, or about enough people to fill 20 city buses. Back in the 1960s, by contrast, the people on the buses shared $4 for every $1 among the sky people.

In between the 0.1 percent and the 90 percent, there is a collection of percentiles that has held on to its share of the growing economy. It has pulled away from the 90 percent, even as it has fallen far behind the 0.1 percent. Taken on the whole, the 9.9 percent is the richest segment of the distribution and controls more than half of the personal wealth in the nation. In fact, if the super-rich in the 0.1 percent and the masses in the 90 percent have $1 apiece, this group has about $2.50 to share among its members. As of 2016—the numbers will almost certainly be higher by the time you read this—$1.2 million in net assets will get you into this stretch of the wealth spectrum, and about $20 million will push you up to the 0.1 percent. This is the 9.9 percent.4



THE POPULATION THAT HAPPENS TO Reside in the 9.9 percent at any one moment is diverse, and no generalization about the group is accurate in more than a loose, statistical sense. Nonetheless, it is safe to say that this isn’t the place to look for superstar performers and the great disruptors of free market lore, and it isn’t a den for villains and plotters either. For the most part, it is home for people who follow the rules and do as they are told: professionals of all sorts, but especially in medicine and law; platoons of midlevel bankers; managers of processes you’ve never heard of; small business owners; and older couples who planned sensibly for retirement. One thing most of them have in common is the conviction that the system works and that their own success is the proof. The merit myth—the vague and sunny belief that everything works out for those who try—is the first tenet of the Creed of the 9.9 percent.

Another thing they have in common is that they are mostly—but not entirely—white. The median Black household had wealth of $3,557 in 2016—down by almost half from 1983. Latinos had $6,591, up a couple thousand dollars.5 The median white family, on the other hand, had $146,984, up over 80 percent in the same period. People of color are not absent from the top 9.9 percent of the wealth distribution, to be sure—a fact that is central to our collective self-image. It’s just that white people are eight times more likely to make it into those happy percentiles.

Another thing the 9.9 percent have in common is that they are lucky to live in America. In this book I confine my focus on the United States; but that is less of a limitation than it sounds. The United States represents a little over 4 percent of the world’s population and 24 percent of world GDP, but its 9.9 percent would blow away the competition in any face-off with the rest of the world’s 9.9 percent. That’s not because the United States is wealthier; it’s because the United States is that much more unequal. In the thirty-seven industrialized countries that make up the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), on average, the top decile has about as much wealth as the bottom nine deciles put together.6 In the United States, the top decile has about four times as much wealth as the bottom nine. Between 1974 and 2014, while the ratio of income between the top decile and bottom decile rose from 3.5 to 7.3 in Sweden and from 5.3 to 7.8 in Holland, it rocketed from 9.1 to 18.9 in the United States.7 In some respects, the U.S. socioeconomic hierarchy looks more like those of India and Brazil, say, than those of traditional peers in the industrialized world such as Germany and Japan.

Another marker of membership in the 9.9 percent in the wealth distribution, at least in numerical terms, is an individual’s generational cohort. According to Census Bureau data, individuals who made the mistake of being born in the early 1980s, i.e., as one of the allegedly weak-willed and self-absorbed millennials, will have an average net worth 25 percent lower in 2016 in inflation-adjusted dollars than people born in the early 1950s had in the 1980s, when they were the same age. Meanwhile, those fat and happy baby boomers, now in their sixties and seventies, have seen their relative share of the wealth double.8 But before we incite a generation war, consider this: the growing gaps in starting salaries and starter-home values indicate that the secession of the 9.9 percent from the rest of society is now happening earlier than ever in the American life cycle.

Homeownership is another feather in the cap of those who succeed in the 9.9 percent game. While the median homeowner has a net worth of $195,400, the median renter has $5,400.9 That’s not just because rich people buy homes; it’s because buying (the right) home makes people rich. Some research suggests that homeownership has become such a central part of wealth formation that it may account for most of the increase in wealth inequality.10

A lesson for success among the 9.9 percent worth noting up front has to do with the importance of having good taste in parents. The Federal Reserve estimates that between 25 percent and 53 percent of all wealth in the United States is inherited11—the wide range has to do with assumptions about the rate of return on inherited wealth—and three quarters of inherited wealth ends up where approximately three quarters of all wealth starts off: in the pockets of the top decile. Setting aside the large financial fortunes at the top, a substantial part of that intergenerational wealth transfer passes through the family home.12

The spectacular rise of the 0.1 percent has received plenty of ink over the past decade, but the expanding chasm between the 90 percent and the 9.9 percent in some ways matters more to the real story of inequality in American life. In 1963, a household at the national median (that is, the 50th percentile) needed to increase its wealth by a factor of 10 to reach the median of the 9.9 percent. Now, the median household has to multiply its wealth by 24 times to achieve the same result. If you think of the American Dream as a mountain, that mountain is now more than twice as steep.

According to the same math, the Dream is now also at least twice as cruel. The traditional theory of the Dream says that the universal striving for material riches is a good thing because, win or lose, everybody gains in the end. A rising tide lifts all boats, or so the song goes. This was a credible view in the postwar decades, when economic growth generated matching increases in median wages. Over the past forty years, however, real wages have remained anchored to the sea floor, even as tuition, housing, and health care costs have raised the price of admission to the middle class.13 Only the top decile have floated up with the tide. The new theory of the dream is: winning is everything, losers stay put.

From a statistical perspective, the 9.9 percent is more or less what you get when the middle class goes underwater. (Or, maybe more accurately, when the middle class turns on itself and shoves the other guys off the boat.) But there is no reason to get particularly fixated on the current number. By the time you read this, it may well be the 8.9 percent, or the 7.9 percent. The only certainty is that, as long as inequality is rising, the number will go down. Not all of the people on the boat have figured this out yet, but the nature of rising inequality is such that the circle of joy is always shrinking.



IN ALL OF THIS FAMILIAR Statistical Chatter about wealth distributions, it is vital not to lose sight of the fact that percentiles aren’t people. Percentiles are just snapshots of where people happen to stand at any one moment on the economic hillside. Individuals move up and down the economic terrain all the time, as they advance in their careers, go into debt, have children, or slip on black ice. As the hillside gets steeper, however, they move more slowly, or so I will show in the chapters ahead. More than that, as the hillside gets steeper, people change. They start to think about themselves and about the nature of life itself in very different ways. They spend long hours looking up the hillside and, scary thought, looking down, and they often build their personalities around unspoken thoughts about what it would be like to live off the island, or in some other, unknown place.

Social class in general is misunderstood if we think of it merely as a label attached to one’s toe at birth. It has much more to do with the way in which we imagine ourselves, and it usually comes with a certain amount of struggle, since it is not always easy to get the world to agree with the image we have of ourselves. Often, as on my grandparents’ island, it is the misperceptions of wealth and station that matter most. It’s better to think of the percentiles, then, not as a list of people but as a landscape of opportunities, imperfectly filtered through a variety of perceptions. It’s like a grainy, composite photograph of what it means to live in the modern economy.

For most Americans most of the time, the salient feature of the economic landscape is not the shrouded peak occupied by the 0.1 percent. On the contrary, survey evidence consistently shows that most Americans have no clue how rich the rich really are. The average American thinks the average big-corporation CEO earns $1 million per year.14 (The right answer: $17.2 million for the top 350 firms as of 2018.)15 The average American doesn’t get that when the top twenty hedge fund managers took home $500 million apiece in 2018, it was a bad year for them. (The $770 million they made in 2017—now that was good times.)16 But most people do care a lot about the closer hillside occupied by the 9.9 percent. You can drive through their neighborhoods, you will come across them in all sorts of workplaces, and they are always on-screen. They are there to say that you can have it all, too, if you just put on your training shoes and lean in the right direction. The 9.9 percent is no exception to the rule that all consciousness is local.

The 9.9 percent, then, is more a state of mind than it is a group of people, even if it is embodied at this or that moment by some number of individuals. It is a way of being that is open to all those with the right attitude and the right assumptions. More than that, the 9.9 percent is the defining state of mind in America today. The ideas of the 9.9 percent are the ruling ideas of American society. In varying degrees, “we” are all the 9.9 percent—even if we are not yet or never will be precious-metal-card-carrying members of the group. In fact, much of the madness in America stems from the fact that most of us think we are in the 9.9 percent, even though only one in ten actually has the cash to show for it.

In this book, to repeat for emphasis, I use “the 9.9 percent” to describe a form of life rather than a set of people identified by their supposed net worth. It is a way of thinking and a system of values that characterizes many people who are not and have no realistic prospect of joining the top decile of the wealth distribution. Indeed, it matters most precisely insofar as it is shared by those who are not “paid-up” members of the 9.9 percent, as it were. This widespread culture of the 9.9 percent, I will argue in this book, is a fundamental consequence of rising inequality and it has transformed American life in profound, intimate, and often unacknowledged ways. It is in many senses the defining development in recent American history and the key to understanding the predicaments in which we find ourselves now.

Even so, I do not intend in this way to diminish concern with the extreme concentration of wealth at the very top of the economic spectrum. Quite to the contrary. The point rather is that oligarchs have never controlled anything with their own bare hands. Their power, like all human power, resides in the minds of other human beings. To understand how our ruling class came to be, and why it gets richer and more powerful with every passing crisis and act of universal impoverishment, it is necessary to know something about the illusions that accumulate down below as inequality rises. The pillars of the system ultimately rest on a ground of assumptions that guide the lives of people who look a lot like me and, probably, you.



MY GRANDPARENTS HAD ONE OF Those Marriages that seem as inevitable as a matching sofa set. The effortless coordination of their minds, though hardly gender-neutral, made them a formidable presence in any country club luncheon or contract bridge tournament. Only after Grandmother was gone and Grandfather had lost some of the ability to control his narratives did I piece together the story of how destiny almost failed to organize the furniture of life in the appointed way.

In his first and only year at Yale, the nineteen-year-old version of Grandfather ran off to the speakeasies of New York and came back with a wife. Yale at the time did not permit marriage, and the Colonel and Mother did not permit marriage to the wrong sort of woman. This marriage, the elders resolved, was a case of “hot loins.” The woman in question, however, was soon discovered to have “a nose for cold cash.” She demanded $5,000 to go away (worth about $50,000 today). The Colonel forked over the money and saved most of his fury for his will, in which he specified that Grandfather’s inheritance would take the form of a trust whose principal he would not be permitted to touch (until Grandfather learned how to game the trust). The twenty-three-year-old version of Grandfather went on to meet soon-to-be Grandmother, a debutante from Kentucky, who proved to be very much the right sort of woman, and the affair of the loins was consigned to that unlit basement where one places all of those unwelcome memories that somehow dictate the terms of a life.

This is a story I like to bear in mind when the conversation turns to economic inequality today. Most of our narratives about inequality tend to shape themselves around the economic data, and most of that data sits in some recently upgraded data sets on economic wealth and income distributions. The data are great to have (and I have already started to exploit the trove shamelessly here), but the love affair with spreadsheets gives the impression that understanding inequality is just a matter of comparing dollars and cents. Inequality, according to this line of thought, is what happens when Bill Gates walks into a bar. The average net worth goes through the roof—and everything else stays right where it is. The underlying assumption is that economic inequality answers to the laws of economics alone—laws that operate like a kingdom within the kingdom, entirely independent of the principles that govern the rest of human society.

But none of that is true. Money is never just about the money. Human beings always convert cold cash into good matches, elevated social status, higher education, better health, and political power—and then they turn around and exchange those other forms of advantage for money. Money is where the story of inequality begins and ends, but most of the plot happens in between. What looks like destiny is sometimes just the dead hand of an aging trust fund exercising its will. In many situations, too, the process works best when that handful of cash is curled up in a fist and hidden from view. I do not mean to pass judgment on this tendency among human beings to make markets out of all those things that money is not supposed to buy. It is what it is, and I tend to think that what is, if it really is, is good. The point is that the tendency necessarily increases in importance with rising inequality. You can’t understand the rise and the role of the 9.9 percent in American life today without taking it into account, or so I will show in the pages that follow.

In Chapter 2, you will meet many amazing families: supermoms, cool dads, and their camera-ready offspring. Then we will consider the secret identity between the sociological data and the economic data. The rise of the 9.9 percent has turned parenting into an extreme sport. It has cheated the luckiest offspring of their childhood and robbed the unlucky ones of their future. The process starts with values that can only be good—what kind of people would not want to care for their children?—and then twists those values into weapons in a ruthless struggle that undermines families in order to better exploit individuals.

It would be strange to think that such changes in family patterns would leave gender relations untouched, and indeed they have not. In Chapter 3, I show that the rise of the 9.9 percent has turned marriage and a stable family life into a luxury good. Notwithstanding the enlightened ideals about gender equality that are cemented into the official Creed of the 9.9 percent, I further contend, the rise of the 9.9 percent has in reality reinvigorated misogyny as a political force and opened the door to new forms of old gender hierarchies.

In Chapter 4, we follow aspiring members of the 9.9 percent as they seek admission to the colleges that now serve as the gateways to status and success in America. Along the way I track the damage that uncontrolled inequality has wreaked on the system of higher education. The rise of the 9.9 percent has brought about what I will call the Great Reprivatization of America’s university system. It has converted higher education from an engine of mobility into a machine for reproducing privilege. Above all, it has distorted the very idea of education in a way that strikes at the foundation of democracy.

In Chapter 5, we tour some of the nation’s finest neighborhoods, where the rise of the 9.9 percent has hammered the idea of community into an excuse for exclusion and transformed the celebration of homeownership into a housing affordability crisis. Rising inequality, the history will reveal, has converted the indirect homeowner subsidies that once served as a welfare system for the white middle class into a device for transferring money upward from the 90 percent to the 9.9 percent and reinforcing racial divisions. Through their domination of local government, the paid-up members of the 9.9 percent have monopolized control over the economic geography and restored property in land to its ancestral role as a principal mechanism for dividing the desirable from the undesirable.

To be clear, I do not mean to suggest that there is something intrinsically wrong with the ideals of parenting, family, education, and community from which the 9.9 percent got its start in the world. I take for granted that people will do whatever possible to secure a happy future for themselves, and there would in any case be no point in shaming them for doing what only comes naturally. I doubt that anybody sets off in the morning with the malicious intent of breaking up other people’s families, perverting the system of education, shortening average life expectancy, raising average commute times to toxic levels, or profiting from the race hatred of other people. The point is just that that is what happens in the twilight of the meritocracy. Rising inequality takes good values and quietly twists them into bad ones. The unconscious hoarding that has come to define the life of the 9.9 percent is a response to this underlying condition, not the cause, and it is a response born of weakness, not strength.

But none of that adds up to an excuse for not knowing how the system now works, which way it is headed, and the role we all play in its perpetuation. The distinguishing feature of the 9.9 percent is not that it has advantages and is willing to use them, but that it confuses its privileges with artifacts of nature. It sees its own virtues brightly in the mirror, and it has no trouble spotting the vices of other people. But it remains blind to the conditions on which both depend. That willful ignorance is the glue that holds the system together. It is our collective contribution to the triumph of the 0.1 percent and the fall of the 90 percent. Rising inequality makes accomplices of us all.



WHEN I FIRST HEARD THE Stories about the Colonel, I pictured him in cowboy boots, tying his horse up next to an oil derrick, and making on-the-spot decisions about where to drill and when to sell. That, I imagined, is just what the chairman of the Standard Oil Company of Indiana does, especially if he happens to be a former Rough Rider and goes by the name of “the Colonel.” Whenever I tried asking Grandfather exactly how the Colonel made his fortune, however, I usually got back an answer about the glories of capitalism and the evils of communism. Then he would remind me that the Rockefellers were our mortal enemies. This really confused me. Weren’t the Rockefellers the capitalists?

I eventually figured out that the Colonel was a lawyer, not a petroleum-sniffing cowboy. He was the son of a poor farmer made good with a scholarship to Coe College in Iowa and then a degree from Yale Law School. He got his start defending the rights of John D. Rockefeller’s Standard Oil Company to use its monopoly over the distribution of oil to crush its competitors and squeeze money out of the American public. From there he moved over to the executive side of the business. The high point and the low point of his career occurred around the same time, when he used his formidable legal skills to structure the offshore-shell-company scheme that supplied the raw money needed to bribe members of the Warren G. Harding administration to let Big Oil siphon off the vast reserves of publicly owned petroleum recently discovered under a rock in Wyoming shaped oddly like a teapot. (For those who slept through high school history: in the century preceding the Donald Trump administration, the Teapot Dome scandal was thought to have set the standard for corruption in American politics.)

The Colonel was never convicted of any crimes (though things did get dicey in the trial over his alleged contempt of Congress). But John D. Rockefeller Jr., who owned the largest block of shares in Standard of Indiana, knew a PR disaster when he saw one. The Colonel put up a fight—I knew for sure that was his style—but in the end the richer man won, and the Colonel was compelled to hang up his spurs. It all came as something of a surprise to me, when I read about the details in the textbooks. There was nothing in Grandfather’s brunchtime stories about Canadian shell companies or teapots. And yet, in the end, it all made sense. The real mystery, I later thought, was how it was that I had let so many loose ends in Grandfather’s tales escape my attention.

This is another one of those stories that come to my mind when the subject turns to inequality. The problem with inequality today—or at any rate, the part of the problem that should be of concern—is not that some people earn more or are worth more than others. It is that some people earn much more than they are worth and most people are worth much more than they earn. There isn’t just one Standard Oil now; there are dozens of them slithering all over the economy. And Teapot Dome is starting to look like amateur hour. The basic form of a solution to the problem of inequality today is not to redistribute wealth from those who have allegedly earned it to those who have not, but to return wealth from those who expropriated it to those who actually created it. The only kind of inequality that matters is that which involves injustice.

All of this, I think can be easily known, though I will present the necessary evidence for the case throughout this book. The real question—or at least the one with which I will be primarily concerned—is why we consistently fail to see an injustice that is playing itself out before our eyes.

Conversations about inequality with successful members of the 9.9 percent today, I have noticed, often move swiftly toward the defenses. Do you understand how hard it is to get into Yale Law? I worked my tail off! You want to punish me for my success? Anyway, that’s life, get over it! And so on. It’s a funny thing to hear this sort of talk coming from a group whose statistically significant attributes, apart from their wealth, also include, among other things, the whiteness of their skin, the year of their birth, the nation in which they happen to reside, the nature of their housing arrangements, and the size of their parents’ bank accounts. But we must take things as they are. The origin myth of the 9.9 percent is a certain idea of meritocracy.

Here it is important to distinguish meritocracy from certain false ideas about it, as I will explain further in Chapter 6. The problem with meritocracy is not the idea that merit should receive its just rewards, as many of its present critics seem to think. What could be wrong with rewarding people for their talent, effort, and accumulated skills? Much better to hear about the efficacy of face masks in a pandemic from an epidemiologist, I am inclined to think, than from the shouty guy at the other end of the bar. Indeed, rightly understood, meritocracy is simply one of many limited devices for holding power accountable to reason. It is a necessary component of a just democracy and a founding postulate of liberal democracy.

The real problem with meritocracy, or so I will argue, is the unstated, additional, and spurious assumption that the merit of isolated individuals is the principal human factor in the production of wealth and the moral foundation of our just rewards. It is not. This merit myth, as I will call it, becomes especially dangerous when it is used to explain and justify the growing imbalances in the distribution of economic and political power. It does not. The biggest problem of all is that, according to what I will call the Iron Law of Merit, the merit myth is itself a consequence of rising inequality. Indeed, it is the defining illusion of the 9.9 percent. Today we tend to blame inequality on the meritocracy, but the reality is that we should blame the problems with meritocracy on inequality.

In the medicine cabinet, right next the merit myth, you will find the other great opiate of the 9.9 percent. Call it the market myth. My grandfather ingested this one in very large quantities. It says that rising inequality is just the price we pay for a system that sets everyone free and leaves us all better off. It is the goose that lays our golden iPhones. And, blessed are we, it all comes down to timeless laws of economics written into the sky.

Bullshit, or so I argue in Chapter 7. Most of the supposed definitions of the existing economic system are merely statements of what its principal beneficiaries in the 9.9 percent and their bosses in the 0.1 percent would like it to be. What they really mean to say is: Wouldn’t it be nice to have “free” enterprise in a “free” market where all “capital” is put to productive use in an endless cycle of “creative destruction”? The actual system we have is none of those things, or so I explain, and it generates inequality not as an accident or a by-product but as a necessary feature of its business model. In this system, moreover, the Creed of the 9.9 percent has a special role to play, and it is not an altogether happy one. By insisting that our struggles are the necessary consequence of a system that operates entirely according to the beneficent principles of free and fair competition, that Creed serves to keep the desperation flowing downward and the money flowing upward.

The market myth, I further contend in Chapter 7, has corroded certain ideals of economic justice that, paradoxically, were present at the creation of the 9.9 percent. Professionalism and managerialism are not intrinsically bad things. On the contrary, they were and remain to some degree buffers against the fanatical absurdities of the market myth. They are central to any system that wishes to benefit from the kind of competition and innovation to which markets may contribute and yet relies on the imperfect nature and circumscribed conditions of actual human beings and actual human societies. In the age of captured markets and escalating inequality, however, these ideals, like the rest of the worthy values that once guided the 9.9 percent, have been twisted into their opposites.

Practically speaking, as I will further explain, the options for aspiring members of 9.9 percent in the existing economic system come down to this. You can seek shelter from the pressures of living in a stacked market by hiding in a profession that has betrayed its principles and learned to protect itself. (That was more or less the Colonel’s strategy when he came out of school as a lawyer.) Or you can join with the winners and organize the extraction of life-juices from your fellow human beings. (That was the horse that the Colonel rode when he took his pony up to the top of the legal oil field.) This is the why most of the paid-up members of the 9.9 percent wear white coats or white collars. Sadly, the white coats have not yet figured out that the white collars will soon eat them for lunch, before turning on themselves.



ONE OF THE THINGS that became clear when my grandparents passed away is that they had never been all that rich. Everything had gone into appearances. I don’t mean that only in a financial sense (though there was that). In the end, the struggle to stay on the island came with some not insignificant personal costs, too. They lived in a home much smaller than they might have liked because living off-island was unthinkable. They ate and drank too much cheesecake and champagne in their efforts to keep up at the clubs. And they experienced quite a few cloudy days of disappointment and alienation, when family members blew in with unspoken regrets about their failure to achieve the status to which they were supposedly born. I don’t doubt that my grandparents would have done it all again. But it was clear in retrospect that the land of endless French toast had never really been such a thing of splendor.

Quite possibly some of the paid-up members of the 9.9 percent will have experienced a similar moment of morning-after accounting. The overpriced homes, the overanxious offspring, the overpolished credentials, the over-policed and over-purified neighborhoods—they’re usually better than the existing alternatives, but they aren’t quite the unalloyed goods that they at first seem to be. The story on the surface of the 9.9 percent is about the class that gets everything it wants; the subtext is about a group that has simply played the game of self-subordination better than others.

The root of the trouble, I now tend to think, has to do with the ways with which we think about wealth and inequality. More precisely, it has to do with the ways in which inequality distorts our ideas about wealth, progress, and our own well-being. Inequality deforms consciousness, or so I contend; it makes us all unreasonable.

Now, we all know that human beings have always been unreasonable to some degree. They routinely draw conclusions about the way the world is from the way they wish it to be; they systematically overvalue evidence of recent experience and undervalue evidence that comes from far away; they are really bad at math, especially the math of risks and probabilities; they think their team is always in the right, and the other guys are always in the wrong; and so on. As inequality rises, however, all of these cognitive defects become catastrophically worse, or so I show. The human faculties of moral cognition are simply not built to work under conditions of extreme inequality. Even more important, inequality brings forth social forces with the means and the motive to amplify and exploit the growing vulnerabilities in the human cognitive apparatus. This self-combustion of reason, I think, is the real backstory behind the rise of the 9.9 percent.

In Chapter 8, I draw on parallels between ancient and modern civilization to illustrate how inequality inscribes itself on our own bodies and then distorts our ideas about the actual sources of our physical health and well-being. The rise of the 9.9 percent, I argue, accounts for the paradox of a nation where well-toned abs are an obsession even while pre-existing conditions multiply at pandemic levels, where billionaires look like fitness trainers while the average life expectancy declines. It is the fundamental reason why the nation with the most expensive health care system in the known universe is among the least able to protect its public health. Inequality disrupts progress by distorting our ideas about the only kind of well-being that actually matters, or about actual human prosperity.

In Chapter 9, I return to the role of inequality in enabling the growing political power of racism in twenty-first-century America. According to the theory favored by the 9.9 percent, racism is a legacy of the past, bound to fade as individuals slowly purify their souls of bad thoughts. The reality is that rising inequality today serves, as it has throughout history, to reproduce racism in new forms, and the 9.9 percent theory of racism is just a way of framing the problem that leaves its own contribution out of the picture. The race dividend, as I will call it, cultivates race hatred in society at large and converts it into higher real estate returns and higher income for those who live and work in mostly white spaces without regard to the purity of their souls or even necessarily their individual racial identities—and this dividend grows in times of rising inequality.

In Chapter 10, I argue that the triumph of unreason is the defining crisis of American politics and that this crisis is the principal manifestation of rising inequality. According to many of the usual narratives, by contrast, inequality is just one among many grim problems we face, and it has to stand in line alongside, and maybe behind, such worries as political polarization, hyperpartisanship, and corruption; climate change, runaway technology, and threats from foreign adversaries; racial injustice, gender injustice, religious bigotry, and the decay of moral and social institutions in general; the permanent crises in health care, education, and housing; and, well, the list could go on. Each of these issues does indeed deserve individual attention and tailored solutions. But compartmentalizing injustices is also one of the ways that injustice perpetuates itself. The real problem is the politics of unreason to which inequality necessarily gives rise, and the solution is to reestablish a politics of reason.

In this struggle to achieve a politics of reason, I further contend, the 9.9 percent have a peculiar and somewhat tragic role to play. The original charter of the meritocracy is to hold power accountable to reason. Its job is to make authority answer to scrutable laws, norms, and facts rather than the whims of rulers. Under the pressure of rising inequality, however, the intellectual vanguard of the 9.9 percent has abandoned its post. Some of its members have gone to work directly for the superwealthy in those ideological factories known as think-tanks. A larger number have preferred to hide behind the simulated justice of specious relativisms and the politics of posturing. Both have framed the crisis of our time in ways that leave their contribution out of the picture. Both have committed a kind of treason of the intellectuals.



GRANDFATHER’S BEST STORIES actually strayed far from the theme of the family tree. He chuckled to life when he talked about his years of service as a pilot in particular. In his early middle age, before the inheritance solved all problems, while he was still living under the shadow of the Colonel’s wrath, he learned how to fly and went to work for Trans World Airlines. Grandmother, too, became a pilot, and joined the first generation of female pilots. For a time, they crossed the midwestern skies in a barnstorming plane, offering thrills to wide-eyed farming families for spare change. During World War II, Grandfather enlisted in the navy’s air transport service and flew supply missions in the Pacific theater. The stories about Lieutenant William Stewart of Revolutionary War fame, I long knew, were so much baloney. (As best I can gather, William was an Irish peasant who moved out to western Pennsylvania and ended up on the wrong side of George Washington in the Whiskey Rebellion.) Grandfather’s war service, on the other hand, was unglamorous but real. In an indirect way, it helped imbue me with an optimistic view of the American future.

In any discussion of the problem of inequality today, it is easy to fall into a doom loop. History supplies an abundance of evidence that inequality is a one-way street. It always ends badly. Even worse, you can see it all play out in real time. The self-regard and greedy paranoia of the super-rich, the nihilism of the resentful masses, the willful obliviousness of the those upper-middle operators of the machinery—it can sometimes seem like you’re forced to sit through a bad movie with an all-too-predictable plot. That’s why those unwelcome experiences of déjà vu today are so unnerving. It’s easy to slip into the idea that the only option is to watch it all burn.

But I do not share this pessimism. I tend to think that mystical calls for a total revolution are just another one of the ways in which inequality perpetuates itself—mainly by representing the only alternative as impossible or dangerous. My optimism, such as it is, rests on a simple fact. Some degree of progress in human affairs has in fact happened. It has not been continuous or cumulative, and it is not irreversible, as its more naive champions today tediously insist. But it is real. And it has happened in America, too. The important thing is to understand its actual source, and to separate this from the self-congratulatory myths with which it is often traduced.

In the final chapter of this book, I frame the solutions to the problem represented by the rise of the 9.9 percent in the context of American history. We do not need to reject the promise of America in order to address the problem of inequality; we just need to recover it from the many false interpretations that have been imposed upon it, or so I contend. We aren’t doomed to a politics of unreason, because there are reasonable steps we can take to advance reason itself. The same is true for the values that lie at the origin of the 9.9 percent. The belief in education, the commitment to scientific expertise, the principle of fair play and earning your privilege—these are all good things. We just need to clear away the baggage that rampant inequality has piled on top of them.

There is lots to do, and I will point to many solutions in the pages that follow. We need to change the way we understand and organize the care we provide for all children, not just our own. We need a new and democratic philosophy of education and a new way of funding and managing it. We need to accept that health has always been something we pursue collectively as well as individually. We should face the fact that there is no lasting hope for racial or gender justice without economic justice. We should take control of American geography back from those feudal overlords who have captured it through self-serving land use regulations and return it to productive use. We should obliterate the monopolies, reempower workers, and use the tax system to return wealth from those who have expropriated it to those who actually created it. We need to fix the disinformation system, return data to the people, and establish a genuinely open market in ideas. And while we’re at it, let’s get the money out of politics.

But I wouldn’t put too much weight on the specifics of the to-do list offered here. The solutions are mostly obvious in their general form but complicated in the specifics. Tackling a problem like inequality requires attention to detail, smart tactics, and a lot of fight. It’s far too much for a short book about everything that’s wrong with the world. As a rule, I tend to think, books are not a great way to save the world. They’re best when they stick to the job of trying to open a few eyes. The striking fact about inequality today is not that it exists but that we do nothing about it. We do nothing about it because we have figured out how not to see it. So now it is time to take a look.






— 2 — Why We Have Such Amazing Children


It is a truth generally acknowledged that a working parent in possession of a fortune must be in want of a nanny. Menlo Mom, as I will call her, is one person who gets it. A technology executive and the single mother of twin ten-year-old boys, Menlo Mom lives in the Silicon Valley bedroom community of Menlo Park. Around the time of this writing, she posted a nanny-wanted ad, and in that ad she articulates with admirable precision the modern parent’s vision of the ideal helpmeet.1

Nanny (or Manny: the text scrupulously avoids committing to gender) will have “high executive functioning” and a “university degree or equivalent knowledge.” She (reality check: 97 percent of nannies are female) will have deep math and computer skills, too, as she will be asked to “correctly quantify how much fish to purchase for five people”; “compare and make recommendations using credit card points to booking vacations versus paying cash”; and ensure that her research is “populated into a simple Excel spreadsheet.” She must also be highly literate, with a demonstrated ability to “read articles about eating beef and increases in breast cancer” and to summarize them succinctly: “i.e., beef is bad, fish and vegetables are good.” She’ll want to bone up on her master chef skills, so that she can prepare those fishy-veggie meals while managing the family’s complex allergies (chicken eggs bad, duck eggs good). Ideally, Nanny will have already trained for a decathlon, as she will be called upon to lead the boys in regular “sit ups, lunges, squats, push-ups” and join them in body surfing, skiing, mountain hiking, and “river-swimming” (huh?). Even better, Nanny should bring MBA-caliber managerial talent to the position, as she will be charged with “building alliances” with the housekeeper, property manager, the gardener/handyman, and the au pair (Nanny’s little helper!), not to mention the nannies of the boys’ play date partners.

Most of all, Nanny must have “room in their heart to love the kids and the mom.” But she had better not get any ideas. Nanny must respect “appropriate boundaries in relationships and interactions.”

And one last thing. Nanny must come with an open mind, just as she will be greeted with a firmly open mind. “Our family is human civil rights oriented and does not discriminate against any candidate on the basis of age, race, sex, etc.,” says Menlo Mom. You have to love that “etc.” It says: I’m going to click on every damn one of these boxes, as long as I get my nanny. (Reality check: 54 percent of nannies are people of color; 35 percent are noncitizens; and, not coincidentally, 46 percent of child care workers are on some form of public assistance.)2

Menlo Mom really exists. A reporter from Slate tracked her down through her digital footprints, and she owned up to the post under condition of anonymity. Then, in a brilliant countermove, she justified her quest for the ideal nanny by pointing to Judy Syfers’s 1971 feminist classic, “I Want a Wife.”3 Aside from supplying evidence that Women’s Studies programs at elite universities have clearly left their mark on the business classes, Menlo Mom hit the nail of parenting in our times on the head. The service person once described as a “wife” is now the nanny. Change the title of Syfers’s essay to “I Want a Nanny” and it could well be a manifesto for the supreme parents of the 9.9 percent today.

“If I were Scott McNealy, former CEO of Sun Microsystems, and I’d done this ad, nobody would think twice,” Menlo Mom adds in her own defense. As far as spreading viral memes go, this is surely true. Much of the energy in the commentary on her post, as Menlo Mom herself notes, consists of women attacking women for not doing what women are supposed to do. “Women are sexist because they live in a sexist society,” she argues. It’s a good point—and no less interesting than the fact that Menlo Mom and her fellow supreme parents have outsourced what was formerly described as women’s work to an exploitable pool of overwhelmingly female laborers. We’ll get to all of that in the next chapter. But the fact of the matter is that the extraordinary assumptions about the task of parenting embedded in the message from Menlo are distinct from the question of who is on the hook to perform those tasks, and those assumptions now cut across all genders among the 9.9 percent.

The Menlo doctrine of parenting perfection through corporate management of a multidivisional household are not at all confined to Menlo Park. In my own Silicon-ish neighborhood in the Boston area, for example, a “busy professional couple” recently placed an ad that seems to be looking for the very same nanny, wherever she may be.4 Nanny/Manny (the text has once again been cleansed of all incriminating pronouns) will be “a very good communicator, written and verbal,” and will possess, it is hoped, a “college degree in early childhood education.” But she had better stay in her lane. She “must know the proper etiquette in a professionally run household” and be prepared to “accommodate changing circumstances.” This ad, too, is written in fluent management-speak, but the person it seeks is one that any decent nineteenth-century novelist would have instantly identified as a “governess”—assuming, that is, that governesses are willing to work part-time with no job security and zero health benefits.

Although nannies generally get paid very little, in relative terms, the freedom they deliver isn’t free. The average base salary for nannies in the Boston area is now $37,000.5 The times being what they are, there are economy, business, first-class, and off-label-titanium tiers of service, just like at the airport. A network for “professional women” called SWAAY recently ran a feature on five nannies making more than $100,000 per year.6 Menlo Mom herself appears to be offering a package that, counting the free lodging in the pool house, generous hourly wage, and overtime, may come in close to that level. Some families in San Francisco “are paying over $220,000 a year,” says Anita Rogers, the president of British American Household Staffing.7 “There’s a value in paying well for your employees, especially in your household,” she intones. The relevant section of her firm’s website, by the way, is titled “Nannies & Governesses.” At these exalted heights of the traffic in child care, the performative aspect of the arrangements is hard to overlook. Presumably one of the perks of having a “governess” is being able to say you have one.

In the time of Covid, the hunger for governesses combined with a thirst for in-home schooling took the competition for ultimate child care to still greater levels of achievement. An ad from a “fun and loving” Connecticut family, for example, seeks a “governess” to provide “structure, schedules, teach manners, and discipline.” Your schedule will be ten hours per day, and “you must be open to traveling,” as the family travels to “other homes.” A Los Angeles family is looking for the same person, with the obligatory “background in early childhood education,” only the schedule is eleven hours. And flexibility is a must—the family is not sure whether the position will last a few months or the whole year. A Boston family homes in on the educational qualifications: “Having some experience teaching at a private or charter school is a plus,” reads their ad for a “top quality teacher/home educator.” Public school teachers and others involved in educating the masses, presumably, need not apply. The winner of the Mary Poppins–coronavirus sweepstakes, however, will surely take up the offer from the family in the Hamptons. The position will be “a 7-day live-in due to covid,” and you get meals provided by “the family’s private chef.” But you “must work well on a team,” as you will be joined by two full-time nannies and a newborn care specialist. You are to be in charge only of “the educational space” for kids aged one, two, and five years.8

“All I really want to do is run my business and be the best mom ever,” says Menlo Mom. “I love my children and I think about them 24 hours a day.” And you know what? She probably does. She probably is going to ace the mom test. The charitable assumption is that the twins will survive the ordeal and turn out just fine. And it’s not like she’s going to save the world by skipping the nanny and leaving the kids at home alone with the au pair, the property manager, and the gardener. I, for one, would not place all of the burdens of world history on Menlo Mom’s personal choices. I would, however, take a second look at the ideas about parenting that speak through her.

Looking on the bright side, one could say that Menlo Mom and her social-class-mates have solved the problem of child care in modern times. They may count as evidence that, contrary to the dire predictions of nay-saying reactionaries, the sexual revolution and the entry of women into the workforce not only need not undermine family values but may actually turbocharge them to insane levels of achievement. They show by example that that which was supposed to have destroyed the family appears to have saved it. They stand for the idea that you can indeed have it all. You can have the duck eggs, the river-swimming, the tech IPO, the gender-neutral human civil rights, and a house full of love where everyone knows their place! More precisely, they stand for the idea that you can have it all, as long as you start with it all in the first place. Or at least with most of the cash. And a supremely talented nanny. And maybe a housekeeper, a property manager, a gardener, and, why not, an au pair.

This revolution in parenting (or is it a counterrevolution?) comes to rest on a curious system of beliefs. The first article of the Menlo Doctrine, to give it a name, is just this: not only can you have it all, but you must do it all. You alone are the maker of your child. If your child fails, that’s on you. Now, it is true that other people have children and that these children seem to populate the world. As far as you are concerned, however, they might as well live on another planet. And at the same time that you do it all, by the way, you must do your real job. Because if you fail to get that start-up started, or whatever it is that you are really doing, you will be an incomplete person.

The other article of the Doctrine worth noting here is harder to see because it is so transparent in everything about the family life of the 9.9 percent. It has to do with the idea that there is a mom test and that you can ace it. It says: parenting is a measure of merit. This really starts to look like a very strange thought, once you step outside of it and look back from the other side of the playroom stuffed with brain-development toys.

Every parent knows at some level that there are acres of parenting that belong to the same category of activity as mowing the lawn. You can screw it up. You can forget to do it. But you can’t get graded on a curve that extends all the way up to the 99th percentile of lawn-mowers. Yet the Doctrine says otherwise. It holds that parenting is a business process that operates on the principles of a market-validated meritocracy. Every travel, dining, entertainment, and educational experience of childhood can and should be populated into a spreadsheet and relentlessly optimized for peak performance. Parental productivity can vary as widely as returns on the stock market. The person who dies with the best kids wins. From a world-historical perspective, this is a remarkable belief system. What does it mean that so many people seem to think it is true?



VISIT ANY MODERATELY RESPECTABLE ZIP Code today and you will see that, like a designer brand infiltrating the local shopping mall, the Menlo Doctrine has come to a suburb near you. SUVs thunder through the cold morning streets, their glassy-eyed drivers hauling scrawny youngsters off to warm the benches at faraway fencing tournaments. Pianos and violins wail under torture at the hands of small children whose passion for music will awaken any day now. Social media pages buzz with plots to game the junior division of the national capoeira championship. Play date snacks crafted from flaxseed and quinoa are policed against long lists of forbidden foods. Cell phone apps track college kids with a degree of geographical precision that only the NSA can rival.9 Living rooms once lubricated with mixed drinks and sweaty games of charades have been made over into shrines where every childhood epiphany has its photo, trophy, or ball of painted macaroni. Entire homes have been converted into cluttered warehouses for the paraphernalia of childhood. A nation with 4 percent of the world’s population that buys 40 percent of the world’s toys has to stash them somewhere.10

They will tell you that it’s bliss from baby’s first cries before dawn until the sun finally sets on a glowing college acceptance letter. But they will tell their pollsters that they have never been so stressed and unhappy. They will insist that it’s all about sitting back and letting the child bloom like a flower in the meadow. Then they will get back to scraping and chiseling their miniature alter egos like a Pygmalion on uppers. They mean well, for the most part, these new parenting superstars. But they are just a little bit nuts, and not always in a good way.

Consider the case of Yale Law School professor Amy Chua, the tragicomic author of Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother. In hopes of processing a family crisis brought on by the contradictions in her extreme form of modern, meritocratic parenting, Chua famously depicted a kind of caricature of herself in beast mode. She didn’t really mean it when she called her children “garbage” or threatened “to take all your stuffed animals and burn them” if they failed to bring home straight As and achieve concert-master-level violin skills. Except that she sort-of did. In part because the line between self-parody and self-incrimination is so thin, but also because she unwisely packaged modern parenting neuroses in unfortunate ethnic stereotypes, Chua opened up a frothy milk-bottleful of hate. It was like issuing a license to 9.9 percenters everywhere to pretend that the insanity of their own parenting style was the work of alien invaders. The cool dads and the whole grain moms could enjoy a sweet moment of projection. The truth is that we 9.9 percenters are all tiger mothers now.

If you happen to be of a certain age today, you will know that it didn’t have to be this way. In my preteen world, the parental units had no idea where we were going when we hopped on our banana-seat Stingrays and headed off into the hills of Southern California. They didn’t know about the area we called “Third Field,” where you could pop wheelies in snake-infested creek beds. They didn’t know about the hole in the fence that led down a cliff to the beach, or about the inflatable raft that we took out to sea through a sewer outlet. We just had to be home in time for the SpaghettiOs. I’m not saying it was ideal; there are some legitimate nutritional and safety concerns. The point is that there is much in the new way of parenting that is neither traditional nor natural.

Sociologists began to document the transformation in the 1990s. Berkeley professor Annette Lareau found that the wealthier, mostly white families were adopting a style of child-rearing that she politely called “concerted cultivation.”11 The various manifestations of the practice came to be labeled child-centered parenting, attachment parenting, helicopter parenting, snowplow parenting, extreme parenting, High Investment Parenting (HIP), hyperparenting, and, in Scandinavia, curling parenting—after the sport where contestants maniacally polish the ice in front of a gliding stone.12 Supreme parenting, as I will call it, is now the subject of a groaning bookshelf of self-help literature. Some of these books appear intended to provoke parents into still more exalted states of nervous excitement. Others urge them to just take a chill pill. But these books are more bought than opened, because supreme parents are too damn busy to read them.

In short, the ruling values of the 9.9 percent have become the ruling values of American society. In a survey of more than 3,600 parents in all social classes, sociologist Patrick Ishizuka found that, even while actual parenting practices continue to differ significantly across class and race lines, support for “time-intensive, child-centered parenting” ideals is now nearly universal in the United States.13 Reporting from Brazil, Israel, and India suggests that this new way of family life may one day count as the American 9.9 percent’s great gift to the world.14

The Menlo Doctrine is now universal enough in the United States that its effects show up clearly in the aggregate statistics.15 In the early 1970s, according to analysis by economists Matthias Doepke and Fabrizio Zilibotti, college-educated and non-college-educated mothers alike averaged twelve hours per week on child care. By 2012, educated mothers were clocking in at almost twenty hours per week and the uneducated were up to sixteen—even as both groups substantially increased their hours working outside the home. Meanwhile, college-educated fathers more than doubled their load, rising from a measly five hours to eleven hours—or almost as much as “traditional” mothers were putting in during the golden age of housewifery. Even the noncollege men upped their game to nine hours per week. And yet—here again, one glimpses the haunting beauty of the system, from the perspective of those who profit from it—majorities as high as 85 percent of parents surveyed say they don’t spend enough time with their kids.



THE DIFFUSION OF SUPREME PARENTING outside the gates of Menlo Park is paradoxical at many levels, starting with the money. Even as it has gone retail, supreme parenting has not gotten any cheaper. At the upper end of the parental-economic spectrum, the statistics on cash flows make the point all on their own. Between 1970 and 2015, the top quintile of the income distribution more than tripled its spending on young children from $3,000 to $10,000 per child per year in inflation-adjusted dollars, while the bottom 60 percent remained flat at $2,000 and below.16

FYI: that $10,000 number for child expenses in the upper quintile will look like a warehouse club sale to many families in the 9.9 percent. Here are some more realistic numbers to bear in mind:17 Travel baseball starts at $3,700 per year. Soccer goes up to $5,000. Volleyball is $8,000 to $10,000. A significant number of ice hockey families report spending $20,000 per year. And don’t even talk about horseback riding. The best summer camps run about $2,000 per week. Unless, that is, your budding scientist/community worker is looking for personal development opportunities in Iceland or the Galápagos, in which case a summer of priceless learning experiences might cost as much as small car. All of that, of course, comes before you even start thinking about Nanny’s Christmas bonus, private counselors and test preppers, and any tuition at private school, which now runs at $46,000 per year at the best schools—not including room and board.

Not even a pandemic will rein in the budgets of the most supreme of parents. When the coronavirus drove all sensible New Yorkers to escape to the Hamptons—that is, all those sensible enough to own a home in the Hamptons or to have $200,000 in spare change for a five-month rental—the top moms and dads sprang into action. “One woman called and asked if I could install a tennis court right away,” a local building contractor told Joe Nocera of Bloomberg.18 “She said she was afraid the coronavirus was going to cause tennis camp to be canceled, so she needed a tennis court so her kids could play.” (Not that the focus on the family meant that there was any letup in self-care for ultimate parents. Dermatologists in the Hamptons also reported an uptick in demand for Botox injections during the Great Escape.)

What happens to the (roughly) 90 percent of parents who believe in the value of parental supremacy but can’t swing the spare tennis court, or the ultimate nanny experience? It is by now well understood that the demands of supreme parenting combined with the demands of a typical modern working life make for a perfect sandwich. Parents are getting eaten alive. (Toss in eldercare for grandma and it becomes a club sandwich.)

It makes for some terrifying video. In the underappreciated genre of horror-documentaries, there is a blockbuster lurking in the 1,500 hours or so of footage that UCLA’s Center on the Everyday Lives of Families collected in the homes of thirty-two middle-class, dual-income families as they went about the everyday business of putting vitamin-rich food in front of children, dragging them off to supposedly fun activities, harassing them over homework, and wrestling devices out of their bored and twitchy little hands.19 It is “the very purest form of birth control ever devised. Ever,” said one of the filmmaker-researchers, himself a father of two.20 The research also confirms that married mothers are unhappier than married fathers, and single parents are the most miserable of all.21

Surveys consistently show that parenting today causes individuals around the world to become measurably less happy. Out of twenty-two countries studied, moreover, the United States is number one in producing grouchy parents, according to sociologist Jennifer Glass and colleagues.22 Not coincidentally, the United States ranks last among developed countries in policies on family leave, preschool, child care, and pretty much everything else that might make parenting a financially and psychologically reasonable proposition.

When the Covid pandemic shut down most child care options, policymakers and commentators suddenly noticed that the country has no system of child care and that the economy doesn’t work without it.23 A few months of inconvenience appeared to achieve far more than decades of research in demonstrating that not just the availability but the quality of early child care is critical both for the development of young minds, family stability, and economic growth.24

Whether the virus-induced flash of enlightenment can overcome decades of “pro-family” economic messaging is very much in doubt. For the fact remains that—and here again we glimpse the beauty of the system, at least in the eyes of those who profit from it—“American working mothers generally blame themselves for how hard their lives are,” as researcher Caitlyn Collins observes.25 Collins also notes that the United States and Papua New Guinea are the only countries in the world that do not offer paid maternity leave.



AND WHAT ABOUT THE KIDS? Actually, it doesn’t have much to do with the kids—and this disturbing fact brings us still closer to the defining mystery of supreme parenting. The point can be read in a rough way straight from the economic data. When income increases, spending on basic goods like food and paper towels tends to go down as a proportion of income. Goods that serve to broadcast one’s status to the universe, on the other hand, move in the opposite direction. The richer you are, the greater the proportion of income you spend on Swiss watches and tasteful contemporary art installations. This is what has happened with parenting expenses. At the very highest levels of the game, supreme parenting is an extravagance to be conspicuously consumed.26 It has become a luxury sport like yacht racing or polo. Winning is hardly the point. Just having your kid show up with a stable of horses and some practiced mallet skills gets the message across.

In a strange way, this is something that supreme parenting has with the fustiest systems of intergenerational wealth transfer. Consider the medieval system of entail, the legal device whereby estates are required by law to pass themselves down whole in perpetuity to a single line of eldest sons (or the next best thing). The nominal point of the system is to lock down the indefinite future of an estate, not just for the one lucky kid, but for a string of grandkids going off to infinity. But why would a medieval lord care what might happen to his estate in one thousand years? The answer is that he knows very well that his power in the present depends on the universal appreciation that his name and glory will remain intact upon his death and that his wishes will be enforced by an heir who is equally robust and equally capable of passing it all down to his mighty heir, and so on. Supreme parenting is like entail in this sense: perpetuating inequality in the future is the means of the crime, not the end. This is why we palpably sense that the battle hymn of the tiger mother has much more to do with the glory of the tiger than the fate of the cub.

So what does it feel like to grow up as a lovingly nurtured Swiss watch or polo accessory—or, for that matter, as the offspring of parents who wish they had a medieval estate but can’t quite come up with the mortgage? The science on the subject is not reassuring. It turns out that maybe breeding bonsai-tree children to become résumé zombies isn’t so good for their mental health.27 Supreme parenting can imbue the objects of its obsession with a nasty combination of narcissism, anxiety, and depression. Madeline Levine, a psychologist who plies the supremely rich and anxious pastures of Marin County in the San Francisco Bay Area, saw so much damage in the overachievement community that she filled a book with tales of its self-inflicted woes.28 In The Price of Privilege, she delicately suggests that “some aspects of affluence and parental involvement might be contributing to the unhappiness and fragility of my privileged patients.” Summarizing the research literature, she concludes that “upper middle class youth, who are en route to the most prestigious universities and well-paying careers in America, are more likely to be troubled than their middle-class counterparts.”29

Which brings up another weird parallel with medieval family planning. The funny thing about entail is what it does to families. You’d think it would be good. What family wouldn’t want a shield, a castle, and maybe a long string of Ivy League degrees to its name? But entail is actually terrible for families. If you have watched Downton Abbey, you will know this to be true. There is no need to follow the twists and turns of a plot that leaves the whole pile to a distant and bewildered cousin, because it comes down to some very simple arithmetic. Entail only works if everything passes down to one single heir after another. To be fair, supreme parenting is spared most (though not all) of the sibling drama associated with the crude inheritance mechanisms of the past. But that is only because it tosses all children into a collective inheritance scheme where the math is brutal for all of them. As Amy Chua’s work can attest, the chiseling and scraping required to sculpt the perfect meritocrat generates as much novel-worthy trauma as the scraping and bowing required to land a suitable match at the Abbey. Supreme parenting is a wealth preservation strategy pursued not for the sake of family but at its expense.

If you ask many supreme parents why they do it, on the other hand, you will generally find that the science is always on their side, at least in their own minds. It’s all about what the latest research says is good for little brains and little hearts.30 And yet, if you take a dip into the “research” that makes the social media rounds, you will quickly gather that supreme parenting lives in an ocean of pseudoscience. Even stranger, all of the intellectual detritus points in the same direction.31 The research always shows that if you play Bach’s Orchestral Suites at high volumes, or cleanse diets of certain unnatural foods, or do math puzzles in your head while pregnant, you can turn your chihuahuas into poodles. Fact alert: you can’t. Yet the belief persists, because tomorrow, for sure, another study will prove that you’ve been doing it all wrong and that what you really need to ensure optimal brain development is a horsehair mattress. Or something like that. Whence this will to believe?

If it reduces kids into anxious avatars in a crypto-medieval status competition, messes up families, costs ridiculous amounts of money, is bubbling over with pseudoscience, and leaves most parents miserable—why is it happening? What has gotten into these people? In that bookshelf of parenting cheers and sighs, which necessarily adheres to the formulas of the self-help genre, the finger usually ends up pointing back at the parents themselves. They are the narcissists. Or they are neurotic. Or they are compensating for something that the Woodstock crowd did in the 1960s. Or they need to embrace their inner parenting demon. Or tame it. One can spare oneself much unnecessary reading, however, if one bears in mind that pretty much all such explanations rest on a confusion between cause and effect. The important thing is to understand the causes, and these causes, strange as it may sound, have less to do with what parents today consciously intend to do than with what they consciously try to ignore.



THE REMOTE CAUSE of supreme parenting is inequality. Supreme parenting is very simply what parents do when life in society becomes radically unequal. (Narcissism, neurosis, and other forms of unreason, by the way, are also effects of inequality—we’ll get to that.) The connection between parenting styles and inequality is robust enough that it can be detected even with the crude tools of cross-country socioeconomic comparisons. When economists Matthias Doepke and Fabrizio Zilibotti studied parenting around the world, they discovered that variations in the degree of over-parenting across countries could be almost entirely explained through a single factor: “The common denominator in countries where intense, achievement-oriented parenting abounds is a large gap between the rich and the poor.”32

The causal explanation isn’t hard to see. As inequality rises, the landscape of economic hopes and fears gets steeper and meaner. When the people on the hillside look up, they see that they face a long slog to the top. But when they look down—that’s when they really freak out. They do everything they can to secure their position for themselves and for their children. They strap the kids to their violins in the desperate hope that this will save them from tumbling down the cliff into a lifetime of pouring Frappuccinos. Pretty soon every kid on the mountain is making screechy violin noises, so the parents go to the store and buy some special math tutoring, rhumba dancing skills, or whatever it takes to stay in place or maybe gain a few inches on the slope. Keep the process going long enough, and you end up with a mountain of children locked in their perches and shrieking for mercy.

In this cacophonous struggle on the hillside, it isn’t hard to see, the people nearer the top have a decided advantage over those near the bottom. Quite simply, they can buy bigger and better violins, or whatever it is that ties them and their offspring in place. And that is exactly what they will do. There is no point in shaming them about it. You might as well try to make a mountain flatter by asking the people on it to throw away their climbing gear. Supreme parenting is thus the next best thing to an inheritance mechanism. It is a way for the rich to pass on their riches and the poor to pass on their poverty. To be clear, it’s not the only way. We’ll get to some of the other devices soon, and they include the old-fashioned method of handing it down in a will and testament. But it is the signature method of the 9.9 percent today.

Now, inheritance mechanisms are not quite the simple things we imagine them to be—entail, for example, is a lot weirder than it looks—but the data suggest that supreme parenting is at least somewhat effective in its mission of freezing society in place. Economists measure the ability of parents to pass along their earnings power with “intergenerational elasticity” (IGE) of earnings, which quantifies the association between parents’ relative income level and their children’s relative income level as adults.33 Think of it as a bungee cord connecting your foot to the particular spot on the economic mountainside where you were born. The cord will keep you from falling down very far below your parents’ position on the income scale, but it will also prevent you from moving up. An IGE of 1 means that, in a word, you are your parents; an IGE of 0 means that everyone has an equal chance of ending up anywhere on the hillside, without regard to the circumstances of birth.

Over the past half century, IGE in the United States has increased from 0.3 to 0.5. In other words: half of your relative income level is now decided on the day you are born. That compares with IGEs of 0.2 and less in Finland, Norway, and Denmark and a little over 0.3 in Germany and Japan. On this metric, the United States is in a league with countries like Italy, Chile, and Argentina. Contrary to popular wisdom, the land of opportunity is more like the land of the good families and the bad. A closer look at the mobility data also confirms that the stickiest parts of the economic spectrum in the United States are at the top and bottom.34 It’s the children of the bottom decile and, above all, the top decile—the 9.9 percent—that bounce back nearest to their starting point. This decline in mobility—which can be measured in a number of ways35—is undoubtedly one of the central developments in American society over the past half century. It marks the emergence of a new, semi-hereditary caste at the top end of the American socioeconomic system.

While the new inheritance mechanism is effective in a statistical sense, it is important to add, that is far from saying that it is a sure bet in any particular case. A substantial degree of mobility still happens—more than enough to fuel the enduring rags-to-riches and the less widely broadcast riches-to-rags stories. This fact is really as familiar as the worry lines that spread relentlessly across the faces of the 9.9 percent. Supreme parenting offers children an edge in battle on the hillside, not a guarantee. Indeed, one may even doubt that the leg-up it offers is necessarily worth the psychological and economic expense it involves. The fact that parents feel they have no choice but to play the game, with the cards in their hand, does not mean that this is a game that they have to like.

In any case, the statistical connection between earnings elasticity and inequality is pronounced enough that it, too, shows up in cross-country econometrics. A few years ago, Alan Krueger, the economist and former chairman of the Barack Obama administration’s Council of Economic Advisers, noticed something curious about the international IGE statistics: the higher the inequality in countries, the higher the IGE. Krueger called his graph “The Great Gatsby Curve.”36 It is an apt name: F. Scott Fitzgerald wrote his novel about the collapse of the American Dream in the 1920s, which was also the last time that inequality was as high as it is now. It is customary at this point in the narrative to lament, along with F. Scott, the dying of the Dream. Therefore:

Amen.

But the Great Gatsby Curve points to something more interesting than just another requiem. It is actually about those places where the Dream was incoherent—or, more exactly, misremembered. For example, the traditional theory of the American Dream says that mobility justifies any degree of inequality. Who cares how rich the rich can get, if you have a fair shot of becoming one of them, too? The Great Gatsby Curve says that mobility cannot justify any degree of inequality because mobility is, to some degree, a function of equality.

More than that, the anxious fact patterns surrounding the Great Gatsby Curve (like the knowledge that supreme parenting isn’t always fun to play) raise a question about the cardinal value of mobility itself. The problem with mobility-talk is that it takes for granted that everyone must always want what the people at the top already have. But that has never been true. Jay Gatsby himself was quite mobile—that’s how he ended up with the party house in West Egg—but he wasn’t exactly a model of a life well lived. A society in which one out of ten people turns around at the end of life and takes credit for the wealth produced by the other nine just because he won a talent show does not become equitable by giving everyone an equal shot at winning the competition. And a society in which everybody has an equal chance to practice supreme parenting is not therefore a good society. Contrary to our faulty memories of the American Dream, mobility on its own proves nothing about the justice of a society. Whatever was good in the Dream always had to do with the kind of the mobility it produced, not the mere fact that people could trade places.

The important thing to remember is that supreme parenting is the sign of trouble, but not necessarily the trouble itself. Parents do not torture their children and beat down on other people’s children because they want to. The injustices they inflict are in direct proportion to the injustice that they perceive in the world. The practice arises both from the lay of the economic landscape and the way in which this landscape is framed and perceived. Interestingly, it is on this last point—the matter of how the underlying problem is perceived (more than the only partly successful efforts to game the parenting system)—that the 9.9 percent makes its signature contribution to the escalating inequality of the new Gilded Age.



LOOK AGAIN AT THE DRAMA of Menlo Mom’s parenting adventures, and you may notice that the story comes to rest on a vast, imaginary history of humanity. The unspoken fable goes something like this. The family first came together in a treehouse. Or maybe it was a stone house, Flintstones-style. Either way, mom and dad did lots of things to raise and care for the youngsters (most of which, oddly, fell to mom). Then the family discovered that there are other families, and together they formed society. The family was private, society is public. The one answers to the laws of biology, the other to the laws of economics.

This is more or less the story that Margaret Thatcher had in mind when she said that “there is no such thing as society. There are individual men and women and there are families.”37 It is why former intellectuals get paid the think tank pluto-dollars to say preachy things like “the primary responsibility for creating a life of virtue and purpose rests with families and individuals.”38 The point of the story is really just to underscore the first article of the Menlo Doctrine: you must do it all.

Histories of humanity are always sketchy, but this one is catastrophically inaccurate. So I am going to point to a better fable—not perfect, to be sure, but not catastrophically misleading. It starts with a hard but well-attested fact: human beings are unique among animals in the helplessness with which they arrive in the world. Their floppy heads come out too big for their flimsy necks, their stubby limbs serve for months mainly to invite stovetop injuries, and years elapse before they learn how to make the macaroni for themselves. Even after they have joined the soccer travel team, their emotional and rational faculties generally leave them unfit to form a viable society without regular supervision. The intensity and duration of the care required to craft useful souls out of these adorable little humans would surely cause any fox or grizzly bear to run for the hills.
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