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There was a time when Americans thought they 

understood class. The upper crust vacationed in 

Europe and worshiped an Episcopal God. The 

middle class drove Ford Fairlanes, settled the 

San Fernando Valley and enlisted as company 

men. The working class belonged to the A.F.L.-

C.I.O., voted Democratic and did not take 

cruises to the Caribbean. 

Today, the country has gone a long way toward 

an appearance of classlessness. Americans of all 

sorts are awash in luxuries that would have 

dazzled their grandparents. Social diversity has 

erased many of the old markers. It has become 

harder to read people's status in the clothes they 

wear, the cars they drive, the votes they cast, the 

god they worship, the color of their skin. The 

contours of class have blurred; some say they 

have disappeared. 

But class is still a powerful force in American 

life. Over the past three decades, it has come to 

play a greater, not lesser, role in important ways. 

At a time when education matters more than 

ever, success in school remains linked tightly to 

class. At a time when the country is increasingly 

integrated racially, the rich are isolating 

themselves more and more. At a time of 

extraordinary advances in medicine, class 

differences in health and lifespan are wide and 

appear to be widening.  

And new research on mobility, the movement of 

families up and down the economic ladder, 

shows there is far less of it than economists once 

thought and less than most people believe. In 

fact, mobility, which once buoyed the working 

lives of Americans as it rose in the decades after 

World War II, has lately flattened out or possibly 

even declined, many researchers say. 

Mobility is the promise that lies at the heart of 

the American dream. It is supposed to take the 

sting out of the widening gulf between the have-

mores and the have-nots. There are poor and rich 

in the United States, of course, the argument 

goes; but as long as one can become the other, as 

long as there is something close to equality of 

opportunity, the differences between them do not 

add up to class barriers. 

Over the next three weeks, The Times will 

publish a series of articles on class in America, a 

dimension of the national experience that tends 

to go unexamined, if acknowledged at all. With 

class now seeming more elusive than ever, the 

articles take stock of its influence in the lives of 

individuals: a lawyer who rose out of an 

impoverished Kentucky hollow; an unemployed 

metal worker in Spokane, Wash., regretting his 

decision to skip college; a multimillionaire in 

Nantucket, Mass., musing over the cachet of his 

200-foot yacht. 

The series does not purport to be all-inclusive or 

the last word on class. It offers no nifty formulas 

for pigeonholing people or decoding folkways 

and manners. Instead, it represents an inquiry 

into class as Americans encounter it: indistinct, 

ambiguous, the half-seen hand that upon closer 

examination holds some Americans down while 

giving others a boost. 

The trends are broad and seemingly 

contradictory: the blurring of the landscape of 

class and the simultaneous hardening of certain 

class lines; the rise in standards of living while 

most people remain moored in their relative 

places. 

Even as mobility seems to have stagnated, the 

ranks of the elite are opening. Today, anyone 

may have a shot at becoming a United States 

Supreme Court justice or a C.E.O., and there are 

more and more self-made billionaires. Only 37 

members of last year's Forbes 400, a list of the 

richest Americans, inherited their wealth, down 

from almost 200 in the mid-1980's. 

So it appears that while it is easier for a few high 

achievers to scale the summits of wealth, for 

many others it has become harder to move up 

from one economic class to another. Americans 

are arguably more likely than they were 30 years 

ago to end up in the class into which they were 

born. 

http://query.nytimes.com/search/query?ppds=bylL&v1=JANNY%20SCOTT&fdq=19960101&td=sysdate&sort=newest&ac=JANNY%20SCOTT&inline=nyt-per&inline=nyt-per
http://query.nytimes.com/search/query?ppds=bylL&v1=DAVID%20LEONHARDT&fdq=19960101&td=sysdate&sort=newest&ac=DAVID%20LEONHARDT&inline=nyt-per
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A paradox lies at the heart of this new American 

meritocracy. Merit has replaced the old system 

of inherited privilege, in which parents to the 

manner born handed down the manor to their 

children. But merit, it turns out, is at least partly 

class-based. Parents with money, education and 

connections cultivate in their children the habits 

that the meritocracy rewards. When their 

children then succeed, their success is seen as 

earned. 

The scramble to scoop up a house in the best 

school district, channel a child into the right 

preschool program or land the best medical 

specialist are all part of a quiet contest among 

social groups that the affluent and educated are 

winning in a rout. 

"The old system of hereditary barriers and 

clubby barriers has pretty much vanished," said 

Eric Wanner, president of the Russell Sage 

Foundation, a social science research group in 

New York City that recently published a series 

of studies on the social effects of economic 

inequality. 

In place of the old system, Dr. Wanner said, 

have arisen "new ways of transmitting advantage 

that are beginning to assert themselves." 

Faith in the System  

Most Americans remain upbeat about their 

prospects for getting ahead. A recent New York 

Times poll on class found that 40 percent of 

Americans believed that the chance of moving 

up from one class to another had risen over the 

last 30 years, a period in which the new research 

shows that it has not. Thirty-five percent said it 

had not changed, and only 23 percent said it had 

dropped. 

More Americans than 20 years ago believe it 

possible to start out poor, work hard and become 

rich. They say hard work and a good education 

are more important to getting ahead than 

connections or a wealthy background. 

"I think the system is as fair as you can make it," 

Ernie Frazier, a 65-year-old real estate investor 

in Houston, said in an interview after 

participating in the poll. "I don't think life is 

necessarily fair. But if you persevere, you can 

overcome adversity. It has to do with a person's 

willingness to work hard, and I think it's always 

been that way." 

Most say their standard of living is better than 

their parents' and imagine that their children will 

do better still. Even families making less than 

$30,000 a year subscribe to the American dream; 

more than half say they have achieved it or will 

do so.  

But most do not see a level playing field. They 

say the very rich have too much power, and they 

favor the idea of class-based affirmative action 

to help those at the bottom. Even so, most say 

they oppose the government's taxing the assets a 

person leaves at death. 

"They call it the land of opportunity, and I don't 

think that's changed much," said Diana Lackey, 

a 60-year-old homemaker and wife of a retired 

contractor in Fulton, N.Y., near Syracuse. 

"Times are much, much harder with all the 

downsizing, but we're still a wonderful country." 

The Attributes of Class  

One difficulty in talking about class is that the 

word means different things to different people. 

Class is rank, it is tribe, it is culture and taste. It 

is attitudes and assumptions, a source of identity, 

a system of exclusion. To some, it is just money. 

It is an accident of birth that can influence the 

outcome of a life. Some Americans barely notice 

it; others feel its weight in powerful ways. 

At its most basic, class is one way societies sort 

themselves out. Even societies built on the idea 

of eliminating class have had stark differences in 

rank. Classes are groups of people of similar 

economic and social position; people who, for 

that reason, may share political attitudes, 

lifestyles, consumption patterns, cultural 

interests and opportunities to get ahead. Put 10 

people in a room and a pecking order soon 

emerges.  

When societies were simpler, the class landscape 

was easier to read. Marx divided 19th-century 

societies into just two classes; Max Weber added 

a few more. As societies grew increasingly 

complex, the old classes became more 

heterogeneous. As some sociologists and 

http://www.russellsage.org/
http://www.russellsage.org/
http://www.russellsage.org/programs/other/inequality/
http://www.russellsage.org/programs/other/inequality/
http://www.russellsage.org/programs/other/inequality/
http://www.nytimes.com/packages/html/national/20050515_CLASS_GRAPHIC/index_04.html
http://www.nytimes.com/packages/html/national/20050515_CLASS_GRAPHIC/index_04.html
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marketing consultants see it, the commonly 

accepted big three - the upper, middle and 

working classes - have broken down into dozens 

of microclasses, defined by occupations or 

lifestyles. 

A few sociologists go so far as to say that social 

complexity has made the concept of class 

meaningless. Conventional big classes have 

become so diverse - in income, lifestyle, political 

views - that they have ceased to be classes at all, 

said Paul W. Kingston, a professor of sociology 

at the University of Virginia. To him, American 

society is a "ladder with lots and lots of rungs." 

"There is not one decisive break saying that the 

people below this all have this common 

experience," Professor Kingston said. "Each step 

is equal-sized. Sure, for the people higher up this 

ladder, their kids are more apt to get more 

education, better health insurance. But that 

doesn't mean there are classes." 

Many other researchers disagree. "Class 

awareness and the class language is receding at 

the very moment that class has reorganized 

American society," said Michael Hout, a 

professor of sociology at the University of 

California, Berkeley. "I find these 'end of class' 

discussions naïve and ironic, because we are at a 

time of booming inequality and this massive 

reorganization of where we live and how we 

feel, even in the dynamics of our politics. Yet 

people say, 'Well, the era of class is over.' " 

One way to think of a person's position in 

society is to imagine a hand of cards. Everyone 

is dealt four cards, one from each suit: 

education, income, occupation and wealth, the 

four commonly used criteria for gauging class. 

Face cards in a few categories may land a player 

in the upper middle class. At first, a person's 

class is his parents' class. Later, he may pick up 

a new hand of his own; it is likely to resemble 

that of his parents, but not always. 

Bill Clinton traded in a hand of low cards with 

the help of a college education and a Rhodes 

scholarship and emerged decades later with four 

face cards. Bill Gates, who started off squarely 

in the upper middle class, made a fortune 

without finishing college, drawing three aces.  

Many Americans say that they too have moved 

up the nation's class ladder. In the Times poll, 45 

percent of respondents said they were in a higher 

class than when they grew up, while just 16 

percent said they were in a lower one. Over all, 1 

percent described themselves as upper class, 15 

percent as upper middle class, 42 percent as 

middle, 35 percent as working and 7 percent as 

lower. 

"I grew up very poor and so did my husband," 

said Wanda Brown, the 58-year-old wife of a 

retired planner for the Puget Sound Naval 

Shipyard who lives in Puyallup, Wash., near 

Tacoma. "We're not rich but we are comfortable 

and we are middle class and our son is better off 

than we are." 

The American Ideal 

The original exemplar of American social 

mobility was almost certainly Benjamin 

Franklin, one of 17 children of a candle maker. 

About 20 years ago, when researchers first 

began to study mobility in a rigorous way, 

Franklin seemed representative of a truly fluid 

society, in which the rags-to-riches trajectory 

was the readily achievable ideal, just as the 

nation's self-image promised. 

In a 1987 speech, Gary S. Becker, a University 

of Chicago economist who would later win a 

Nobel Prize, summed up the research by saying 

that mobility in the United States was so high 

that very little advantage was passed down from 

one generation to the next. In fact, researchers 

seemed to agree that the grandchildren of 

privilege and of poverty would be on nearly 

equal footing.  

If that had been the case, the rise in income 

inequality beginning in the mid-1970's should 

not have been all that worrisome. The wealthy 

might have looked as if they were pulling way 

ahead, but if families were moving in and out of 

poverty and prosperity all the time, how much 

did the gap between the top and bottom matter? 

But the initial mobility studies were flawed, 

economists now say. Some studies relied on 

children's fuzzy recollections of their parents' 

income. Others compared single years of 

income, which fluctuate considerably. Still 

http://www.virginia.edu/sociology/peopleofsociology/pkingston.htm
http://sociology.berkeley.edu/faculty/hout/index_old.html
http://home.uchicago.edu/~gbecker/
http://nobelprize.org/economics/laureates/1992/index.html
http://nobelprize.org/economics/laureates/1992/index.html
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others misread the normal progress people make 

as they advance in their careers, like from young 

lawyer to senior partner, as social mobility. 

The new studies of mobility, which methodically 

track peoples' earnings over decades, have found 

far less movement. The economic advantage 

once believed to last only two or three 

generations is now believed to last closer to five. 

Mobility happens, just not as rapidly as was once 

thought.  

"We all know stories of poor families in which 

the next generation did much better," said Gary 

Solon, a University of Michigan economist who 

is a leading mobility researcher. "It isn't that 

poor families have no chance."  

But in the past, Professor Solon added, "people 

would say, 'Don't worry about inequality. The 

offspring of the poor have chances as good as 

the chances of the offspring of the rich.' Well, 

that's not true. It's not respectable in scholarly 

circles anymore to make that argument." 

One study (see Appendix A:  Are Lifetime 

Incomes Growing More Unequal?), by the 

Federal Reserve Bank of Boston, found that 

fewer families moved from one quintile, or fifth, 

of the income ladder to another during the 1980's 

than during the 1970's and that still fewer moved 

in the 90's than in the 80's. A study by the 

Bureau of Labor Statistics also found that 

mobility declined from the 80's to the 90's. 

The incomes of brothers born around 1960 have 

followed a more similar path than the incomes of 

brothers born in the late 1940's, researchers at 

the Chicago Federal Reserve and the University 

of California, Berkeley, have found. Whatever 

children inherit from their parents - habits, skills, 

genes, contacts, money - seems to matter more 

today. 

Studies on mobility over generations are 

notoriously difficult, because they require 

researchers to match the earnings records of 

parents with those of their children. Some 

economists consider the findings of the new 

studies murky; it cannot be definitively shown 

that mobility has fallen during the last 

generation, they say, only that it has not risen. 

The data will probably not be conclusive for 

years. 

Nor do people agree on the implications. 

Liberals say the findings are evidence of the 

need for better early-education and antipoverty 

programs to try to redress an imbalance in 

opportunities. Conservatives tend to assert that 

mobility remains quite high, even if it has tailed 

off a little.  

But there is broad consensus about what an 

optimal range of mobility is. It should be high 

enough for fluid movement between economic 

levels but not so high that success is barely tied 

to achievement and seemingly random, 

economists on both the right and left say. 

As Phillip Swagel, a resident scholar at the 

American Enterprise Institute, put it, "We want 

to give people all the opportunities they want. 

We want to remove the barriers to upward 

mobility."  

Yet there should remain an incentive for parents 

to cultivate their children. "Most people are 

working very hard to transmit their advantages 

to their children," said David I. Levine, a 

Berkeley economist and mobility researcher. 

"And that's quite a good thing." 

One surprising finding about mobility is that it is 

not higher in the United States than in Britain or 

France. It is lower here than in Canada and some 

Scandinavian countries but not as low as in 

developing countries like Brazil, where escape 

from poverty is so difficult that the lower class is 

all but frozen in place. 

Those comparisons may seem hard to believe. 

Britain and France had hereditary nobilities; 

Britain still has a queen. The founding document 

of the United States proclaims all men to be 

created equal. The American economy has also 

grown more quickly than Europe's in recent 

decades, leaving an impression of boundless 

opportunity. 

But the United States differs from Europe in 

ways that can gum up the mobility machine. 

Because income inequality is greater here, there 

is a wider disparity between what rich and poor 

parents can invest in their children. Perhaps as a 

http://www.econ.lsa.umich.edu/econ/detail/0,2484,9760%255Fpeople%255F59907625,00.html
http://www.econ.lsa.umich.edu/econ/detail/0,2484,9760%255Fpeople%255F59907625,00.html
http://www.bos.frb.org/economic/nerr/rr2002/q4/issues.pdf
http://www.bos.frb.org/
http://www.bls.gov/pir/home.htm
http://www.chicagofed.org/publications/workingpapers/papers/wp2003-24.pdf
http://www.chicagofed.org/publications/workingpapers/papers/wp2003-24.pdf
http://www.chicagofed.org/publications/workingpapers/papers/wp2003-24.pdf
http://www.aei.org/scholars/scholarID.95,filter.all/scholar.asp
http://www.aei.org/
http://www.haas.berkeley.edu/faculty/levine.html
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result, a child's economic background is a better 

predictor of school performance in the United 

States than in Denmark, the Netherlands or 

France, one recent study found. 

"Being born in the elite in the U.S. gives you a 

constellation of privileges that very few people 

in the world have ever experienced," Professor 

Levine said. "Being born poor in the U.S. gives 

you disadvantages unlike anything in Western 

Europe and Japan and Canada." 

Blurring the Landscape 

Why does it appear that class is fading as a force 

in American life?  

For one thing, it is harder to read position in 

possessions. Factories in China and elsewhere 

churn out picture-taking cellphones and other 

luxuries that are now affordable to almost 

everyone. Federal deregulation has done the 

same for plane tickets and long-distance phone 

calls. Banks, more confident about measuring 

risk, now extend credit to low-income families, 

so that owning a home or driving a new car is no 

longer evidence that someone is middle class.  

The economic changes making material goods 

cheaper have forced businesses to seek out new 

opportunities so that they now market to groups 

they once ignored. Cruise ships, years ago a 

symbol of the high life, have become the ocean-

going equivalent of the Jersey Shore. BMW 

produces a cheaper model with the same 

insignia. Martha Stewart sells chenille jacquard 

drapery and scallop-embossed ceramic 

dinnerware at Kmart.  

"The level of material comfort in this country is 

numbing," said Paul Bellew, executive director 

for market and industry analysis at General 

Motors. "You can make a case that the upper 

half lives as well as the upper 5 percent did 50 

years ago."  

Like consumption patterns, class alignments in 

politics have become jumbled. In the 1950's, 

professionals were reliably Republican; today 

they lean Democratic. Meanwhile, skilled labor 

has gone from being heavily Democratic to 

almost evenly split. 

People in both parties have attributed the shift to 

the rise of social issues, like gun control and 

same-sex marriage, which have tilted many 

working-class voters rightward and upper 

income voters toward the left. But increasing 

affluence plays an important role, too. When 

there is not only a chicken, but an organic, free-

range chicken, in every pot, the traditional 

economic appeal to the working class can sound 

off key. 

Religious affiliation, too, is no longer the 

reliable class marker it once was. The growing 

economic power of the South has helped lift 

evangelical Christians into the middle and upper 

middle classes, just as earlier generations of 

Roman Catholics moved up in the mid-20th 

century. It is no longer necessary to switch one's 

church membership to Episcopal or Presbyterian 

as proof that one has arrived. 

"You go to Charlotte, N.C., and the Baptists are 

the establishment," said Mark A. Chaves, a 

sociologist at the University of Arizona. "To 

imagine that for reasons of respectability, if you 

lived in North Carolina, you would want to be a 

Presbyterian rather than a Baptist doesn't play 

anymore." 

The once tight connection between race and 

class has weakened, too, as many African-

Americans have moved into the middle and 

upper middle classes. Diversity of all sorts - 

racial, ethnic and gender - has complicated the 

class picture. And high rates of immigration and 

immigrant success stories seem to hammer home 

the point: The rules of advancement have 

changed. 

The American elite, too, is more diverse than it 

was. The number of corporate chief executives 

who went to Ivy League colleges has dropped 

over the past 15 years. There are many more 

Catholics, Jews and Mormons in the Senate than 

there were a generation or two ago. Because of 

the economic earthquakes of the last few 

decades, a small but growing number of people 

have shot to the top. 

"Anything that creates turbulence creates the 

opportunity for people to get rich," said 

Christopher S. Jencks, a professor of social 

policy at Harvard. "But that isn't necessarily a 

http://www.statcan.ca/Daily/English/041208/d041208b.htm
http://www.haas.berkeley.edu/faculty/levine.html
http://www.haas.berkeley.edu/faculty/levine.html
http://fp.arizona.edu/soc/docs/chavescv05feb.pdf
http://ksgfaculty.harvard.edu/christopher_jencks
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big influence on the 99 percent of people who 

are not entrepreneurs." 

These success stories reinforce perceptions of 

mobility, as does cultural myth-making in the 

form of television programs like "American 

Idol" and "The Apprentice." 

But beneath all that murkiness and flux, some of 

the same forces have deepened the hidden 

divisions of class. Globalization and 

technological change have shuttered factories, 

killing jobs that were once stepping-stones to the 

middle class. Now that manual labor can be done 

in developing countries for $2 a day, skills and 

education have become more essential than ever. 

This has helped produce the extraordinary jump 

in income inequality. The after-tax income of the 

top 1 percent of American households jumped 

139 percent, to more than $700,000, from 1979 

to 2001, according to the Congressional Budget 

Office, which adjusted its numbers to account 

for inflation. The income of the middle fifth rose 

by just 17 percent, to $43,700, and the income of 

the poorest fifth rose only 9 percent. 

For most workers, the only time in the last three 

decades when the rise in hourly pay beat 

inflation was during the speculative bubble of 

the 90's. Reduced pensions have made retirement 

less secure. 

Clearly, a degree from a four-year college makes 

even more difference than it once did. More 

people are getting those degrees than did a 

generation ago, but class still plays a big role in 

determining who does or does not. At 250 of the 

most selective colleges in the country, the 

proportion of students from upper-income 

families has grown, not shrunk.  

Some colleges, worried about the trend, are 

adopting programs to enroll more lower-income 

students. One is Amherst, whose president, 

Anthony W. Marx, explained: "If economic 

mobility continues to shut down, not only will 

we be losing the talent and leadership we need, 

but we will face a risk of a society of alienation 

and unhappiness. Even the most privileged 

among us will suffer the consequences of people 

not believing in the American dream." 

Class differences in health, too, are widening, 

recent research shows. Life expectancy has 

increased over all; but upper-middle-class 

Americans live longer and in better health than 

middle-class Americans, who live longer and in 

better health than those at the bottom.  

Class plays an increased role, too, in determining 

where and with whom affluent Americans live. 

More than in the past, they tend to live apart 

from everyone else, cocooned in their exurban 

chateaus. Researchers who have studied data 

from the 1980, 1990 and 2000 censuses say the 

isolation of the affluent has increased. 

Family structure, too, differs increasingly along 

class lines. The educated and affluent are more 

likely than others to have their children while 

married. They have fewer children and have 

them later, when their earning power is high. On 

average, according to one study, college-

educated women have their first child at 30, up 

from 25 in the early 1970's. The average age 

among women who have never gone to college 

has stayed at about 22. 

Those widening differences have left the 

educated and affluent in a superior position 

when it comes to investing in their children. 

"There is no reason to doubt the old saw that the 

most important decision you make is choosing 

your parents," said Professor Levine, the 

Berkeley economist and mobility researcher. 

"While it's always been important, it's probably a 

little more important now." 

The benefits of the new meritocracy do come at 

a price. It once seemed that people worked hard 

and got rich in order to relax, but a new class 

marker in upper-income families is having at 

least one parent who works extremely long hours 

(and often boasts about it). In 1973, one study 

found, the highest-paid tenth of the country 

worked fewer hours than the bottom tenth. 

Today, those at the top work more. 

In downtown Manhattan, black cars line up 

outside Goldman Sachs's headquarters every 

weeknight around 9. Employees who work that 

late get a free ride home, and there are plenty of 

them. Until 1976, a limousine waited at 4:30 

p.m. to ferry partners to Grand Central Terminal. 

But a new management team eliminated the late-

http://www.cbo.gov/
http://www.cbo.gov/
http://www.amherst.edu/~president/bio.html
http://www.haas.berkeley.edu/faculty/levine.html
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afternoon limo to send a message: 4:30 is the 

middle of the workday, not the end. 

A Rags-to-Riches Faith  

Will the trends that have reinforced class lines 

while papering over the distinctions persist?  

The economic forces that caused jobs to migrate 

to low-wage countries are still active. The gaps 

in pay, education and health have not become a 

major political issue. The slicing of society's pie 

is more unequal than it used to be, but most 

Americans have a bigger piece than they or their 

parents once did. They appear to accept the 

tradeoffs.  

Faith in mobility, after all, has been consciously 

woven into the national self-image. Horatio 

Alger's books have made his name synonymous 

with rags-to-riches success, but that was not his 

personal story. He was a second-generation 

Harvard man, who became a writer only after 

losing his Unitarian ministry because of 

allegations of sexual misconduct. Ben Franklin's 

autobiography was punched up after his death to 

underscore his rise from obscurity. 

The idea of fixed class positions, on the other 

hand, rubs many the wrong way. Americans 

have never been comfortable with the notion of a 

pecking order based on anything other than 

talent and hard work. Class contradicts their 

assumptions about the American dream, equal 

opportunity and the reasons for their own 

successes and even failures. Americans, 

constitutionally optimistic, are disinclined to see 

themselves as stuck. 

Blind optimism has its pitfalls. If opportunity is 

taken for granted, as something that will be there 

no matter what, then the country is less likely to 

do the hard work to make it happen. But defiant 

optimism has its strengths. Without confidence 

in the possibility of moving up, there would 

almost certainly be fewer success stories. 

The New York Times 

May 29, 2005 

When the Joneses Wear Jeans 

 

By JENNIFER STEINHAUER  

 

BEACHWOOD, Ohio - It was 4:30 p.m., sweet 

hour of opportunity at the Beachwood Place 

Mall. 

 

Shoppers were drifting into stores in the rush 

before dinner, and the sales help, as if on cue, 

began a retail ritual: trying to tell the buyers 

from the lookers, the platinum-card holders from 

those who could barely pay their monthly 

minimum balance.  

 

It is not always easy. Ellyn Lebby, a sales clerk 

at Saks Fifth Avenue, said she had a customer 

who regularly bought $3,000 suits but "who 

looks like he should be standing outside shaking 

a cup."  

 

At Oh How Cute, a children's boutique, the 

owner, Kira Alexander, checks out shoppers' 

fingernails. A good manicure usually signals 

money. "But then again," Ms. Alexander 

conceded, "I don't have nice nails and I can buy 

whatever I want." 

Down the mall at the Godiva chocolate store, 

Mark Fiorilli, the manager, does not even bother 

trying to figure out who has money. Over the 

course of a few hours, his shoppers included a 

young woman with a giant diamond ring and a 

former airplane parts inspector living off her 

disability checks. 

 

"You can't make assumptions," Mr. Fiorilli said. 

 

Social class, once so easily assessed by the car in 

the driveway or the purse on the arm, has 

become harder to see in the things Americans 

buy. Rising incomes, flattening prices and easily 

available credit have given so many Americans 

access to such a wide array of high-end goods 

that traditional markers of status have lost much 

of their meaning.  

A family squarely in the middle class may own a 

flat-screen television, drive a BMW and indulge 

a taste for expensive chocolate. 

 

A wealthy family may only further blur the 

picture by shopping for wine at Costco and bath 

towels at Target, which for years has stocked its 

shelves with high-quality goods.  

Everyone, meanwhile, appears to be blending 

into a classless crowd, shedding the showiest 

kinds of high-status clothes in favor of a jeans-

http://query.nytimes.com/search/query?ppds=bylL&v1=JENNIFER%20STEINHAUER&fdq=19960101&td=sysdate&sort=newest&ac=JENNIFER%20STEINHAUER&inline=nyt-per
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and-sweatsuit informality. When Vice President 

Dick Cheney, a wealthy man in his own right, 

attended a January ceremony in Poland to 

commemorate the liberation of Nazi death 

camps, he wore a parka. 

 

But status symbols have not disappeared. As 

luxury has gone down-market, the marketplace 

has simply gone one better, rolling out ever-

pricier goods and pitching them to the ever-

loftier rich. This is an America of $130,000 

Hummers and $12,000 mother-baby diamond 

tennis bracelet sets, of $600 jeans, $800 haircuts 

and slick new magazines advertising $400 

bottles of wine.  

 

Then there are the new badges of high-end 

consumption that may be less readily 

conspicuous but no less potent. Increasingly, the 

nation's richest are spending their money on 

personal services or exclusive experiences and 

isolating themselves from the masses in ways 

that go beyond building gated walls.  

 

These Americans employ about 9,000 personal 

chefs, up from about 400 just 10 years ago, 

according to the American Personal Chef 

Association. They are taking ever more exotic 

vacations, often in private planes. They visit 

plastic surgeons and dermatologists for costly 

and frequent cosmetic procedures. And they are 

sending their children to $400-an-hour math 

tutors, summer camps at French chateaus and 

crash courses on managing money. 

 

"Whether or not someone has a flat-screen TV is 

going to tell you less than if you look at the 

services they use, where they live and the control 

they have over other people's labor, those who 

are serving them," said Dalton Conley, an author 

and a sociologist at New York University.  

 

Goods and services have always been means to 

measure social station. Thorstein Veblen, the 

political economist who coined the phrase 

"conspicuous consumption" at the beginning of 

the last century, observed that it was the wealthy 

"leisure class," in its "manner of life and its 

standards of worth," that set the bar for everyone 

else. 

"The observance of these standards," Veblen 

wrote, "in some degree of approximation, 

becomes incumbent upon all classes lower in the 

scale." 

 

So it is today. In a recent poll by The New York 

Times, fully 81 percent of Americans said they 

had felt social pressure to buy high-priced 

goods.  

 

But what Veblen could not have foreseen is 

where some of that pressure is coming from, 

says Juliet B. Schor, a professor of sociology at 

Boston College who has written widely on 

consumer culture. While the rich may have 

always set the standards, Professor Schor said, 

the actual social competition used to be played 

out largely at the neighborhood level, among 

people in roughly the same class. 

 

In the last 30 years or so, however, she said, as 

people have become increasingly isolated from 

their neighbors, a barrage of magazines and 

television shows celebrating the toys and totems 

of the rich has fostered a whole new level of 

desire across class groups. A "horizontal desire," 

coveting a neighbor's goods, has been replaced 

by a "vertical desire," coveting the goods of the 

rich and the powerful seen on television, 

Professor Schor said. 

 

"The old system was keeping up with the 

Joneses," she said. "The new system is keeping 

up with the Gateses."  

 

Of course only other billionaires actually can. 

Most Americans are staring across a widening 

income gap between them and the very rich, 

making such vertical desire all the more 

unrealistic. "There is a bigger gap between the 

average person and what they are aspiring to," 

Professor Schor said.  

 

But others who study consumer behavior say 

that the wanting and getting of material goods is 

not just a competitive exercise. In this view, 

Americans care less about emulating the top tier 

than about simply having a fair share of the 

bounty and a chance to carve out a place for 

themselves in society. 

 

"People like having stuff, and stuff is good for 

people," said Thomas O'Guinn, a professor of 

advertising at the University of Illinois who has 

written textbooks on marketing and 

http://www.personalchef.com/association.htm
http://www.personalchef.com/association.htm
http://www.nyu.edu/fas/Faculty/ConleyDalton.html
http://www.nyu.edu/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thorstein_Veblen
http://www.nytimes.com/packages/html/national/20050515_CLASS_GRAPHIC/index_04.html
http://www.nytimes.com/packages/html/national/20050515_CLASS_GRAPHIC/index_04.html
http://www2.bc.edu/~schorj/
http://www.bc.edu/
http://www.comm.uiuc.edu/faculty/OGuinn.html
http://www.uillinois.edu/
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consumption. "One thing modernity brought 

with it was all kinds of identities, the ability for 

people to choose who you want to be, how you 

want to decorate yourself, what kind of lifestyle 

you want. And what you consume cannot be 

separated from that." 

 

Falling Prices, Rising Debt 

 

Throughout the mall in this upscale suburb of 

Cleveland, high-priced merchandise was 

moving: $80 cotton rompers at Oh How Cute, 

$40 scented candles at Bigelow Pharmacy. And 

everywhere, it seemed, was the sound of 

cellphones, one ringing out with a salsa tune, 

another with bars from Brahms. 

 

Few consumer items better illustrate the 

democratization of luxury than the cellphone, 

once immortalized as the ultimate toy of 

exclusivity by Michael Douglas as he tromped 

around the 1987 movie "Wall Street" screaming 

into one roughly the size of a throw pillow. 

 

Now, about one of every two Americans uses a 

cellphone; last year, there were 176 million 

subscribers, almost eight times the number a 

decade ago, according to the market research 

firm IDC. The number has soared because prices 

have correspondingly plummeted, to about an 

eighth of what they were 10 years ago. 

 

The pattern is a familiar one in consumer 

electronics. What begins as a high-end product - 

a laptop computer, a DVD player - gradually 

goes mass market as prices fall and production 

rises, largely because of the cheap labor costs in 

developing countries that are making more and 

more of the goods.  

 

That sort of "global sourcing" has had a similar 

impact across the American marketplace. The 

prices of clothing, for example, have barely risen 

in the last decade, while department store prices 

in general fell 10 percent from 1994 to 2004, the 

federal government says. 

 

Even where luxury-good prices have remained 

forbiddingly high, some manufacturers have 

come up with strategies to cast more widely for 

customers, looking to middle-class consumers, 

whose incomes have generally risen in recent 

years; the median family income in the United 

States grew 17.6 percent from 1983 to 2003, 

when adjusted for inflation.  

 

One way makers of luxury cars have tapped into 

this market is by introducing cheaper versions of 

their cars, trying to lure younger, less-affluent 

buyers in the hope that they may upgrade to 

more prestigious models as their incomes grow.  

 

Mercedes-Benz, BMW and Audi already offer 

cars costing about $30,000 and now plan to 

introduce models that will sell for about 

$25,000. Entry-level luxury cars are the fastest 

growing segment of that industry.  

 

"The big new trend that is coming to the U.S. is 

'subluxury' cars," said David Thomas, editor of 

Autoblog, an online automotive guide. "The real 

push now is to go a step lower, but the car 

makers won't say 'lower.'" 

 

The luxury car industry is just one that has made 

its products more accessible to the middle class. 

The cruise industry, once associated with the 

upper crust, is another.  

"The cruise business has totally evolved," said 

Oivind Mathisen, editor of the newsletter Cruise 

Industry News, "and become a business that 

caters to moderate incomes." The luxury end 

makes up only 10 percent of the cruise line 

market now, Mr. Mathisen said. 

 

Yet today's cruise ships continue to trade on the 

vestiges of their upper-class mystique, even 

while offering new amenities like on-board ice 

skating and wall-climbing. Though dinner with 

the captain may be a thing of the past, the ships 

still pamper guests with spas, boutiques and 

sophisticated restaurants. 

 

All that can be had for an average of $1,500 a 

week per person, a price that has gone almost 

unchanged in 15 years, Mr. Mathisen said. The 

industry has kept prices down in part by buying 

bigger ships, the better to accommodate a 

broader clientele.  

 

But affordable prices are only one reason the 

marketplace has blurred. Americans have loaded 

up on expensive toys largely by borrowing and 

charging. They now owe about $750 billion in 

revolving debt, according to the Federal 

http://www.idc.com/
http://www.idc.com/
http://www.autoblog.com/
http://www.cruiseindustrynews.com/index.php?option=com_contact&task=view&contact_id=3&Itemid=3
http://www.cruiseindustrynews.com/
http://www.cruiseindustrynews.com/
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Reserve, a six-fold increase from two decades 

ago. 

 

That huge jump can be traced in part to the 

credit industry's explosive growth. Over the last 

20 years, the industry became increasingly 

lenient about whom it was willing to extend 

credit to, more sophisticated about assessing 

credit risks and increasingly generous in how 

much it would let people borrow, as long as 

those customers were willing to pay high fees 

and risk living in debt.  

 

As a result, to take one example, millions of 

Americans who could not have dreamed of 

buying their own homes two decades ago are 

now doing so in record numbers because of a 

sharp drop in mortgage interest rates, a surge in 

the number of mortgages granted and the 

creation of the sub-prime lending industry, 

which gives low-income people access to credit 

at high cost. 

 

"Creditors love the term the 'democratization of 

credit,' " said Travis B. Plunkett, the legislative 

director of the Consumer Federation of America, 

a consumer lobbying group. "Over all, it has 

certainly had a positive effect. Many families 

that never had access to credit now do. The 

problem is that a flood of credit is now available 

to many financially vulnerable families and 

extended in a reckless and aggressive manner in 

many cases without thought to implications. The 

creditors say it has driven the economy forward 

and helped many families improve their 

financial lives, but they omit talking about the 

other half of the equation."  

 

The Marketers' Response 

 

Marketers have had to adjust their strategies in 

this fluid world of consumerism. Where once 

they pitched advertisements primarily to a core 

group of customers - men earning $35,000 to 

$50,000 a year, say - now they are increasingly 

fine-tuning their efforts, trying to identify 

potential customers by interests and tastes as 

well as by income level. 

 

"The market dynamics have changed," said Idris 

Mootee, a marketing expert based in Boston. "It 

used to be clearly defined by how much you can 

afford. Before, if you belonged to a certain 

group, you shopped at Wal-Mart and bought the 

cheapest coffee and bought the cheapest 

sneakers. Now, people may buy the cheapest 

brand of consumer goods but still want 

Starbucks coffee and an iPod." 

 

Merchandisers, for example, might look at two 

golfers, one lower middle class, the other 

wealthy, and know that they read the same golf 

magazine, see the same advertisements and 

possibly buy the same quality driver. The 

difference is that one will be splurging and then 

play on a public course while the other will not 

blink at the price and tee off at a private country 

club. 

 

Similarly, a middle-income office manager may 

save her money to buy a single luxury item, like 

a Chanel jacket, the same one worn by a wealthy 

homemaker who has a dozen others like it in her 

$2.5 million house. 

 

Marketers also know that today's shoppers have 

unpredictable priorities. Robert Gross, who was 

wandering the Beachwood mall with his son 

David, said he couldn't live without his annual 

cruise. Mr. Gross, 65, also prizes his two 

diamond pinkie rings, his racks of cashmere 

sweaters and his Mercedes CLK 430. "My 

license plate reads BENZ4BOB," he said. "Does 

that tell you what kind of person I am?"  

 

But a taste for luxury goods did not stop Mr. 

Gross, an accountant, from scoffing as David 

paid $30 for a box of Godiva chocolates for his 

wife. The elder Mr. Gross had been to a local 

chocolate maker. "I went to Malley's," he said, 

"and bought my chocolate half price."  

 

Yet virtually no company that has built a 

reputation as a purveyor of luxury goods will 

want to lose its foothold in that territory, even as 

it lowers prices on some items and sells them to 

a wider audience. If one high-end product has 

slipped into the mass market, then a new one 

will have to take its place at the top.  

 

Until the early 1990's, Godiva sold only in 

Neiman Marcus and a few other upscale stores. 

Today it is one of those companies whose 

customers drift in from all points along the 

economic spectrum. Its candy can now be found 

in 2,500 outlets, including Hallmark card stores 

http://www.consumerfed.org/
http://www.highintensitymarketing.com/
http://www.highintensitymarketing.com/
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and middle-market department stores like 

Dillard's. 

 

"People want to participate in our brand because 

we are an affordable luxury," said Gene Dunkin, 

president of Godiva North America, a unit of the 

Campbell Soup Company. "For under $1 to 

$350, with an incredible luxury package, we 

give the perception of a very expensive product."  

 

But the company is also trying simultaneously to 

hold on to the true luxury market, which has 

increasingly been seduced away by small, 

expensive artisan chocolate makers, many from 

Europe, that are opening around the country. 

Two years ago, Godiva introduced its most 

expensive line ever, "G," handmade chocolates 

selling for $100 a pound. Today it is available 

only in holiday seasons and only at selected 

stores.  

 

The New Status Symbols 

 

While the rest of the United States may appear to 

be catching up with the Joneses, the richest 

Joneses have already moved on. 

 

Some have slipped out of sight, buying bigger 

and more lavish homes in neighborhoods 

increasingly insulated from the rest of 

Americans. But the true measure of upper class 

today is in the personal services indulged in. 

 

Professor Conley, the New York University 

sociologist, refers to these less tangible badges 

of status as "positional goods." Consider a 

couple who hire a baby sitter to pick up their 

children from school while they both work, he 

said. Their status would generally be lower than 

the couple who could pick up their children 

themselves, because the second couple would 

have enough earning power to allow one parent 

to stay at home while the other worked. 

 

But the second couple would actually occupy the 

second rung in this after-school hierarchy. "In 

the highest group of all is the parent who has a 

nanny along," Professor Conley said.  

 

Status among people in the top tier, he said, "is 

the time spent being waited on, being taken care 

of in nail salons, and how many people who 

work for them." From 1997 to 2002, revenues 

from hair, nail and skin care services jumped by 

42 percent nationwide, Census Bureau data 

shows. Revenues from what the bureau 

described as "other personal services" increased 

74 percent. 

 

Indeed, in some cases, services and experiences 

have replaced objects as the true symbols of high 

status. "Anyone can buy a one-off expensive 

car," said Paul Nunes, who with Brian Johnson 

wrote "Mass Affluence," a book on marketing 

strategies. "But it is lifestyle that people are 

competing on more now. It is which sports 

camps do your kids go to and how often, which 

vacations do you take, even how often do you do 

things like go work for Habitat for Humanity, 

which is a charitable expense people can 

compete with." 

 

In the country's largest cities, otherwise prosaic 

services have been transformed into status 

symbols simply because of the price tag. In New 

York last year, one salon introduced an $800 

haircut, and a Japanese restaurant, Masa, opened 

with a $350 prix fixe dinner (excluding tax, tips 

and beverages). The experience is not just about 

a good meal, or even an exquisite one; it is about 

a transformative encounter in a Zen-like setting 

with a chef who decides what will be eaten and 

at what pace. And it is finally about exclusivity: 

there are only 26 seats. Today, one of the most 

sought-after status symbols in New York is a 

Masa reservation. 

 

And that is how the marketplace works, 

Professor Conley says. For every object of 

desire, another will soon come along to trump it, 

fueling aspirations even more. 

 

"Class now is really like three-card monte," he 

said. "The moment the lower-status aspirant 

thinks he has located the nut under the shell, it 

has actually shifted, and he is too late. "  

 

The New York Times 

 

October 14, 2012 

 

Which Millionaire Are You Voting For? 
 

BYLINE: By NICHOLAS CARNES. 

An assistant professor of public policy at Duke 

University and author of the forthcoming book 

http://harvardbusinessonline.hbsp.harvard.edu/b02/en/common/item_detail.jhtml;jsessionid=LF0ATY5RLB5JKAKRGWDR5VQBKE0YIIPS?id=8584SL
http://www.nytimes.com/2004/12/29/dining/29REST.html


12 

 

''White-Collar Government: How Class-

Imbalanced Legislatures Distort Economic Policy-

Making in the United States.'' 

 

SECTION: Section SR; Column 0; Sunday 

Review Desk; OPINION; Pg. 4 

 

ELECTIONS are supposed to give us choices. We 

can reward incumbents or we can throw the bums 

out. We can choose Republicans or Democrats. 

We can choose conservative policies or 

progressive ones. 

In most elections, however, we don't get a say in 

something important: whether we're governed by 

the rich. By Election Day, that choice has usually 

been made for us. Would you like to be 

represented by a millionaire lawyer or a 

millionaire businessman? Even in our great 

democracy, we rarely have the option to put 

someone in office who isn't part of the elite. 

Of course, many white-collar candidates care 

deeply about working-class Americans, those who 

earn a living in manual labor or service-industry 

jobs. Many are only a generation or two removed 

from relatives who worked in those fields. But 

why do so few elections feature candidates who 

have worked in blue-collar jobs themselves, at 

least for part of their lives? The working class is 

the backbone of our society, a majority of our 

labor force and 90 million people strong. Could it 

really be that not one former blue-collar worker is 

qualified to be president? 

My research examines how the shortage of 

working-class people in public office affects our 

democracy and why there are so few former blue-

collar workers in government in the first place. 

The data I've studied suggest that the working 

class itself probably isn't the problem. It's true that 

workers tend to score a little lower on standard 

measures of political knowledge and civic 

engagement. But there are many more workers 

than there are, say, lawyers -- so many more, in 

fact, that there are probably more blue-collar 

Americans with the qualities we might want in our 

candidates than there are lawyers with those traits. 

If even only half a percent of blue-collar workers 

have what it takes to govern, there would still be 

enough of them to fill every seat in Congress and 

in every state legislature more than 40 times -- 

with enough left over to run thousands of City 

Councils. 

Something other than qualifications seems to be 

screening out people with serious experience in 

the working class long before Election Day. 

Scholars haven't yet confirmed exactly what that 

is. (Campaign money? Free time? Party 

gatekeepers?) But we're starting to appreciate the 

seriousness of the problem. 

If millionaires were a political party, that party 

would make up roughly 3 percent of American 

families, but it would have a super-majority in the 

Senate, a majority in the House, a majority on the 

Supreme Court and a man in the White House. If 

working-class Americans were a political party, 

that party would have made up more than half the 

country since the start of the 20th century. But 

legislators from that party (those who last worked 

in blue-collar jobs before entering politics) would 

never have held more than 2 percent of the seats in 

Congress. 

And these trends don't stop at the federal level. 

Since the 1980s, the number of state legislators 

whose primary occupations are working-class jobs 

has fallen from 5 percent to 3 percent. In City 

Councils, fewer than 10 percent of members have 

blue-collar day jobs. Everywhere we look in 

government, almost no one with personal 

experience in working-class jobs has a seat at the 

table. 

Their absence, moreover, has real consequences. 

Lawmakers from different classes tend to bring 

different perspectives to public office. John 

Boehner is fond of saying that he's a small-

business man at heart and that ''It gave me a 

perspective on our country that I've carried with 

me throughout my time in public service.'' And 

he's right. Former businesspeople in government 

tend to think like businesspeople, former lawyers 

tend to think like lawyers, and (the few) former 

blue-collar workers tend to think like blue-collar 

workers. Edward Beard, a house painter from 

Providence, R.I., who was elected to Congress in 

1974, always carried a paintbrush with him and 

tacked one to the wall outside of his Washington 

office -- as a ''symbol of who I am and where I'm 

from, the working people.'' 

Former house painters are the exception in 

Congress, of course. And although there are many 

white-collar lawmakers with good intentions, with 

so few leaders with experience in working-class 

jobs (from 1999 to 2008, the average member of 
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Congress had spent 1.5 percent of his or her adult 

life in working-class jobs), economic policy 

routinely tilts toward outcomes that help white-

collar professionals at the expense of the working 

class. Social safety net programs are stingier, 

business regulations are flimsier, tax policies are 

more regressive, and protections for workers are 

weaker than they would be if our lawmakers came 

from the same mix of classes as the people they 

represent. 

The key is finding more lawmakers like Mr. 

Beard, politically adept working-class Americans. 

Or people like Representative Stephen Lynch, 

who worked as an ironworker in Boston for nearly 

two decades before attending law school and 

becoming a legal advocate for workers -- 

politicians who worked their way up to white-

collar jobs but who still remember what it's like to 

push a broom. 

My experience suggests that finding them will be 

the easy part. The hard part will be persuading the 

people with resources to help them. Many political 

gatekeepers still cling to myths about how there's 

something ''the matter with Kansas,'' how workers 

are too backward to know what's best for 

themselves politically. And people who value 

political equality already have their hands full 

with big challenges: mainly, the explosion of 

money and interest groups in Washington, and the 

large social class gaps in routine forms of political 

participation, including voting. 

Even if we somehow stem the tide of money in 

Washington, even if we guarantee equal 

participation on Election Day, millionaires will 

still get to set the tax rate for millionaires. White-

collar professionals will still get to set the 

minimum wage for blue-collar workers. People 

who have always had health insurance will still 

get to decide whether to help people without it. If 

we want government for the people, we've got to 

start working toward government by the people. 

The 2012 election offers us a stark choice between 

two very different approaches to economic policy. 

But it's still a choice between two Harvard-

educated millionaires. Even in an election that is 

supposed to be about the future of our economy, 

we don't have a working-class option in the voting 

booth. 

It's time for citizens who care about political 

equality to start investing in working-class 

candidates. We know how to do this. In 1945, the 

House and the Senate were each 98 percent men. 

In the decades since, party leaders and interest 

groups have deliberately recruited many female 

candidates, and today women make up 17 percent 

of Congress. 

If the old boys' club isn't invincible, the 

Millionaires Party probably isn't, either. Changes 

like these aren't rocket science. They just take a 

little hard work. 

 

The New York Times 

 

August 14, 2011 

 

Stop Coddling the Super-Rich 

 

By WARREN E. BUFFETT 

 

OUR leaders have asked for “shared sacrifice.” 

But when they did the asking, they spared me. I 

checked with my mega-rich friends to learn what 

pain they were expecting. They, too, were left 

untouched. 

While the poor and middle class fight for us in 

Afghanistan, and while most Americans struggle 

to make ends meet, we mega-rich continue to get 

our extraordinary tax breaks. Some of us are 

investment managers who earn billions from our 

daily labors but are allowed to classify our income 

as “carried interest,” thereby getting a bargain 15 

percent tax rate. Others own stock index futures 

for 10 minutes and have 60 percent of their gain 

taxed at 15 percent, as if they’d been long-term 

investors. 

These and other blessings are showered upon us 

by legislators in Washington who feel compelled 

to protect us, much as if we were spotted owls or 

some other endangered species. It’s nice to have 

friends in high places. 

Last year my federal tax bill — the income tax I 

paid, as well as payroll taxes paid by me and on 

my behalf — was $6,938,744. That sounds like a 

lot of money. But what I paid was only 17.4 

percent of my taxable income — and that’s 

actually a lower percentage than was paid by any 

of the other 20 people in our office. Their tax 

burdens ranged from 33 percent to 41 percent and 

averaged 36 percent. 
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If you make money with money, as some of my 

super-rich friends do, your percentage may be a 

bit lower than mine. But if you earn money from a 

job, your percentage will surely exceed mine — 

most likely by a lot. 

To understand why, you need to examine the 

sources of government revenue. Last year about 

80 percent of these revenues came from personal 

income taxes and payroll taxes. The mega-rich 

pay income taxes at a rate of 15 percent on most 

of their earnings but pay practically nothing in 

payroll taxes. It’s a different story for the middle 

class: typically, they fall into the 15 percent and 

25 percent income tax brackets, and then are hit 

with heavy payroll taxes to boot. 

Back in the 1980s and 1990s, tax rates for the rich 

were far higher, and my percentage rate was in the 

middle of the pack. According to a theory I 

sometimes hear, I should have thrown a fit and 

refused to invest because of the elevated tax rates 

on capital gains and dividends. 

I didn’t refuse, nor did others. I have worked with 

investors for 60 years and I have yet to see anyone 

— not even when capital gains rates were 39.9 

percent in 1976-77 — shy away from a sensible 

investment because of the tax rate on the potential 

gain. People invest to make money, and potential 

taxes have never scared them off. And to those 

who argue that higher rates hurt job creation, I 

would note that a net of nearly 40 million jobs 

were added between 1980 and 2000. You know 

what’s happened since then: lower tax rates and 

far lower job creation. 

Since 1992, the I.R.S. has compiled data from the 

returns of the 400 Americans reporting the largest 

income. In 1992, the top 400 had aggregate 

taxable income of $16.9 billion and paid federal 

taxes of 29.2 percent on that sum. In 2008, the 

aggregate income of the highest 400 had soared to 

$90.9 billion — a staggering $227.4 million on 

average — but the rate paid had fallen to 21.5 

percent. 

The taxes I refer to here include only federal 

income tax, but you can be sure that any payroll 

tax for the 400 was inconsequential compared to 

income. In fact, 88 of the 400 in 2008 reported no 

wages at all, though every one of them reported 

capital gains. Some of my brethren may shun 

work but they all like to invest. (I can relate to 

that.) 

I know well many of the mega-rich and, by and 

large, they are very decent people. They love 

America and appreciate the opportunity this 

country has given them. Many have joined the 

Giving Pledge, promising to give most of their 

wealth to philanthropy. Most wouldn’t mind being 

told to pay more in taxes as well, particularly 

when so many of their fellow citizens are truly 

suffering. 

Twelve members of Congress will soon take on 

the crucial job of rearranging our country’s 

finances. They’ve been instructed to devise a plan 

that reduces the 10-year deficit by at least $1.5 

trillion. It’s vital, however, that they achieve far 

more than that. Americans are rapidly losing faith 

in the ability of Congress to deal with our 

country’s fiscal problems. Only action that is 

immediate, real and very substantial will prevent 

that doubt from morphing into hopelessness. That 

feeling can create its own reality. 

Job one for the 12 is to pare down some future 

promises that even a rich America can’t fulfill. 

Big money must be saved here. The 12 should 

then turn to the issue of revenues. I would leave 

rates for 99.7 percent of taxpayers unchanged and 

continue the current 2-percentage-point reduction 

in the employee contribution to the payroll tax. 

This cut helps the poor and the middle class, who 

need every break they can get. 

But for those making more than $1 million — 

there were 236,883 such households in 2009 — I 

would raise rates immediately on taxable income 

in excess of $1 million, including, of course, 

dividends and capital gains. And for those who 

make $10 million or more — there were 8,274 in 

2009 — I would suggest an additional increase in 

rate. 

My friends and I have been coddled long enough 

by a billionaire-friendly Congress. It’s time for 

our government to get serious about shared 

sacrifice. 

Warren E. Buffett is the chairman and chief 

executive of Berkshire Hathaway. 
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Obama Goes on Offensive Over Taxes on 

Wealthy 
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BOCA RATON, Fla. -- All but certain now that 

his Republican opponent will be Mitt 

Romney, President Obama has made his 

proposed ''Buffett Rule'' minimum tax for the 

wealthiest Americans like Mr. Romney a 

centerpiece of his re-election campaign, defying 

the political risk of being seen as a tax-and-

spender by wary voters. 

With a rousing speech on Tuesday to a receptive 

university audience of about 5,000 in this 

battleground state, Mr. Obama defined the coming 

contest as a clash of philosophies: His argument 

that tax fairness and the common good demand 

the richest Americans pay at least as much as 

middle-income taxpayers do, contrasted with 

Republicans' opposition to any tax increases as job 

killers and class warfare, even at the cost of deep 

cuts in domestic programs. 

While voters have not often rewarded candidates 

who advocate tax increases, Mr. Obama and his 

campaign advisers, in league with Democrats in 

Congress, express confidence that voters are on 

their side, with polls showing that Americans 

overwhelmingly agree that wealthy taxpayers 

should pay more and that they favor spending for 

programs like education, research and health care. 

The Democrats' offensive, not coincidentally, is 

tied to the likelihood that Mr. Romney will be the 

nominee. Even as Mr. Obama was speaking at 

Florida Atlantic University, Mr. Romney's chief 

Republican rival, former Senator Rick Santorum, 

was announcing that he is leaving the race. In past 

months Mr. Romney's Republican rivals had 

caricatured him as a Wall Street investor raking in 

millions with job-cutting corporate takeovers and 

slashing his taxes through loopholes and Swiss 

bank accounts, so he was hardly likely to get off 

more easily with Democrats. 

At bottom, Mr. Obama seeks to talk about the 

still-weak economy and job creation in a way that 

plays to Mr. Romney's weaknesses, and 

Republicans' generally, and underplays his own 

political liabilities at a time of continued high 

unemployment and gas prices. 

''These folks, they keep telling us that if we just 

weaken regulations that keep our air or our water 

clean or protect our consumers, if we would just 

convert these investments that we're making 

through our government in education and research 

and health care -- if we just turned those into tax 

cuts, especially for the wealthy, then somehow the 

economy is going to grow stronger. That's the 

theory,'' Mr. Obama said, to applause and cheers. 

''And here's the news: We tried this for eight years 

before I took office.'' 

But despite anemic job growth in that period and 

then a recession and financial crash, 

Mr. Obama added, ''A lot of the folks who were 

peddling these same trickle-down theories -- 

including members of Congress and some people 

who are running for a certain office right now, 

who shall not be named -- they're doubling down 

on these old broken-down theories.'' 

Even before Mr. Obama spoke, Mr. Romney and 

other Republicans were firing back, making clear 

they will try to make the president's political 

gamble a loser. 

''President Obama is the first president in history 

to openly campaign for re-election on a platform 

of higher taxes,'' the Romney campaign said in a 

statement from a spokeswoman, Gail Gitcho. ''He 

has already raised taxes on millions of Americans, 

but he won't stop there. He wants to raise taxes on 

millions more by taxing small businesses and job 

creators.'' 

Before the Florida trip, the White House released 

a report by Mr. Obama's economic team making 

the substantive case for what is essentially a 

political proposal since it has no chance of 

advancing in Congress before the election. The 

Buffett Rule would set a minimum tax rate of 30 

percent for individuals on their annual income 

above $1 million. 

http://www.lexisnexis.com.proxy.lib.ohio-state.edu/lnacui2api/search/XMLCrossLinkSearch.do?bct=A&risb=21_T15788090551&returnToId=20_T15788105253&csi=6742&A=0.7776728788887334&sourceCSI=9369&indexTerm=%23PE000A0BO%23&searchTerm=Mitt%20Romney,%20&indexType=P
http://www.lexisnexis.com.proxy.lib.ohio-state.edu/lnacui2api/search/XMLCrossLinkSearch.do?bct=A&risb=21_T15788090551&returnToId=20_T15788105253&csi=6742&A=0.7776728788887334&sourceCSI=9369&indexTerm=%23PE000A0BO%23&searchTerm=Mitt%20Romney,%20&indexType=P
http://www.lexisnexis.com.proxy.lib.ohio-state.edu/lnacui2api/search/XMLCrossLinkSearch.do?bct=A&risb=21_T15788090551&returnToId=20_T15788105253&csi=6742&A=0.7776728788887334&sourceCSI=9369&indexTerm=%23PE000A0BO%23&searchTerm=President%20Obama%20&indexType=P
http://www.lexisnexis.com.proxy.lib.ohio-state.edu/lnacui2api/search/XMLCrossLinkSearch.do?bct=A&risb=21_T15788090551&returnToId=20_T15788105253&csi=6742&A=0.7776728788887334&sourceCSI=9369&indexTerm=%23PE000A0BO%23&searchTerm=Obama%20&indexType=P
http://www.lexisnexis.com.proxy.lib.ohio-state.edu/lnacui2api/search/XMLCrossLinkSearch.do?bct=A&risb=21_T15788090551&returnToId=20_T15788105253&csi=6742&A=0.7776728788887334&sourceCSI=9369&indexTerm=%23PE000A0BO%23&searchTerm=Obama%20&indexType=P
http://www.lexisnexis.com.proxy.lib.ohio-state.edu/lnacui2api/search/XMLCrossLinkSearch.do?bct=A&risb=21_T15788090551&returnToId=20_T15788105253&csi=6742&A=0.7776728788887334&sourceCSI=9369&indexTerm=%23PE000A0BO%23&searchTerm=Obama%20&indexType=P
http://www.lexisnexis.com.proxy.lib.ohio-state.edu/lnacui2api/search/XMLCrossLinkSearch.do?bct=A&risb=21_T15788090551&returnToId=20_T15788105253&csi=6742&A=0.7776728788887334&sourceCSI=9369&indexTerm=%23PE000A0BO%23&searchTerm=Obama%20&indexType=P
http://www.lexisnexis.com.proxy.lib.ohio-state.edu/lnacui2api/search/XMLCrossLinkSearch.do?bct=A&risb=21_T15788090551&returnToId=20_T15788105253&csi=6742&A=0.7776728788887334&sourceCSI=9369&indexTerm=%23PE000A0BO%23&searchTerm=Obama%20&indexType=P
http://www.lexisnexis.com.proxy.lib.ohio-state.edu/lnacui2api/search/XMLCrossLinkSearch.do?bct=A&risb=21_T15788090551&returnToId=20_T15788105253&csi=6742&A=0.7776728788887334&sourceCSI=9369&indexTerm=%23PE000A0BO%23&searchTerm=Obama%20&indexType=P
http://www.lexisnexis.com.proxy.lib.ohio-state.edu/lnacui2api/search/XMLCrossLinkSearch.do?bct=A&risb=21_T15788090551&returnToId=20_T15788105253&csi=6742&A=0.7776728788887334&sourceCSI=9369&indexTerm=%23PE000A0BO%23&searchTerm=Obama%20&indexType=P
http://www.lexisnexis.com.proxy.lib.ohio-state.edu/lnacui2api/search/XMLCrossLinkSearch.do?bct=A&risb=21_T15788090551&returnToId=20_T15788105253&csi=6742&A=0.7776728788887334&sourceCSI=9369&indexTerm=%23PE000A0BO%23&searchTerm=President%20Obama%20&indexType=P
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The report argued that the minimum tax would 

restore some fairness to the tax code and reduce 

economically inefficient gaming of the system. 

Over five decades since 1960, it said, the average 

tax rate paid by the wealthiest Americans has 

dropped much more than the rate for middle-

income taxpayers, even as the income of those at 

the top of the scale has grown significantly more 

than for everyone else. 

''Look, I want folks to get rich in this country,'' 

Mr. Obama said. ''I think it's wonderful when 

people are successful. That's part of the American 

dream.'' 

''But understand,'' he added, ''the share of our 

national income going to the top 1 percent has 

climbed to levels we haven't seen since the 1920s. 

The folks who are benefiting from this are paying 

taxes at one of the lowest rates in 50 years.'' 

And Mr. Romney will personify that issue if 

the Obama campaign has its way. With income 

mostly from investments, Mr. Romney paid a tax 

rate of about 14 percent on about $21 million in 

income in each of the past two years. That 

effective tax rate was far below the 35 percent top 

rate on the highest incomes because much of his 

income is from capital gains and dividends, which 

are taxed at 15 percent, and because he claimed an 

assortment of tax deductions. Hedge fund 

managers and private equity investors similarly 

pay the 15 percent rate on their income. 

On a White House conference call with reporters, 

one asked administration officials why they did 

not simply call it the Romney Rule, given the 

political overtones. 

Yet the politics are not clear-cut. 

''If the focus is making the wealthy pay their fair 

share to reduce the deficit, or even fairness more 

generally, Democrats do well,'' said Mark 

Mellman, a Democratic pollster. ''If the issue is 

taxes, Democrats can have trouble. It's a delicate 

line to walk.'' 

''But here,'' Mr. Mellman added, ''Republicans are 

on the defensive because they have proven willing 

to sacrifice anything and everything to protect tax 

breaks for millionaires.'' 

While Republicans are reviving the label of tax-

and-spend liberal to tar Mr. Obama,  David 

Winston, a Republican pollster who advises 

House leaders, said the president's bigger risk was 

that voters would decide ''that he doesn't have a 

solution to the problem of jobs and the economy.'' 

''The No. 1 issue is jobs and the economy, so any 

proposal put forward has to look like it will 

advance that,'' Mr. Winston said, adding, ''I don't 

think anybody believes that raising taxes ever 

grows the economy and creates jobs.'' 

Mr. Obama's speech was billed as official 

business -- and thus his trip was partly billed to 

taxpayers -- yet it was sandwiched between his 

appearances at political fund-raisers, including 

with donors who would be hit by the tax increase. 

The speech, too, seemed like a campaign rally 

with Mr. Obama in rolled-up shirt-sleeves and 

shouting at times, and his audience -- full of the 

young voters whose support he seeks again -- 

shouting back his slogan, ''Yes we can!'' and ''Four 

more years!'' 

 

From Mother Jones magazine 

 

Transcript of the Mitt Romney Secret Video 

 

Audience member: For the last three years, all 

everybody's been told is, "Don't worry, we'll take 

care of you." How are you going to do it, in two 

months before the elections, to convince 

everybody you've got to take care of yourself? 

 

Romney: There are 47 percent of the people who 

will vote for the president no matter what. All 

right, there are 47 percent who are with him, who 

are dependent upon government, who believe that 

they are victims, who believe that government has 

a responsibility to care for them, who believe that 

they are entitled to health care, to food, to 

housing, to you name it. That that's an entitlement. 

And the government should give it to them. And 

they will vote for this president no matter what. 

And I mean, the president starts off with 48, 49, 

48—he starts off with a huge number. These are 

people who pay no income tax. Forty-seven 

percent of Americans pay no income tax. So our 

message of low taxes doesn't connect. And he'll be 

out there talking about tax cuts for the rich. I mean 

that's what they sell every four years. And so my 

job is not to worry about those people—I'll never 

convince them that they should take personal 

responsibility and care for their lives. What I have 

to do is convince the 5 to 10 percent in the center 

http://www.lexisnexis.com.proxy.lib.ohio-state.edu/lnacui2api/search/XMLCrossLinkSearch.do?bct=A&risb=21_T15788090551&returnToId=20_T15788105253&csi=6742&A=0.7776728788887334&sourceCSI=9369&indexTerm=%23PE000A0BO%23&searchTerm=Obama%20&indexType=P
http://www.lexisnexis.com.proxy.lib.ohio-state.edu/lnacui2api/search/XMLCrossLinkSearch.do?bct=A&risb=21_T15788090551&returnToId=20_T15788105253&csi=6742&A=0.7776728788887334&sourceCSI=9369&indexTerm=%23PE000A0BO%23&searchTerm=Obama%20&indexType=P
http://www.lexisnexis.com.proxy.lib.ohio-state.edu/lnacui2api/search/XMLCrossLinkSearch.do?bct=A&risb=21_T15788090551&returnToId=20_T15788105253&csi=6742&A=0.7776728788887334&sourceCSI=9369&indexTerm=%23PE000A0BO%23&searchTerm=Obama,%20&indexType=P
http://www.lexisnexis.com.proxy.lib.ohio-state.edu/lnacui2api/search/XMLCrossLinkSearch.do?bct=A&risb=21_T15788090551&returnToId=20_T15788105253&csi=6742&A=0.7776728788887334&sourceCSI=9369&indexTerm=%23PE000A0BO%23&searchTerm=Obama's%20&indexType=P
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that are independents that are thoughtful, that look 

at voting one way or the other depending upon in 

some cases emotion, whether they like the guy or 

not, what it looks like. I mean, when you ask those 

people…we do all these polls—I find it 

amazing—we poll all these people, see where you 

stand on the polls, but 45 percent of the people 

will go with a Republican, and 48 or 4… 

 

Washington Post 

 

Romney says his ‘47 percent’ remarks were 

‘completely wrong’ 

 

By Philip Rucker, Published: October 5 

 

ST. PETERSBURG, Fla. — For weeks, Mitt 

Romney stood by his now-infamous remarks 

about “the 47 percent.” Sure, he said, his criticism 

of nearly half of Americans who don’t pay income 

taxes was “not elegantly stated,” but he refused to 

disavow it. 

 

Until this week. In the face of polling showing his 

comments — relentlessly replayed in Obama 

campaign advertisements — had taken a toll on 

his campaign, particularly in battleground Ohio, 

Romney changed course. 

 

The Republican nominee decided to distance 

himself from the comments, surreptitiously 

recorded on a video leaked last month, and had 

prepared a strong statement to deliver in 

Wednesday’s debate. The subject never came up 

during the debate, but Romney got his chance to 

address his controversial comments in a television 

interview Thursday night. 

 

“Clearly in a campaign, with hundreds if not 

thousands of speeches and question-and-answer 

sessions, now and then you’re going to say 

something that doesn’t come out right. In this 

case, I said something that’s just completely 

wrong,” Romney told conservative 

commentator Sean Hannity on Fox News. 

 

Romney added: “My life has shown that I care 

about 100 percent, and that’s been demonstrated 

throughout my life. And this whole campaign is 

about the 100 percent.” 

 

During a fundraiser in May at a supporter’s home 

in Boca Raton, Fla., Romney told wealthy 

donors that 47 percent of Americans are 

government freeloaders who see themselves as 

“victims,” who can’t be persuaded to take 

personal responsibility for their lives and who will 

support President Obama in the election “no 

matter what.” 

“My job is not to worry about those people — I’ll 

never convince them that they should take 

personal responsibility and care for their lives,” 

Romney said. 

 

On Friday, Romney’s aides dismissed any notion 

that he made a mea culpa in the interview with 

Hannity. They insisted that Romney expressed the 

same sentiment — that what he said came out 

wrong — that he voiced immediately after the 

leaked video surfaced Sept. 17. 

 

The Obama campaign pilloried Romney for the 

apparent about-face, releasing a video 

Friday titled, “Mitt Romney’s Disdain for the 

Middle Class: He Said It, He Meant It.” 

 

Privately, Romney’s advisers acknowledged that 

the comments were causing serious damage to his 

efforts to win over independent voters. 

 

The former Massachusetts governor initially said 

he had been speaking as a political pundit, 

analyzing the electorate and merely explaining 

that nearly half of the country’s voters were a 

solid lock for Obama. Still, the remarks pierced 

the national consciousness in a way that few 

blunders do and became a defining element of 

Romney’s candidacy. 

 

And they spawned several weeks of hand-

wringing within the GOP, especially among the 

conservative commentariat, who speculated that 

the remarks may have been fatal to Romney’s 

candidacy. 

 

The 47 percent comments have had a shelf life in 

part because of the Obama campaign’s ads. One 

spot, showing images of factory workers, veterans 

and families against audio of Romney making the 

comments, has a significant footprint in nearly 

every local television market across each 

battleground state. 

 

Romney and his advisers knew the comment had 

to be dealt with, one adviser said, and they wanted 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/philip-rucker/2011/03/08/ABBZeKP_page.html
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to correct it before the biggest audience possible: 

the first presidential debate. 

 

Part of Romney’s calculation, advisers said, was 

to try to turn the page by saying that his comments 

were “wrong.” Now, whenever he is asked about 

“the 47 percent,” Romney can say something like, 

“Yes, I was wrong, but let’s get back to the big 

issues of the campaign.” 

As one adviser said, “What he did helps cauterize 

the wound.” 

 

 


