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Praise for THE UPSWING


“Robert Putnam has long been our indispensable guide to contemporary America. His books on social capital, on religion, and on children are essential reading. The Upswing is another masterpiece; it weaves seemingly unrelated stories into a grand master narrative of the last hundred years. A triumph.”

—Professor Sir Angus Deaton, FBA HonFRSE, Nobel Prize winner and coauthor of Deaths of Despair

“In the most ambitious and compelling of his several exemplary books, Robert Putnam masterfully recasts the history of our country from the Gilded Age to the present. Marshaling data from across such disparate dimensions as residential choices, congressional voting patterns, film and song titles, and even baby-naming and pronoun usage, Putnam builds a phenomenally data-rich portrait of America. He robustly and convincingly demonstrates a startling congruence of trends in the economic, political, social, and cultural realms as they all moved in benign synchronicity toward greater inclusion, equality, engagement, and comity from the Progressive Era until the 1960s, but thereafter morphed in malign unison into today’s toxic world of ‘metastasizing self-centeredness,’ division, distrust, and dysfunction. Putnam concludes with a communitarian catechism about what we must now do to get back on that upward path toward the kind of country that all Americans must surely prefer to the one they now inhabit. The Upswing is a singularly illuminating book and a clarion call to action.”

—David M. Kennedy, Donald J. McLachlan Professor of History Emeritus, Stanford University

“Americans who feel we are now living in the worst of times will see their spirits lifted and their hopes raised after reading The Upswing. Based on a careful analysis of data trends, Robert D. Putnam’s compelling narratives reveal why we should take inspiration and instruction from how America’s first Gilded Age, a period of despair much like today, turned into the Progressive Era, which moved America in a positive direction for over half a century. The Upswing is a must-read for those who wonder how we can once again reclaim our nation’s promise.”

—William Julius Wilson, Lewis P. and Linda L. Geyser University Professor Emeritus, Harvard University

“No one understands the United States better than Bob Putnam, and no one else could have written this essential book. The Upswing brings together his vast knowledge, love of data, storytelling ability, and passion. It’s an astonishing work that reminds Americans we are a great people, shows us what we can accomplish when we come together, and makes clear that we need to do so again. Now.”

—Andrew McAfee, MIT scientist, author of More from Less, and coauthor of The Second Machine Age

“The Upswing is a revelation—tailor-made for this polarized age and destined to be a central reference point for urgent debates and determined activism. Here, one of America’s most renowned public intellectuals gives us a new understanding of our history and a profoundly insightful roadmap for a future we can only create together. Squarely facing race and gender inequity, Putnam and Garrett shed new light on the moral awakening and collective action that a diverse group of Americans sparked more than a century ago—and show how we can build on their example, but also learn from their blind spots, today.”

—Xavier de Souza Briggs, Distinguished Visiting Professor, New York University, and former Vice President, the Ford Foundation
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To Rosemary, love of my life

—Robert D. Putnam

To Sophia Eve and Aeon Elijah, my brightest hopes for the future

—Shaylyn Romney Garrett




1 WHAT’S PAST IS PROLOGUE


“… what’s past is prologue, what to come, in yours and my discharge.”

—William Shakespeare, The Tempest



In the early 1830s a French aristocrat named Alexis de Tocqueville traveled to America at the behest of his government, with a mission to better understand the American prison system. At the time the United States was a fledgling democracy, barely half a century old, and many nations looked to it as a bold experiment. It was an open question as to whether securing liberty and equality by means of a constitution and a participatory government would, or could, succeed.

Tocqueville traveled widely in the newly formed nation, taking detailed notes filled with observations and insights that only an outsider’s perspective could yield. He reflected on almost every aspect of American public life, speaking to countless citizens, observing daily interactions, and examining the various communities and institutions that made up the new nation. Above all, he noted a fierce commitment to personal liberty among the descendants of rugged pioneers who had fought so hard for it. But he also observed the coming together of people for mutual purposes, in both the public and private spheres, and found that a multiplicity of associations formed a kind of check on unbridled individualism. Keenly aware of the dangers of individualism (a term he coined), Tocqueville was inspired by what he saw in America: Its citizens were profoundly protective of their independence, but through associating widely and deeply, they were able to overcome selfish desires, engage in collective problem solving, and work together to build a vibrant and—by comparison to Europe at that time—surprisingly egalitarian society by pursuing what he called “self-interest, rightly understood.”1

Though far from perfect in its execution—indeed, this was an America built upon the genocide of Native Americans, the enslavement of African Americans, and the disenfranchisement of women, and Tocqueville was well aware of the evils of slavery—what Tocqueville saw in our nation’s democracy was an attempt to achieve balance between the twin ideals of freedom and equality; between respect for the individual and concern for the community. He saw independent individuals coming together in defense of mutual liberty, in pursuit of shared prosperity, and in support of the public institutions and cultural norms that protected them. Though there were blind spots still to be addressed, and dangers lurking in some of its flaws and features, democracy in America, Tocqueville felt, was alive and well.2

Were Alexis de Tocqueville to travel to America once again—further on in our national story—what might he find? Would America fulfill its promise of balancing individual liberty with the common good? Would equality of opportunity be realized, and indeed produce prosperity for all? And would shared cultural values, respect for democratic institutions, and a vibrant associational life be the promised antidotes to tyranny? Let’s look at an end-of-century balance sheet.

On the broad question of prosperity, things could hardly be better. Huge advances in communication, transportation, and standards of living have brought to almost all Americans a degree of material well-being unmatched in our history. Increasing educational opportunities have made strides toward leveling the social and economic playing field. A wide variety of goods priced for mass consumption as well as innovative new forms of entertainment—all made available in increasingly convenient ways—have improved the daily lives of nearly everyone. On the whole, Americans enjoy a degree of educational opportunity, abundance, and personal freedom of which previous generations only dreamed, a fact which might prompt an observer to paint a rosy picture of this America: widespread progress and prosperity driven by education, technological innovation, and sustained economic growth.

And yet this prosperity has come at a cost. While industries spawned by technological advance have allowed huge corporations to produce unparalleled profits, very little of this wealth has trickled down. The poor may be better off in real terms than their predecessors, but the benefits of economic growth have remained highly concentrated at the top. Extremes of wealth and poverty are everywhere on display.

Class segregation in the form of an entrenched elite and a marooned underclass is often a crippling physical, social, and psychological reality for those striving to get ahead. Young people and new immigrants enter the labor force filled with the hope that the American Dream can be theirs through persistence and hard work. But they often become disillusioned to find how great their competitive disadvantage is, and how difficult it is to make the leap to where the other half lives. American idealism increasingly gives way to cynicism about a rigged system.

But the departure from our past is visible not only in rising inequality and resultant pessimism—it is also apparent in the institutions that increasingly define our nation. Corporate conglomerates are replacing local and craft economies in almost every sector, including agriculture. America’s rugged individuals struggle against the loss of identity, autonomy, and mastery as they are subsumed into the anonymous labor of hyper-consolidated corporate machines and forced to pool meager wages to make ends meet. Corporate monopolies have hoarded profits and gained unrivaled economic influence through a wave of mergers. Because of corporations’ outsized power, workers’ leverage has eroded, and capitalists cite their responsibility to shareholders and market forces as justification for keeping pay low. Corporations search at home and abroad for ever-more-vulnerable populations to employ at ever-lower wages.

In important ways, life is much improved at the bottom of American society, which makes some commentators optimistic that things will only get better. But these gains have come mostly at the price of long hours in insecure low-wage work. Slavery has been abolished, of course, but the still ruthless reality of structural inequality condemns many people of color to a life of intergenerational poverty, and in some ways the situation of black Americans is actually worsening. And women still struggle to participate equally in a society that manifestly favors male wage earners. The economic well-being of the middle class is eroding, and soaring private debt has become a common buttress to lagging incomes.

The economic power of corporations has in turn become political power. While profits mount, so, too, does corporations’ creativity in evading financial and ethical responsibility to the public systems that allow them to flourish. Commercial giants successfully fend off feeble efforts to regulate them by buying off politicians and parties. Politicians collect exorbitant amounts of money from wealthy donors which they use to win elections, creating a dangerous mutuality between wealth and power. Interest groups also relentlessly pressure elected officials both to prop up corporate agendas and, paradoxically, to get out of the way of the free market. Thus, huge swaths of an increasingly interdependent economy go largely unregulated, and the system as a whole occasionally careens out of control. But the stratospherically wealthy remain insulated, even though their reckless actions often contribute to the crashes.

Inadequate regulation further fuels an irresponsible use of America’s vast natural resources. The nation’s GDP soars, but wildlife is disappearing at a dismaying rate, fuel sources and raw materials are exploited indiscriminately, and effluence threatens lives. And while large portions of the country have been set aside as public lands, their fate is vehemently debated, as business interests pressure the government to open protected areas for mining, grazing, and fuel extraction—citing the need for natural resources to feed a voracious economy. The rights and cultures of the native peoples who inhabit and hold those lands sacred are pushed aside in favor of business interests. Furthermore, contaminated products—including food—are sold without regard to the health or safety of consumers. The corporate mentality of the age seems to be focused solely on gaining economic advantage no matter the consequences.

Books and newspapers of the day are filled with reports of scandal in both the personal and professional lives of society’s leaders, as journalists work to reveal the rotten core of an America run amok. Politicians are regularly exposed for corruption—trading in power and patronage and taking advantage of their positions in increasingly creative ways. Sex scandals are also common among the elite, and even prominent religious leaders are not immune. Crime and moral decay are the ubiquitous subjects of popular entertainment, contrasting indulgence at the top and indigence at the bottom.

As an after-the-fact attempt at carrying out their civic duty, many of America’s wealthiest donate large sums of money to various philanthropic causes. This largesse erects buildings, founds institutions, and shores up cultural infrastructure, but usually in exchange for the donor’s name being immortalized upon a facade. Industry leaders are often idolized for rising from humble backgrounds by employing the “true grit” of entrepreneurship and become social and cultural icons despite morally questionable actions. The message to ordinary Americans is that anyone can go from rags to riches if they are willing to do whatever it takes.

Indeed, many of the corporate titans who dominate the American imagination live by an ideology of individualism that barely masks selfishness and an air of superiority. A philosophy of supreme self-reliance is common, and the pursuit of unfettered self-interest is considered a laudable ethic to live by. The idea that one must do what is best for oneself at every turn—and that only those willing to live by this code deserve to prevail in the economy—has been translated into a subtle but powerful cultural narrative about the unimpeachable fairness of the market and the undeservingness of the poor. Redistributive programs are often criticized as wasteful and an irresponsible use of resources. But lavish displays of luxury, flamboyant parties, global travel, and opulent mansions are the social currency of the elite—all propped up by a growing underclass of largely immigrant laborers.

A drift toward self-centeredness in private life is matched in the public square. In politics, an overfocus on the promotion of one’s own interests at the expense of others’ has created an environment of relentless zero-sum competition and a repeated failure of compromise. Public debates are characterized not by deliberation on differing ideas, but by demonization of those on the opposing side. Party platforms move toward the extremes. And those in power seek to consolidate their influence by disenfranchising voters unsupportive of their views. The result is a nation more and more fragmented along economic, ideological, racial, and ethnic lines, and more and more dominated by leaders who prove shrewdest at the game of divide and conquer. The inevitable result is political gridlock and a hobbled public sector. Decaying infrastructure, inadequate basic services, and outmoded public programs are a national embarrassment. Citizens rightly despair of elected officials ever being able to accomplish anything at all.

This climate has also created a pervasive disillusionment with the nation’s political parties. Neither seems capable of addressing America’s problems, and many voters are turning to third parties for better options. Libertarian leanings are common while, at the other pole, socialism gains adherents. And a rising tide of populism has captured the enthusiasm of many, especially those in rural areas. America’s democratic institutions strain under the burden of polarization.

In addition to this economic and political malaise, social and cultural discontent are also rising. In an America transformed by the rapid forward march of technology, new forms of communication and transportation have disconnected and reconnected people in countless ways, rearranging identities, beliefs, and value systems. Some optimistically tout the breaking of barriers and narrowing of distances between people, while many others experience loneliness, isolation, and atomization as traditional social structures give way.

The increasingly global information age is inundating people with news from every corner of the earth, and this explosion of information threatens to overwhelm the individual trying to make sense of it all. New ideas in science, philosophy, and religion upend traditional touchstones at an astonishing pace. And a culture dominated by commerce and consumption has made advertising a ubiquitous—and often lamentable—part of daily life in America. Even the reliability of the free press, that critical component of any democratic system, has become questionable, as a drive for profit overpowers a responsibility to the truth.

A fevered pace of life is often blamed for widespread stress and anxiety. Demand for stimulants of all kinds is on the rise as Americans hurry to keep up and strive to get ahead. The growing demand for productivity at all costs is claiming the physical health and emotional well-being of many individuals and families. The combined effect of these powerful technological, economic, political, and social forces is a sort of dizzying vertigo—a pervasive sense that the average person has less and less control over the forces shaping his or her individual life. Anxiety is mounting among the young, who face unprecedented challenges, and appear likely to live shorter, less rewarding lives than their parents did. This nation seems no longer recognizable or intelligible to those brought up in an earlier age, turning many older Americans toward nostalgia for a bygone era.

Some Americans have reacted to these many forms of dislocation by turning on their perceived adversaries in an increasingly cutthroat social and economic contest. Racism and gender discrimination persist and are even intensified. Indeed, the progress toward racial equality achieved in an earlier era has in many ways reversed. White supremacist violence is on the rise—often encouraged, rather than prevented, by white authorities. Tensions flare continually and conflict often turns bloody, while trust in law enforcement deteriorates with each successive clash. Massive new waves of immigrants—bringing to America ideas and religious beliefs thought to be strange and threatening—are met with hate and violence. Nativism is common and considered by many to be culturally acceptable and even patriotic. Support for restricting, and even halting, immigration from certain countries and from groups with alien political or religious views is growing. The number of immigrants entering the country illegally soars. Meanwhile, ideologically motivated terrorists ignite a backlash against all immigrants, including crackdowns by law enforcement, nationwide raids sponsored by the attorney general, and threats to civil liberties. In greater numbers than ever before, Americans seem to have stopped believing that we are all in this together.

Almost as often as we are turning on one another, Americans are responding to uncertainty and insecurity by turning to self-destructive behaviors and beliefs. Substance abuse is rampant—taking a tragic toll on family formation and claiming many lives. Materialism, too, holds out an empty promise of relief. Also attractive is a descent into cynicism and spectatorship or the adoption of an apocalyptic worldview: the American experiment has failed, and the best we can hope for is to start from scratch once it all comes apart. Whether the response is lashing out, turning inward, tuning out, or giving up, Americans are becoming increasingly paralyzed by disagreement, disillusionment, and despair. Indeed, many Americans seem to agree these days on only one thing: This is the worst of times.

Worried observers—as Tocqueville certainly would be—use words like “oligarchy,” “plutocracy,” and even “tyranny” to warn of the subtle reemergence of overlapping economic and political power structures that America’s founding was supposed to have banished. Still others lament that the country is on the wrong track morally and culturally. Does democracy in America, they wonder, stand on the verge of ruin?

Though it would appear so in every way, the nation of which we have just written is not today’s America. The foregoing balance sheet is actually a historically accurate portrait of this country in another era, at the opening of the twentieth century, just fifty years after Tocqueville wrote his stirring depiction of a thriving democracy.

The United States in the 1870s, 1880s, and 1890s was startlingly similar to today.3 Inequality, political polarization, social dislocation, and cultural narcissism prevailed—all accompanied, as they are now, by unprecedented technological advances, prosperity, and material well-being. The parallels are indeed so striking that the foregoing description could have been written virtually word-for-word about our nation today. Looking back to a time Mark Twain disparagingly called the Gilded Age turns out to feel eerily like looking in the mirror.

Of course, other commentators have already spotted this troubling similarity. They have rightly warned that without a change in course, Americans today will have been guilty of allowing an ugly chapter in our history to repeat itself. But this comparison—remarkably apt as it is—inevitably begs the question of what actually came to pass the last time our nation found itself in such a troubling state of affairs. Clearly, the doomsday prophecies and despairing anxieties of the late 1800s were never fulfilled—the fear that the American project was headed irretrievably off the rails proved unfounded. So how did we get from the last American Gilded Age to our current predicament? What happened in the intervening century?

This book is an attempt to answer these questions. As such, it is neither a detailed assessment of our current troubles, nor an exhaustive portrait of the turn of the last century. Rather, we seek to provide a more sweeping historical perspective, aided by a vast array of newly compiled statistical evidence. This evidence provides a fresh and striking data-based portrait of the past 125 years of our nation’s history, which is summarized in Figure 1.1.

The trends illustrated below represent a compendium of scores of different measures of century-long phenomena in four key areas: economics, politics, society, and culture. (The underlying numbers that comprise these four curves will be explored in the next four chapters.) As we looked closely at each of these facets of American life, we asked the basic question of whether things have been improving or deteriorating since the turn of the twentieth century. In other words, over the past 125 years, since the last Gilded Age, has America been moving toward


	greater or lesser economic equality?

	greater or lesser comity and compromise in politics?

	greater or lesser cohesion in social life?

	greater or lesser altruism in cultural values?



When charting the answers to these questions side by side, we found an unmistakable—even breathtaking—pattern. In each unique case, the trend line looks like an inverted U, starting its long upward climb at roughly the same moment, and then reversing to a downward descent within a remarkably similar time frame.4

FIGURE 1.1: ECONOMIC, POLITICAL, SOCIAL, AND CULTURAL TRENDS, 1895–2015

[image: Image]

Source: See endnote 1.4. Data LOESS smoothed: .2.

A great variety of measures shows that on the heels of the first American Gilded Age came more than six decades of imperfect but steady upward progress toward greater economic equality, more cooperation in the public square, a stronger social fabric, and a growing culture of solidarity. Throughout the first two thirds of the twentieth century we actually narrowed the economic chasm born in the Gilded Age, making progress not only during the Great Depression and World War II, but for decades both before and after. In that same period we gradually overcame extreme political polarization and learned to collaborate across party lines. We also steadily wove an ever-stronger network of community and family ties. And our culture became more focused on our responsibilities to one another and less focused on our narrower self-interest. In short, America experienced a dramatic, multifaceted, and unmistakable upswing.

During these decades Americans became—perhaps more than ever before—focused on what we could accomplish together. And this sense of shared responsibility and collective progress was not simply some victory lap after overcoming the Great Depression and defeating the Axis powers, as many have suggested. As this chart makes clear, and as the data we shall present in the forthcoming chapters prove, it was, in fact, the culmination of trends plainly discernible across the previous half century.

By the time we arrived at the middle of the twentieth century, the Gilded Age was a distant memory. America had been transformed into a more egalitarian, cooperative, cohesive, and altruistic nation. At this mid-century moment our still segregated and still chauvinist society was far from perfect, as we shall discuss in detail in later chapters, but as the 1960s opened we were increasingly attentive to our imperfections, especially in racial and gender terms. Our new president described us as poised to tackle our challenges together. “Ask not what your country can do for you,” he said, “ask what you can do for your country.” To Americans at that stage in our history, Kennedy’s argument that collective well-being was even more important than individual well-being was hardly countercultural. Though the rhetoric was powerful, to his contemporaries he was stating the obvious.

Over the first six decades of the twentieth century America had become demonstrably—indeed measurably—a more “we” society.

But then, as the foregoing graph indicates, and as those who lived through that period know too well, in the mid-1960s the decades-long upswing in our shared economic, political, social, and cultural life abruptly reversed direction. America suddenly found itself in the midst of a clear downturn. Between the mid-1960s and today—by scores of hard measures along multiple dimensions—we have been experiencing declining economic equality, the deterioration of compromise in the public square, a fraying social fabric, and a descent into cultural narcissism. As the 1960s moved into the 1970s, 1980s, and beyond, we re-created the socioeconomic chasm of the last Gilded Age at an accelerated pace. In that same period we replaced cooperation with political polarization. We allowed our community and family ties to unravel to a marked extent. And our culture became far more focused on individualism and less interested in the common good. Since the 1950s we have made important progress in expanding individual rights (often building on progress made in the preceding decades), but we have sharply regressed in terms of shared prosperity and community values.

JFK had foreshadowed the transformation that was to come, because his idealistic rhetoric was, in retrospect, proclaimed from a summit to which we had painstakingly climbed, but were about to tumble right back down. And though that summit was certainly not nearly as high as America could hope to climb toward equality and inclusion, it was closer than we had yet come to enacting the Founders’ vision of “one nation… with liberty and justice for all.” Thus, Kennedy’s call to put shared interest above self-interest may have sounded at the time like reveille for an era that was opening—a new frontier of even greater shared victories—but with the perspective of the full century, we can now see that instead he was unwittingly sounding taps for an era that was about to close.

Over the past five decades America has become demonstrably—indeed measurably—a more “I” society.

Generally speaking, each of the trends we uncovered is recognized in the relevant scholarly literature, although they have largely been examined separately. Rarely have scholars recognized the striking concurrence of a multiplicity of factors that followed the same curvilinear course in the twentieth century.5 Furthermore, examinations of these trends have most often focused exclusively on the second half of the curve—America’s downturn—ignoring the equally notable first half—America’s upswing. By contrast, our study aims to achieve a broad analysis of many different variables over a much longer period of time in order to expose the deeper structural and cultural tendencies that have roots in the opening decades of the twentieth century and that have culminated in today’s multifaceted national crisis.

By using advanced methods of data analysis to combine our four key metrics into a unified statistical story, we have been able to discern a single core phenomenon—one inverted U-curve that provides a scientifically validated summary of the past 125 years in America’s story. This meta-trend, represented in Figure 1.2, is a phenomenon we have come to call the “I-we-I” curve: a gradual climb into greater interdependence and cooperation, followed by a steep descent into greater independence and egoism. It has been reflected in our experience of equality, our expression of democracy, our stock of social capital, our cultural identity, and our shared understanding of what this nation is all about.

FIGURE 1.2: COMMUNITY VS. INDIVIDUALISM IN AMERICA, 1890–2017
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Source: See endnote 1.4. Data LOESS smoothed: .1.

In each of the next four chapters of this book we will consider a single core trend: economics, politics, society, and culture, and reflect upon how its unfolding has contributed to our nation’s upswing toward a “we” ethos and subsequent downturn toward an “I” ethos. As we zero in on each inverted U-curve, we will take a deep dive into the myriad underlying statistical measures that comprise the overarching trend but, equally important, we explore its historical context—the unique confluence of circumstances, forces, and factors that likely contributed to its formation. As a result, in the historical narratives throughout this book we will revisit certain characters and events several different times as we view the century’s unfolding through our four basic analytical lenses—economics, politics, society, and culture.

Two additional analytical perspectives that we will apply to this time period, devoting a separate chapter to each, are race and gender. Indeed, no discussion of “I” and “we” in the twentieth century could be complete without asking the question of how these trends were or were not reflected in the experience of traditionally excluded groups. However, because our analysis necessarily relies upon data sets that span 100+ years of history, we spend far less time in this book discussing the experience of Latinos, Asian Americans, Native Americans, and other peoples of color than we do African Americans. This is certainly not because these groups and their unique stories are unimportant, but because the statistical sources on which this book relies do not consistently single out other peoples of color alongside African Americans until late in the twentieth century, making it nearly impossible to discern long-term trends in a rigorous way. Our discussion of race is therefore focused on African Americans, and our mention of other racial and ethnic minorities is limited.

While aggregate measures of economic inequality, political polarization, social fragmentation, and cultural narcissism all follow a strikingly similar inverted U-curve over the course of our 125-year period, the story is far more complex when it comes to measures of racial and gender equality. Because African Americans, women, and many others had to fight to achieve even basic forms of equality and inclusion during the first two thirds of the twentieth century, it might be fair to assume that any supposed “we” America was moving toward in this period was inherently racist and sexist. Indeed, it is imperative for this study to consider the very real possibility that the “we” taking shape at this time was a fundamentally white, male “we.”

The broad-strokes histories of both race and gender in twentieth-century America are often characterized not as an inverted U-curve, but as something resembling a hockey stick. In other words, widespread intolerance, inequality, and oppression are often thought to have been the unchanged norm for blacks and women until the watershed changes of the mid-Sixties Civil Rights and feminist revolutions led to improvements at an unprecedented pace. However, this cartoon history is in important respects misleading. A close reading of the data, which we will present in later chapters, indicates that a surprising number of gains in both racial and gender equality happened well before 1970—and in fact constituted a long period of progress that corresponds to the story told by the variables charted above. It seems that as America’s sense of “we” was expanding over the first two thirds of the century, blacks and women actually benefited as racial and gender disparities in education, income, health, and voting gradually narrowed. We will therefore argue that the rights revolutions of the 1960s and 1970s must be seen not as a bolt from the blue, but rather as the culmination of more than four decades of progress. This progress was most often made in persistently segregated spheres, was (in the case of race) driven largely by black Americans themselves rather than by institutional change, and was certainly far from sufficient, but it is nevertheless a vitally important part of the history of equality and inclusion in the twentieth century.

Furthermore, our examination of race in twentieth-century America will show that the decades after 1970—the period Americans often believe brought about the greatest gains in racial equality—actually represented a marked slowdown of progress for black Americans. (The story of gender equality is somewhat different, as we shall explain in detail in Chapter 7.) This period of deceleration is as surprising as it is clear, but also corresponds to the story told by the curves charted above. It seems that as America took a more individualistic and narcissistic turn after 1970, we simultaneously took our “foot off the gas” in pushing toward true racial equality. This surprising and even counterintuitive story, which focuses not on absolute levels of racial equality, but the rate of change over time, challenges some popularly accepted ideas about the history of race relations in this nation. Thus, when it comes to racial equality the shape of the curves looks different, but the phenomenon underlying the data turns out to be a subtle and unexpected confirmation of the story of America’s I-we-I century. We will lay out this case in detail in Chapters 6 and 7, which is why the preceding chapters will address questions of race and gender only lightly.

And yet, despite the real and often underemphasized progress African Americans and women were making early in the century, our analysis also reveals the undeniable ways in which the mid-century “we” was nonetheless highly racialized and gendered, and just how far short of the goal we were, even at a time when America’s comity and cohesion were at an unprecedented high. It is thus critical to avoid nostalgia about the 1950s as some sort of “golden age” in America’s quest for an egalitarian society—exactly because of the experience of people of color, women, and other embattled groups. Indeed, we will see clear evidence of the fact that America’s failure to create a fully inclusive, fully egalitarian “we” over the first two thirds of the century played a critical role in the nation’s larger turn toward “I.” Why this is and what it could mean for the challenges we face today will be one of the more thought-provoking questions this book will take on. And it may turn out to be a key that unlocks a greater understanding of why today—half a century after the Civil Rights and women’s revolutions—we find ourselves in a society still deeply divided along racial and ethnic lines and still struggling to define and achieve gender equality.

Our ongoing failure to achieve racial and gender equality and inclusion is a deeply troubling aspect of our national life—indeed one that violates foundational principles of the American project. However, it is far from the only problem our country now faces. In politics we’re fighting in exceptionally angry ways; in economics the gap between rich and poor is tremendous in virtually all aspects of life; in social life we are often lonely, disconnected, and despairing; and our “selfie” culture continually reveals itself to be blindly narcissistic. Today we find ourselves living in an extremely polarized, extremely unequal, extremely fragmented, and extremely self-centered nation, a fact of which we are all painfully aware. For nearly fifty years, across party lines and with only a few short interruptions, most Americans—by a two to one margin or more over the last decade—have said that our country “is on the wrong track.”6 A recent study by the Pew Research Center revealed that Americans are “broadly pessimistic” about the future, with clear majorities predicting that the gap between rich and poor will widen, that the country will become yet more divided politically, and that the US will decrease in importance on the world stage over the next thirty years.7 The American Psychological Association reports that “the future of our nation” is a bigger source of stress among average Americans than even their own finances or work.8

How did we get here? Until we can answer that question, we shall be condemned to plunge further down an ever-darkening path.

The 1960s represented an extraordinarily important hinge point in the history of the twentieth century—a moment of inflection that changed the course of the nation. But, as this book will argue, accurately answering the question of how we got here is only possible when viewing the Sixties as a second inflection, not a first. The coming apart set in motion in the mid-1960s, though deeply salient to those who lived through it, was a phenomenon whose effects were largely equal and opposite to what had happened as the century opened. Only when our lens zooms out far enough to consider both of these hinge points together can we begin to get an accurate picture of how we have arrived at our current predicament—and how we might navigate our way out again. Indeed, our hope is that by presenting a new, evidence-based story spanning the past 125 years of our nation’s history we might begin to bridge the “OK Boomer”9 generational divide—and the many other lines of fracture facing our nation—in order to construct a shared vision for the future that we can all work toward together.

Rebecca Edwards, a historian of the Gilded Age, observed that “the lessons one draws from a period of history depend to a large degree on one’s choice of beginning and ending points.”10 This book will argue that the historical period from which we must take our instruction today doesn’t start in the 1960s. Looking back only that far has taken many commentators down the road of nostalgia—leaving them little more to do than lament some paradise lost and argue about whether and how we should re-create it. In other words, looking to the moment when an upswing culminated turns out not to be very instructive. Looking to the moment of its inception proves far more fruitful, especially when the context of that moment bears a striking resemblance to the context in which we find ourselves today. As represented in the subtitle of this book, our thesis is not that we should return nostalgically to some peak of American greatness, but that we should take inspiration and perhaps instruction from a period of despair much like our own, on the heels of which Americans successfully—and measurably—bent history in a more promising direction.

If, as Shakespeare wrote, “what’s past is prologue,” then what follows surely depends upon us gaining a right understanding of where we’ve been. The seldom remembered second half of the Shakespearean epigram—“what to come, in yours and my discharge”—reveals not a pessimistic statement of historical determinism, but rather a more realistic and even optimistic argument that the past merely sets the agenda for choice going forward. Coming to see our past more clearly serves to better prepare us to gain mastery over our future.

Let us begin, then, at the beginning.

This book will trace the roots of today’s problems to the last time these same problems threatened to engulf our democracy. It contains an evidence-based story about how we have arrived at our current predicament. We will examine how economic inequality, political polarization, social fragmentation, cultural narcissism, racism, and gender discrimination each evolved over the course of the last 125 years—not merely the last fifty. Doing so will unearth some unexpected twists and turns, and will challenge some settled truths among pundits and historians about the twentieth century—the “American Century.”

Rather than citing some recent event or offering a narrative of long-run decline, we will argue that the state of America today must be understood by first acknowledging that within living memory, each of the adverse trends we now see was going in the opposite direction. And we will show that, to a surprising degree, century-long trends in economics, politics, society, and culture are remarkably similar, such that it is possible to summarize all of them in a single phenomenon: The story of the American experiment in the twentieth century is one of a long upswing toward increasing solidarity, followed by a steep downturn into increasing individualism. From “I” to “we,” and back again to “I.”

The Upswing is a history of the United States in the twentieth century, but it is avowedly a simplified history, and it leaves out much that is also important. But in so doing, it accentuates real trends that are highly relevant to our current set of challenges. This book is, therefore, an exercise in macrohistory, and as such it will be controversial among historians. Furthermore, writing contemporary history is always precarious, because our understanding of the past evolves as the future unfolds. Peaks, valleys, and inflection points take on new meaning in the light of each new decade. But we borrow our motto from Alfred North Whitehead: “Seek simplicity and distrust it.”11 Finally, this book is not primarily about causal analysis. It is about narratives. Narratives, as we use the term, are not merely entertaining tales, but events linked together in trends inter-braided by reciprocal causality. The strands of a narrative are inextricable, but still interpretable, and therefore instructive as we look to the future.

As Tocqueville rightly noted, in order for the American experiment to succeed, personal liberty must be fiercely protected, but also carefully balanced with a commitment to the common good. Individuals’ freedom to pursue their own interests holds great promise, but relentlessly exercising that freedom at the expense of others has the power to unravel the very foundations of the society that guarantees it. Looking back over the full arc of the twentieth century, we will see these ideas and their consequences borne out in vivid historical and statistical detail. And finally we will turn to the implications of our findings for reformers today. For the arc we describe is not an arc of historical inevitability, but an arc constructed by human agency, just as Shakespeare suggested.

Perhaps the single most important lesson we can hope to gain from this analysis is that in the past America has experienced a storm of unbridled individualism in our culture, our communities, our politics, and our economics, and it produced then, as it has today, a national situation that few Americans found appealing. But we successfully weathered that storm once, and we can do it again. If ever there were a historical moment whose lessons we as a nation need to learn, then, it is the moment when the first American Gilded Age turned into the Progressive Era, a moment which set in motion a sea change that helped us reclaim our nation’s promise, and whose effects rippled into almost every corner of American life for over half a century.12 Understanding what set those trends in motion, then, becomes of critical importance. We will therefore close our book by examining the inflection that set the stage for the twentieth century’s communitarian climb, attempting to glean lessons from the story of those who, during the last American Gilded Age, refused to let go of the reins of history, and took deliberate action to reverse its course. In their story, more than in the story of those who lived through a supposed golden age, we may find the tools and inspiration we need today to create another American upswing—this time with an unwavering commitment to complete inclusion that will take us toward a yet higher summit, and a fuller and more sustainable realization of the promise of “we.”




2 ECONOMICS: THE RISE AND FALL OF EQUALITY

Our story of America’s I-we-I century begins with a look at trends in economic prosperity and material well-being over the past 125 years, as well as how evenly distributed economic gains and losses have been during that time.

So how are we Americans doing? Let’s begin with creature comforts. Here sunny-side optimists like Steven Pinker1 seem to have a strong case, and we must begin by acknowledging the long-run aggregate improvements. As measured by the luxuries—and even the length—of our lives, American prosperity has advanced steadily and powerfully for a century and more, based in part on technological advances, in part on an entrepreneurial spirit, and in part on wise public investments, especially in education and infrastructure. But we shall shortly offer abundant evidence that long-term gains conceal sharp inequalities in the distribution of income, wealth, and well-being among Americans.

PROSPERITY, HEALTH, AND EDUCATION: AN OVERFLOWING CORNUCOPIA

Since 1900, Americans have become, on average, healthier, wealthier, and if not wiser, then at least more educated, although as we shall see, the education story is somewhat more complicated. These decades have seen our lifespan nearly double and have witnessed the transition from outhouses to iPhones, from dusty wagons on dirt roads to the advent of space tourism, from cracker-barrel country stores to drone deliveries.

Objective measures show remarkable, virtually uninterrupted progress over more than a century. The simplest measure of this progress is provided by Figure 2.1, showing year-by-year growth in gross domestic product (GDP) per capita.2

FIGURE 2.1: LONG-TERM REAL GROWTH IN US GDP PER CAPITA, 1871–2016
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Source: C. I. Jones, “The Facts of Economic Growth.” See endnote 2.2.

Economists have shown that (as is clear from Figure 2.1), the slope of this upward curve in economic prosperity has been remarkably constant at 2 percent per year since the beginning of the Industrial Revolution. Indeed, over the century after 1871 the only visible deviation from the steady pulse of the American economy was the Great Depression (when GDP per capita fell nearly 20 percent in four years), followed by the World War II catch-up boom. However, as economist C. I. Jones reports, “To me this decline stands out most for how anomalous it is. Many of the other recessions barely make an impression on the eye: over long periods of time, economic growth swamps economic fluctuations.”3

Economists have devoted much thought and energy to explaining this continuous growth—which was once considered “a stylized fact,”4 that is, a fact so widely accepted that almost no one disputes it. More recently, the growth rate seems to have slowed significantly after 1970, falling below the long-term rate of 2 percent a year, perhaps because technological innovation is no longer leading to steady growth in productivity.5 That discovery should dampen any cheery optimism about the 2 percent “stylized” growth rate continuing into the future. But for most of the period we cover in this book material progress seemed steady and assured.

Many scholarly tomes—and many political campaigns—have debated potential explanations, but for our purposes, the central factor appears to be technological and educational progress, powerfully fostered by both public and private investment. The specific technologies and forms of education that have been most relevant have, of course, varied across this century—from high schools and telephones and automobiles in the first half of the period to universities and microchips and biotech in the second half. But like the little engine that could, the American economy chugged relentlessly upward, decade after decade, powered primarily by technology and education.

This same steady, upward trajectory is mirrored in many measures of creature comfort that have enriched the daily lives of ordinary Americans. A few charts illustrate how our material existence has been gradually transformed for the better since 1900.

Take our dwellings. Figure 2.2 shows that decade after decade the average American home has steadily expanded, nearly doubling in size since the end of the nineteenth century. Meanwhile, inside those ever-larger homes the convenience of flush toilets—enjoyed by fewer than one in seven Americans in 1900—became virtually universal over the next seven decades, as did time- and labor-saving household appliances, such as vacuum cleaners, which spread from 10 percent of American homes to 90 percent in the half century between 1920 and 1970.6 In short, decade by decade for more than a century American homes have become larger, more comfortable, and easier to maintain. Of course, not all Americans live in equally luxurious homes, and we shall turn our attention to inequality in the next section of this chapter, but on average American standards and expectations for housing have soared upward.

The same is true of transportation. Here a single illustration will suffice, as Figure 2.3 displays the remarkably sustained surge in Americans’ love affair with the automobile over more than a century.7 Indeed, the only periods of brief stagnation were during the Great Depression, World War II (when automobile production was halted for the duration), and the recent Great Recession. In fact, between 1915 and 2015 the number of vehicles per 1,000 inhabitants in the U.S. exploded from 25 to 820—a growth rate of 3.5 percent per year across an entire century!—a stark statistical indicator of dramatically improved ease and comfort of transportation for hundreds of millions of ordinary Americans.

FIGURE 2.2: AMERICAN HOMES GET LARGER (1891–2010)
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Source: Moura, Smith, and Belzer, “120 Years of U.S. Residential Housing Stock and Floor Space.” See endnote 2.6.

FIGURE 2.3: CARS PROLIFERATE, 1900–2015
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Source: Transportation Energy Data Book, Department of Energy, Table 3.6.

Scores of similar charts could be added to show the steady proliferation of life-improving gadgets—from telephones to refrigerators to clothes washers to electronic entertainment.8 The bottom line for long-run trends in the material conditions of the average American can be neatly summed up in a slightly edited mid-century advertising slogan from DuPont—“better things for better living—through technology.”

Even more elemental evidence of steady material progress in America over the last 125 years comes from statistics on life and death. Figure 2.4 focuses on the dramatic, century-long decline in infant mortality: As the twentieth century opened, out of every 1,000 births, 129 babies died before their first birthday, but as the twenty-first century opened, that tragic toll had been slashed to barely 7. To be sure, as we shall emphasize later in this book, important racial and class disparities persisted, but all parts of American society benefited from this enormous advance.

Figure 2.5 widens our lens to look at the comparable trend for life expectancy across the full life cycle. (The singular deviation from this remarkable record of steadily improving health is explained by the astonishingly lethal influenza pandemic of 1918.) Americans born in 1900 could expect to live on average to age 47. Their children (born, let’s say, in 1925) could expect to live to age 59, their grandchildren (born in 1950) to age 68, their great-grandchildren (born in 1975) to age 73, and their great-great grandchildren (born in 2000) to age 77. Within barely one century the lifespan of the average American lengthened by three decades.

FIGURE 2.4: INFANT MORTALITY, 1890–2013
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Source: Historical Statistics of the United States, Table Ab 920.

This seemingly inexorable improvement in population health actually represents two quite different eras during which different causes of mortality were mastered. The gains in the first half of the twentieth century derived from advances in public health (especially clean water), improved nutrition, and the development of antibiotics.9 Death rates from infectious diseases fell by 90 percent in the first half of the century, accounting for the lion’s share of rising life expectancy. The benefits in this first era were concentrated among children, while very little progress was made against the maladies of older Americans.

By contrast, during the second half of the century, after the defeat of infectious diseases, medical advances in the form of pharmaceuticals (Lipitor, for example), medical technology that allows early diagnosis, and surgical techniques (angioplasty, for example) sharply reduced death rates among the elderly, first from heart disease and then increasingly from cancer. The public anti-smoking campaign was another important contributor though its effects were necessarily lagged, as deaths caused by packs smoked in the middle of the century occurred decades later. In short, across both halves of the twentieth century and into the twenty-first century, Americans’ longevity has been steadily enhanced by a combination of public health measures and technological progress.

FIGURE 2.5: LIFE EXPECTANCY, 1900–2017
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Source: National Center for Health Statistics.

Both Figure 2.4 and Figure 2.5 hide important social inequalities in health—especially along racial and class lines—and we will focus intently on those disparities in this and succeeding chapters. Nevertheless, it remains true that the average American today enjoys substantially better health and will live longer than her parents and (still more) her grandparents or great-grandparents.

In the last few years, however, that line not only stopped ascending, but began to descend.10 This unfortunate change can be largely attributed to sharp rises in fatalities due to drugs, alcohol, or suicide—more commonly known as “deaths of despair.”11 In their 2020 book, Deaths of Despair and the Future of Capitalism, economists Anne Case and Angus Deaton offer powerful evidence of the growing incidence of deaths of despair and trace the origins of this trend to deep-seated social inequities.12 Drug overdoses, in particular, have recently spiked, reflecting an opioid epidemic related to social strife, impediments to economic mobility, and lethal misconduct by the pharmaceutical industry.13 While these deaths of despair afflict the entire nation, they especially affect rural communities, working-class individuals, and young adults.14 The emergence of deaths of despair in recent years is important not merely because of the human tragedies they reveal, but because they are a warning signal that the broader social trends discussed in this book may bring yet more calamities.

Nonetheless, the overall case for long-term American optimists seems strong. We might term this perspective on the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries “the view from Silicon Valley or MIT.” Every decade and indeed almost every year our material and physical lives have steadily improved—primarily because of underlying technological progress.

In fact, this diagnosis is shared by the American people: When the Pew Research Center asked Americans in 2017 to name the biggest improvements to life over the past half century, we overwhelmingly cited technology (42 percent) and medicine and health (14 percent), and when asked to predict the biggest improvements to life over the next half century, technology (22 percent) and medicine and health (20 percent) again topped the list.15

A third domain of American life—education—at first glance appears to show exactly the same steady and substantial rate of improvement, although more closely examined, educational trends are subtly different.

As the twentieth century opened, “common schools” providing free public elementary education were already widespread in the US, with the important exception of the African American population in the South.16 The US had virtually the highest literacy and educational rates in the world. However, secondary and college education were still confined to a small fraction of the population.

Building on that sturdy foundation, during the twentieth century two major educational revolutions in America led first to nearly universal high school education and then to widespread college education. Americans typically complete our formal education as young adults and maintain that level of education throughout the rest of our lives, so population-wide measures of educational attainment change slowly, just as a bathtub full of water changes temperature more slowly than the flow at the faucet. Even after a major advance in educational access, the impact of that advance is obscured by the persistence of generations educated (or not) decades earlier. Thus, to see the immediate effects of educational innovations, we need to focus on the educational attainments of successive youth cohorts. This distinction is the familiar accounting distinction between “stock” and “flow” measures, and we focus here on “flow” measures.

The high school revolution was fostered by the “high school movement” in the early 1900s and was marked by the creation of free public high schools, beginning in small towns of the West and Midwest, then spreading to urban areas across the North, and finally throughout the entire country.17 As Figure 2.6 shows, as late as 1910 fewer than one in every ten young people received a high school degree, but within barely five decades that mark of educational attainment exploded to nearly seven in ten, as public high schools sprouted in communities across the land. (The only exception to this uninterrupted growth came during World War II, when many young men were away at war.) Educational advancement in the half century after 1910 was so rapid that its effects were visible within individual families. Of young people coming of age in the mid-1960s, three quarters were high school graduates, as compared to fewer than half of their parents and barely one tenth of their grandparents.

This remarkably successful institutional innovation led both to a massive increase in the productivity of American workers (thus accounting for the lion’s share of overall economic growth in this period) and to an increase in upward mobility, because universal high school education leveled the playing field.18 Economic growth and social equality moved steadily upward in tandem, contrary to some presumptions that equality and growth are incompatible. As the Sixties opened, no end of that educational, economic, and social progress was in sight.

Then, however, as Figure 2.6 shows, suddenly America took its foot off the educational gas pedal and began coasting (and even slowing), initiating a surprising pause in high school expansion that would last for more than four decades.19 Only as the twenty-first century opened did the incidence of high school graduation begin once again to rise, though the post-2000 increase was probably later, smaller, and less sustained than the inflated official figures shown in Figure 2.6 suggest. The latest research suggests that the high school graduation rate, properly measured, is perhaps 5 percentage points higher than it was a half century ago, compared to a rise of more than 70 percentage points in the previous half century.20 So although educational attainment as measured by high school graduation has risen over more than 125 years, that inexplicable and prolonged halt after the mid-1960s will merit revisiting later in this book, because it turns out that many other measures of social progress halted at the very same time.21

FIGURE 2.6: HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATION RATE, 1870–2015
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Source: Historical Statistics of the United States; National Center for Educational Statistics.

FIGURE 2.7: COLLEGE GRADUATION RATE, 1910–2013
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Source: Digest of Education Statistics, National Center for Educational Statistics.

The college revolution occurred somewhat later in the twentieth century and at a more measured pace, as Figure 2.7 shows. For the first half of the century the rate of four-year college graduation edged slowly upward from about 3 percent in 1910 to about 8 percent in 1950. Then in the postwar period, college-going began a steeper rise. The first upward thrust was encouraged by the GI Bill offering greatly discounted22 college education to all returning World War II veterans—mostly white and almost exclusively male. Among white men, college-going accelerated in earnest in the early 1960s, temporarily widening preexisting gender and racial disparities. However, within a decade more ambitious college aspirations began to spread among women and nonwhites, as well, and by the early 1980s both the gender and the racial gaps had begun to narrow.23 In short, in the first three quarters of the twentieth century the fraction of all young Americans with college degrees rose at an accelerating pace from 3 percent to 22 percent. Then, in 1975, roughly a decade after the “foot off the gas” pause in high school graduation rates, a similar pause of almost two decades interrupted the century-long progress in college graduation rates. Not until the end of the twentieth century did measures of educational attainment resume growth.

In sum, like all the measures of progress explored in this section of this chapter, educational gauges show marked advancement over more than a century, but unlike the indicators of material and physical well-being, educational progress has not been entirely uninterrupted, perhaps in part because—unlike material and medical progress—educational progress relies less directly on inexorable technological advance and more on social institutions and behavioral change. We will return to this puzzling “foot off the gas” phenomenon later in the book, but for now it must remain an anomaly. The basic story of this section is simple: On average, by many important measures, life in America has gotten better and better for more than a century.

ECONOMIC EQUALITY

Obviously, nationwide averages conceal more gains for some groups and fewer gains or even losses for others; that is how averages work. But the distribution of gains and losses matters, and the purpose of the rest of this chapter is to survey how that distribution has changed since the end of the nineteenth century.24 What have been the ebbs and flows of economic equality over the last 125 years?

As we observed in Chapter 1, economic disparities in the first Gilded Age were massive, as millions of poor immigrants, impoverished (though now emancipated) blacks, and the native-born white working class confronted the moneyed robber barons of the economic elite. Statistics on the evolution of inequality in the last half of the nineteenth century are sketchy, but the net rise in nationwide economic inequality over this period appears to have been modest, offset in part by the substantial boost in black economic circumstances within the South implied by Emancipation. However, at the very top, the slice of the growing pie seized by the very richest Americans swelled. Roughly speaking, the top 1 percent’s share of national income nearly doubled from less than 10 percent in 1870 to approaching 20 percent in 1913.25 Inequalities in income, wealth, and status were vast and seemed destined to grow in perpetuity.

What followed instead was a surprisingly durable turn toward a halcyon period of roughly six decades during which economic inequalities were substantially reduced—what economic historians call the “Great Leveling” or “Great Convergence.”26 Dating this period is not an exact science, but the most recent and widely accepted account of US economic history, by Peter H. Lindert and Jeffrey G. Williamson, dates it from roughly 1913 to roughly 1970.27 Precise magnitudes and timing vary according to what part of the income distribution we focus on—the very top, the broad middle, or the poor at the very bottom—and depending on whether we look at “market” income or instead take account of government taxes and transfers. But virtually all evidence confirms the same broad pattern. As Lindert and Williamson explain,


What happened during the Great Leveling was much broader than just a decline in the top income shares. Inequality diminished even within the middle and lower ranks. And the Great Leveling was not just a manifestation of government’s redistribution from rich to poor with taxes and transfers. Incomes became more equal both before and after those taxes and transfers.28



INCOME

Figure 2.8 illustrates this trend, focusing for simplicity’s sake on the share of national income held by the top 1 percent of Americans.29 (For purposes of consistency, all the charts in this book are oriented so that “up” means “more equality,” “more community,” and so forth. Accordingly, in this case the vertical axis is oriented such that “up” reflects a smaller proportion of income held by the top 1 percent of families.) The ascent of the two lines in Figure 2.8 (one representing market incomes and the other representing incomes after taxes and transfers, such as Medicaid) from 1913 to the mid-1970s is gradual and somewhat uneven, but that upswing reflects the steady increase in economic equality over that period. No matter how we measure it, the gap between rich and poor gradually narrowed over those sixty years.

FIGURE 2.8: INCOME EQUALITY IN THE UNITED STATES, 1913–2014
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Source: Piketty, Saez, and Zucman, QJEcon May 2018. Data LOESS smoothed: .2.

The lower line represents the less equal distribution of income before taxes and transfers, and the upper line represents the more equal distribution after taxes and transfers, so the space between the two lines represents the net effect of government redistribution. Before taking account of taxes and transfers, the richest 1 percent of Americans in 1913 claimed 19 percent of the national income, but by 1976 their share had been nearly halved to 10.5 percent. After taxes and transfers, share of national income received by the top 1 percent had been cut even more, from 18 percent to 8 percent. (By 2014, these figures had doubled all the way back to 20 percent before tax and transfers and 16 percent after tax and transfers.) We shall shortly discuss in more detail how the evolution of taxes and transfers over the last 125 years has affected inequality. Nevertheless, after all the qualifications, virtually every technical specification shows the same basic curve: six decades of convergence and ever greater equality. The point is not that overnight America became absolutely equal, but that in the first decade or two of the twentieth century our national trajectory changed—instead of becoming less and less equal, we were becoming more and more equal.

As we saw earlier in this chapter, these same six decades also witnessed substantial growth in the aggregate American economy; virtually everyone, rich and poor alike, benefited from this growth. However, during the Great Convergence low- and middle-income groups gained a growing share of the expanding pie. Lindert and Williamson estimate that over this period “the real income per family of the top 1 percent rose by 21.5 percent in the United States, while… average real family income for the bottom 99 percent… more than tripled.”30 In other words, for the first two thirds of the twentieth century greater national prosperity and greater equality in sharing the wealth went hand in hand. In those decades we did not have to choose between growth and equality, as some economic theories have it—we were collectively richer and more equal. Mid-century America was hardly a paradise of perfect equality, but after more than sixty years of continuous progress, the chasm between opulence and penury of the first Gilded Age had been left behind.

Then suddenly and unexpectedly in the mid-1970s, Figure 2.8 shows, the Great Convergence was reversed in a dramatic U-turn, to be followed by a half century of Great Divergence, that is, plunging income equality. By the early twenty-first century income inequality in America (especially pre-tax and transfers) was reaching an intensity unseen for one hundred years. So abrupt was this reversal that one of the earliest scholarly accounts of it was subtitled “A Tale of Two Half-Centuries.”31 In the most recent half century, in vivid contrast to the previous half century, what growth there was came at the expense of equality, and the rich captured the lion’s share of the growth dividend.

WEALTH

Understanding this inverted U-curve in the distribution of income in America is one purpose of this book, but first, let’s glance at the equivalent trend in the distribution of wealth.32 Wealth—not how much we earn in a year, but how much we accumulate over the years from savings and inheritance—has always been much more unequally distributed than income, because roughly half of all families have essentially zero net worth,33 in effect living paycheck to paycheck. But the degree of wealth inequality, like the degree of income inequality, has varied a lot over the decades, and perhaps not surprisingly, trends in the two are closely correlated. Figure 2.9 displays how the distribution of wealth in America has evolved over the last century.34

FIGURE 2.9: DISTRIBUTION OF WEALTH IN THE UNITED STATES, 1913–2014
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Source: Piketty, Saez, and Zucman, QJEcon May 2018. Data LOESS smoothed: .2.

No facet of the first Gilded Age had been more glaring than the extremes of wealth. Even in 1913 the wealthiest 1 percent owned 45 percent of the country’s total wealth, and during the Roaring Twenties their share rose for a couple of years to 48 percent, as Figure 2.9 shows. In the following six decades, however, their share was more than halved to 22 percent, in large part by financial regulation and progressive taxation on income and estates, though in part because of redistributive spending. In other words, mirroring the great convergence in income was a great convergence in wealth.

However, in recent decades the top 1 percent’s share of our national wealth surged back to nearly 40 percent by 2014 and has continued to increase.35 The top 1 percent in recent years have garnered roughly 20 percent of household income, but nearly 40 percent of household wealth. The share of wealth held by that top 1 percent nearly doubled from less than 25 percent of total national wealth in the early 1980s to more than 40 percent in 2016. In fact, the top 0.1 percent of American families now hold about 20 percent of household wealth, almost as much as at the peak of the first Gilded Age.36 Conversely, the share of national wealth held by the poorest 95 percent of the population nearly doubled during the Great Convergence from about 28 percent in the late 1920s to about 54 percent in the 1980s, but then fell sharply away, approaching the depths of colossal inequality of a century ago. In short, the top 1 percent now have nearly twice as large a share of the nation’s wealth as the bottom 90 percent, thoroughly justifying the labeling of our age as a new Gilded Age.37

A closer comparison of Figures 2.8 and 2.9 reveals that the U-turn toward inequality in wealth lagged about five to ten years behind the comparable U-turn in the distribution of income (mid-1980s vs. mid-1970s)—presumably, it takes several years of multimillion-dollar bonuses to afford your first private jet. As Emmanuel Saez and Gabriel Zucman observe, “Income inequality has a snowballing effect on wealth distribution.”38 On the other hand, the dramatic recent increase in wealth inequality has begun to feed back into income inequality: Since about 2000 most of the increase in income inequality has been due to inequality in capital income.39 These two forms of economic inequality are thus mutually reinforcing.

Emmanuel Saez, a leading scholar in this field, concludes:


U.S. income and wealth concentrations both fell dramatically during the first part of the 20th century, and remained low and stable during three decades after World War II, but there has been a sharp increase in inequality since the 1970s. The United States now combines extremely high labor income inequality with very high wealth inequality.40



THE GREAT CONVERGENCE

The second half of Figures 2.8 and 2.9 is much discussed in contemporary political and economic commentary, focusing on the Great Divergence between rich and poor. Pundits and politicians properly bemoan the widening gap between rich and poor, and their narratives typically begin with the troubled times of the 1970s. However, the more interesting and ultimately more encouraging tale we seek to tell begins a half century earlier with the first half of the inverted U-curve—the Great Convergence of the first two thirds of the twentieth century.

As we shall shortly review, the institutional, social, and cultural seeds of the Great Convergence were sown in the Progressive Era from roughly 1890 to 1910. Those seeds did not germinate overnight, however. Examined closely, the distribution of income and wealth oscillated widely between 1910 and 1930, as shown in Figures 2.8 and 2.9. National solidarity during Woodrow Wilson’s war to make the world “safe for democracy” had transitory egalitarian effects. With the return of “normalcy” under conservative Warren Harding and the stock bubble of the Roaring Twenties, however, the top-end concentration of wealth and income of the Gilded Age quickly returned. In that same period, however, Claudia Goldin and Lawrence Katz discovered a substantial increase in equality within the working and middle classes.41 Beneath the choppy weather at the top, the deeper tide of economic inequality had begun to turn.

With the Crash of 1929 the bacchanal among the 1 percent abruptly ended, even before Franklin Roosevelt took power in 1933 with his New Deal programs. Those programs, based in large part on innovations from the Progressive Era, unleashed the full force of the Great Convergence, as we shall shortly see. World War II required massive tax increases and further encouraged the sense that “we are all in this together,” and measures of economic equality jumped even higher, just as during World War I. That both world wars were associated with a rapid increase in equality seems to confirm the view of the nineteenth-century sociologist Émile Durkheim that shared wartime adversity fosters strong norms of solidarity and thus equality, as well as the more recent theory that war is “The Great Leveler.”42

In this postwar era, however, unlike after World War I, those egalitarian norms long outlasted wartime solidarity and controls, for war’s end in 1945 did not trigger a reversion to severe inequality as it had in the 1920s. On the contrary, as Figures 2.8 and 2.9 clearly show, for decades after World War II the gap between rich and poor continued to narrow. Poor and middle-income Americans’ share of the bounty of postwar prosperity grew, further reducing income inequality, in sharp contrast to the Roaring Twenties. “From 1945 to 1975,” sociologist Douglas Massey has written, “under structural arrangements implemented during the New Deal, poverty rates steadily fell, median incomes consistently rose, and inequality progressively dropped, as a rising economic tide lifted all boats.”43 In fact, during this period the dinghies actually rose faster than the yachts. Economists Thomas Piketty, Emmanuel Saez, and Gabriel Zucman report that over these postwar decades the post-tax and transfer income of the poorest 20 percent grew three times faster than the income of the richest 1 percent—179 percent vs. 58 percent.44

Why economic egalitarianism long outlasted World War II, unlike World War I, will prove to be an interesting puzzle, because it suggests that the distribution of income was driven by something more basic than wartime exigencies. Something had changed between the first postwar era and the second, and the search for that something will carry us through the succeeding chapters of this book. Be that as it may, by the early 1970s the sacrifices (and wage and price controls) of World War II were hardly visible in the rearview mirror, yet the egalitarian norm that “we’re all in this together” apparently persisted.

THE GREAT DIVERGENCE

But then, as we have seen, came the sharp U-turn away from economic equality. Economic historians Lindert and Williamson describe the breadth of the sea change: “Like the earlier leveling, the rise in inequality widened gaps all up and down the income ranks, and not just a rise in the share going to the top 1 percent.”45

In the early 1970s workers’ real wages began a long period of stagnation that would last for nearly half a century, even though the economy as a whole continued to grow. Initially, the middle class and the upper class together pulled away from the working class and the poor. Then in the 1980s, the top began pulling away from the middle, in effect transferring 8 percent of total national income from the bottom 50 percent to the top 1 percent. Finally, by the 1990s the very top (the top 0.1 percent) increasingly pulled away from everyone else, including the rest of the top 1 percent.46 To be sure, the gap between the top 10 percent (essentially high-income professionals) and everyone else has continued to widen over these years, but the most rapidly growing—and indeed, breathtaking—gaps have been concentrated at the very top.47 Over the four decades between 1974 and 2014, inflation-adjusted annual market income fell $320 for households at the 10th percentile (the bottom tenth), rose $388 for those at the 20th percentile (the bottom fifth), rose $5,232 for those at the national median, rose $75,053 for households in the top 5 percent, rose $929,108 for those in the top 1 percent, and rose $4,846,718 for those in the top 0.1 percent.There are no misprints in that sentence!48

In stark contrast to the decades of the Great Convergence, when average Americans garnered a growing share of a growing pie, during the decades of the Great Divergence, the growth of the pie has been monopolized by a smaller and smaller group at the top. The resulting change is huge. If today’s income were distributed in the same way that 1970 income was distributed, it is estimated, the bottom 99 percent would get roughly $1 trillion more annually, and the top 1 percent would get roughly $1 trillion less.49

This growing economic inequity is linked with growing inequality in other spheres of society, including our children’s prospects for upward mobility and even our physical health.

Evidence from the first half of the twentieth century is too sparse to be certain about trends in socioeconomic mobility, but the best evidence is that upward mobility—the likelihood that a child born into a poor home would do better than his or her parents—rose during the first half of the twentieth century, in part because of the high school revolution. Economist David Card and his colleagues term this era “the Golden Age of Upward Mobility.”50 As we saw earlier in this chapter, during the first two thirds of the century a higher and higher fraction of American youth graduated from high school and college. Thus, more and more children born and educated in this period surpassed their parents in education and likely earned more, as well.

However, as we also saw in the previous section, that overall educational progress stalled in the early 1970s, and with it, upward mobility. We know from the pathbreaking work of Raj Chetty and his colleagues that beginning with young adults who reached their adult earning levels in the late 1960s, upward mobility in terms of income has been steadily declining. “Children’s prospects of earning more than their parents have fallen from 90 percent to 50 percent over the past half century.”51 They attribute most of this decline in mobility precisely to the increasingly unequal distribution of economic growth. Scattered, but consistent, evidence also suggests that economic mobility rose from the birth cohort of the mid-1910s (who reached their adult earning levels in the mid-1940s) to the birth cohort of the late 1930s (who reached their adult earning levels in the mid-1960s), as shown in Figure 2.10. That in turn suggests that intergenerational economic mobility may have followed the same path as income inequality over the decades—rising during the Great Convergence up until about 1970 and then sharply falling for the next half century.52

As we saw earlier in this chapter, the health of the “average” American improved steadily throughout most of the twentieth century. However, that “average” conceals different trajectories for different parts of the population. Although evidence on trends in health by social class during the first part of the twentieth century is scattered, it appears that between roughly 1880 and roughly 1960 health disparities by race and class narrowed, as the health of minorities and the working class improved even more rapidly than was true among the white middle and upper classes. Improvements in public health measures, which had powerful effects on morbidity and mortality, were concentrated in areas with many have-nots.53 For example, Peter Lindert and Jeffrey Williamson describe a “spectacular” convergence in infant mortality across income classes in these years.54

FIGURE 2.10: THE RISE AND FALL OF INTERGENERATIONAL ECONOMIC MOBILITY, 1947–2010
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Source: Berman, “The Long Run Evolution of Absolute Intergenerational Mobility,” Data LOESS smoothed: .25.

However, while the health of the population as a whole has generally continued to improve in recent decades, class (and perhaps racial) gaps in some health indices have begun to widen in the last four decades. It appears that earlier health gains among the have-nots have slowed and, in some cases, even reversed. A review of more than a dozen recent studies published in the British medical journal The Lancet concluded that over the last three to four decades, “socioeconomic gaps in survival have… increased. Life expectancy has risen among middle-income and high-income Americans whereas it has stagnated among poor Americans and even declined in some demographic groups.”55 A group of experts convened by the National Academy of Medicine noted that “there is broad agreement among researchers that the dispersion of mortality by socioeconomic status (SES) has widened in the US in recent decades.”56

FIGURE 2.11: THE RISE AND FALL OF DEATHS OF DESPAIR, 1900–2017
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Source: “Long-Term Trends in Deaths of Despair.” Joint Econ Committee. Data LOESS smoothed: .15.

As we noted earlier, economists Anne Case and Angus Deaton have described a wave of “deaths of despair” among working-class whites who have come of age since the middle 1970s.57 More recently, researchers for the bipartisan U.S. Congress Joint Economic Committee have tracked “deaths of despair” from the beginning of the twentieth century.58 Their findings (summarized in Figure 2.11) clearly show the recent upsurge in such deaths, as discovered by Case and Deaton, but the new findings suggest that such deaths were also common at the beginning of the century, but then declined sharply after the onset of the Progressive Era, reaching a low point in mid-century before beginning to climb toward today’s very high rates. We still don’t understand the etiology of the “deaths of despair” syndrome, but the work of Case and Deaton strongly suggests that economic distress and inequality are implicated. In other words, there is ample reason to fear that the Great Divergence has now spread into noneconomic domains like social mobility and health, just as the preceding Great Convergence had egalitarian consequences beyond its immediate economic effects.

Inequality can be measured in terms not merely of individuals, but also of regions. So it is reasonable to ask how regional inequality—the difference in economic well-being between affluent places and impoverished places—has changed across the last 125 years. It is widely accepted that regional inequalities declined steadily for the first seven or eight decades of the twentieth century, following exactly the same path as individual equality during the Great Convergence. The single most important driver of this regional convergence was the South’s long, steady catching up with the rest of the country, partly because of a natural convergence among different parts of a single economic unit and partly because of explicit federal policies to help the South.59

It is also broadly agreed that that regional convergence halted in the late 1970s, just about the same time that the Great Convergence in individual incomes was ending, though researchers differ on whether regional convergence at that point actually reversed, leading to growing regional inequality. Much of that disagreement turns on measurement differences that are too arcane to describe here, but those who think that regional divergence is growing typically point to the emergence of the “knowledge economy” and its concentration in a few high-tech meccas, especially on the two coasts. During the Trump years these regional disparities have become a central issue in the national public debate, as our politics become increasingly polarized regarding what to do about regions that have been “left behind.” So the debate about regional inequality is far from academic, and only future research will show whether the parallel between individual inequality and regional inequality is complete or not, and if so, what can be done about it.60

HOW DID WE GET HERE?61

What caused the Great Convergence, and then what caused the Great Divergence? In recent years we have heard much debate about the latter, but relatively little about the former. It turns out that these are not two separate issues, because to a considerable extent the same factors are responsible for both the upswing in equality until the 1970s and the downturn after that.

International factors are no doubt a significant part of the backstory, because the same basic U-shape across the twentieth century is found in most advanced countries.62 Globalization is a plausible suspect, because international flows of people and goods and money tended to diminish in the first half of the twentieth century and then to intensify in the second half.63 Other Western countries have experienced the same international pressures, however, while seeing a much less dramatic increase in inequality, suggesting that U.S. domestic institutions and policies have played a major role. Careful studies have found the overall impact of immigration on U.S. income inequality to be minor, and to have no impact at all on high-end inequality, which is precisely where the shifts in income distribution have been the most marked.64

The impact of international trade on inequality is a hotly contested issue. For many years economic studies tended to downplay the effects of trade on wage inequality, assuming that workers who lost jobs in one industry would soon find them in another, but in the first decade or two of the twenty-first century that consensus began to shift, and scholars now put somewhat greater weight on the impact of trade on wage structures. The effects of trade on inequality have been studied much more heavily during the Great Divergence than during the Great Convergence. That said, it is probably a fair summary of the existing literature that the impact of trade on both halves of the equality U-curve has been significant, though modest.65 Moreover, even if it’s true that imports have helped the American economy as a whole, while hurting industrial workers, we still need to explain why the overall gains have not been redistributed to compensate the losers. That is fundamentally a political question, not an economic one, and as such, it is one that we need to postpone until our discussion of politics in the next chapter.

In short, the long, inverted U-curve of economic equality and inequality that has so deeply affected Americans may in part be the product of global trends, but it was driven substantially by domestic factors, as well, and those factors are our focus here. To a remarkable degree domestic institutional and social reforms that had their origins in the first decade of the twentieth century turn out to explain both the rise and then the fall of economic equality, because those reforms themselves waxed and waned in precisely the same century-long rhythm as equality and inequality. The U-curve that describes the ups and downs of economic equality is paralleled by—and very likely caused at least in part by—the ups and downs of a set of institutional changes that were first sketched and implemented during the Progressive Era.

In other words, Progressive Era social innovations and institutional reforms put the US on a new path toward greater economic equality, laying the foundations for the Great Convergence that lasted until the 1970s. Progressive Era reformers, both dreamers and doers, created innovations such as the public high school, labor unions, the federal tax structure, antitrust legislation, financial regulation, and more.66 Those creations did not immediately close the income gap, given the turbulence of the Twenties, but they were the necessary foundations for further developments (especially during the New Deal, but not only then) that underpinned the Great Convergence.

Conversely, by the 1970s those earlier social innovations and institutional reforms had all begun to fade and even to be reversed. The growth of education “paused” around 1965, as we saw earlier in this chapter; unions had begun their long decline by 1958; in the mid-1960s tax cuts began to make the tax structure more regressive; after 1970, deregulation, especially of financial institutions, overturned the reforms begun in the Progressive Era; and most subtle, but also perhaps most important, the collective norm that “we are all in this together” was replaced by a libertarian (sometimes misleadingly called “neoliberal”) norm that we’re not. These changes underlay the pivot toward inequality in the mid-1970s that we saw in Figure 2.8.

Since one popular interpretation of these shifts in policy and of the consequent shifts in income and wealth distribution fingers the Reagan Revolution after 1981 as the chief culprit, it is significant that in virtually every case the key turning points occurred a decade or more before the presidency of Ronald Reagan. In short, the presidential election of 1980 and the subsequent unfolding of Reaganism was a lagging indicator of this sea change in the American political economy. The reversal of the social and policy innovations from the first decades of the twentieth century was probably the proximate cause of the Great Divergence in the twenty-first century, just as their original invention had been the proximate cause of the Great Convergence.67 Let us briefly review the evidence.

Educational Innovation and Technological Change

Most experts agree that a primary cause of the Great Convergence was the interplay between technological advance and the educational innovations (especially the public high school) that emerged from the Progressive Era around 1910. Other things being equal, more widespread education means more equality, as the increased supply of high-skilled workers puts downward pressure on higher incomes, while the decreased supply of low-skilled workers puts upward pressure on lower incomes. That dynamic is offset by technological progress, which increases the demand for (and hence the incomes of) high-skilled workers and lowers the incomes of low-skilled workers. Hence, the title of the groundbreaking book that aims to explain the ups and downs of income equality over our period is The Race Between Education and Technology.68

The massive growth of public secondary education beginning in the early twentieth century and of college education after World War II—see Figures 2.6 and 2.7—had two important consequences: It raised the rate of national economic growth, and it increased the rate of upward mobility, by giving a fairer start to kids from the wrong side of the tracks. A third, related consequence is that these reforms raised Americans’ skill levels and thus boosted the relative income of the middle and working class. In the first two thirds of the century, while the demand for skill edged upward, that change was eclipsed by the rapid increase in the supply of high school and college graduates.69 Because the American labor force became by far the best educated in the world, the balance between education and technology tipped in favor of equality.

In the final third of the twentieth century, however, the race between technology and education was reversed. The twin pauses in high school and college growth in the 1970s, clearly visible in Figures 2.6 and 2.7, halted the long, steady increase in the supply of skilled workers. At the same time, what economists call “skill-biased technological change” (or SBTC) began to increase the relative demand for ever more highly skilled workers. High school education was fine for the assembly lines that dominated economic growth from the 1920s to the 1970s, but it was inadequate for the high-tech labs that replaced those assembly lines in the last decades of the twentieth century.

Most economists agree that technological change has been an important contributor to the recent growth of inequality. Nevertheless, if the educational push that had begun in the Progressive Era had been renewed and accelerated after the 1970s, the magic combination of growth and equality might well have continued. But instead we Americans collectively took our feet off the educational accelerator in the 1970s and began to coast. Almost immediately, the long, gradual upward trend in equality was reversed, as we saw in Figure 2.8.

In broad outline, this is probably now the single most widely accepted explanation for the Great Convergence and Great Divergence.70 However, it works much less well in explaining the waning and waxing gap between the top 1 percent and the rest of the American labor force, especially the explosive widening of that gap in recent years. Moreover, while this explanation is sometimes described as “market-based,” because it emphasizes changes in the labor market, in fact its roots lie much deeper in politics and even morality.

The rapid growth of public high schools and universities from 1910 to 1975 did not happen by accident. It required major public investment, and it emerged from a nationwide grassroots reform movement, as Claudia Goldin has emphasized.71 Why did Americans so enthusiastically support public educational investments from 1910 to 1970? And why did that popular support then wane? That is the sense in which “we” took our foot off the accelerator. Why we did so is an important conundrum to which we shall return.

Unions72

In the Gilded Age union organizing provided a potential counterweight to the captains of industry, representing the norm of mutualism and solidarity against the norm of individualism. Unions spread rapidly but unevenly in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. However, they faced firm opposition from owners and managers and from the courts in the name of the individual freedom of workers and owners.73

The Knights of Labor, based on the premise that workers of all types should be enrolled in “one big union,” had boomed from 28,100 members in 1880 to 729,000 six years later, but then fell back to 100,000 in 1890 and collapsed in 1894 in the face of internal conflicts between the skilled and unskilled, as well as between blacks and whites. Its leading role was soon taken over by the American Federation of Labor, along with a series of unions organized along craft and industrial lines—mine workers (founded in 1890), electrical workers (1891), longshoremen (1892), garment workers (1900), teamsters (1903), and so on. In barely seven years (1897–1904) nationwide union membership almost quadrupled from 3.5 percent of the nonagricultural workforce to 12.3 percent. This time union efforts proved more durable, and union membership would not fall below the new high-water mark for the rest of the century.74

Strikes became the workers’ weapon of choice in the struggle with management, and in the decades after 1870 America acquired “the bloodiest and most violent labor history of any industrial nation in the world.”75 On neither side was this tussle a polite effort to seek compromise through collective bargaining. Both sides used violence—from the notorious street battles of the Homestead steel strike in 1892, to the equally violent Pullman strike in Chicago in 1894, to the anthracite coal strike in Pennsylvania in 1902. In 1894 Democratic president Grover Cleveland and his attorney general, Richard Olney, crafted a strategy to use court injunctions to break the Pullman strike, but by 1902 the Progressive Republican president Teddy Roosevelt appointed the Anthracite Coal Commission that ended the miners’ strike, giving de facto recognition to the union. Against the backdrop of fears among the “haves” of anarchy and revolution by the “have-nots,” mutualism and compromise had begun to win out over individualism and conflict, though it would be several decades before a new model of labor relations would emerge.

Union membership oscillated up and down in these early years, depending on the state of the economy and the political climate, but the secular trend was ascendant. In the background was a growing rejection (and not just among workers themselves) of pure laissez-faire capitalism in favor of “industrial democracy” that linked workers’ rights to their role as equal citizens in a democratic community.76 Renewed antiunion efforts by conservatives during the 1920s reduced union membership by a third from a peak of 5 million just after World War I to 3.5 million in 1929. This “pause” or even reversal of Progressive Era innovations during the 1920s will become a recurring feature of our historical narrative in this book, but even before the advent of the New Deal, the growth of unions resumed in 1930, just as the job-crushing Great Depression was getting under way (see Figure 2.12).

Recurrent bouts of joblessness in the late nineteenth century had long undermined unionization, so most observers were surprised when union membership began to grow in the 1930s. To be sure, new legislation would eventually make it easier for unions to organize. The National Labor Relations Act (NLRA) of 1935 is most famous, but even prior to Franklin Roosevelt’s election, the landmark Norris-LaGuardia Act of 1932 had removed certain legal and judicial barriers against union organizing. This earlier bill was cosponsored by two Progressive Republicans and signed into law by a third—Herbert Hoover.

Legislation was not the sole explanation for renewed union growth, however, for the resumption of growth after the slump of the 1920s predated this legislation. Much of union growth in the 1930s was bottom-up: Most workers in this period were organized by unionization strikes, not by NLRA elections.77 Legislation was important, but workers themselves were coming to feel solidarity toward one another, even occasionally across ethnic and racial lines.78

In short, the argument sometimes heard that the New Deal itself accounts for the growth of unions in the 1930s is an oversimplification, although the New Deal and World War II are clearly part of the story behind the remarkable growth between 1935 and 1945. In 1929 only about 10 percent of workers were members of unions, but by 1945 that figure had risen to about 35 percent. Probably an even larger fraction of Americans were members of a union family, and during this period unions enjoyed wide public approval. Gallup polls showed union supporters steadily outnumbered critics by more than three to one throughout the three decades from 1936 to 1966.79 It was a period in which most Americans had come to appreciate the virtues of solidarity.

FIGURE 2.12: UNION MEMBERSHIP, 1890–2015
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Source: Freeman, “Spurts in Union Growth”; Hirsch and Macpherson, “Unionstats.” Data LOESS smoothed: .2. See endnote 2.80.

By the 1960s, however, membership rates in unions (and their social and cultural salience, to which we shall return in Chapter 4) had begun a long, seemingly inexorable slump, so that by the 2010s unions were left with substantial membership only in the public sector (especially among teachers), despite innovative efforts to organize low-paid workers in the service sector. Much ink has been spilled exploring the causes of this long decline, and this is not the place for an extended review of that debate.80 Among the most important factors are:


	Structural changes in the American economy that have shifted employment from blue-collar production workers to white-collar workers, many in the service and knowledge industries. However, even within specific sectors and industries union membership is way down, so the bleaching of blue collars to white explains barely one quarter of the total membership decline.81

	Reinvigorated employer and conservative opposition, symbolized by the Taft-Hartley Act of 1947 (passed over Harry Truman’s veto) that limited unions’ room for action, and by the breaking of a national air traffic controllers strike by the new Reagan administration in 1981.82 (A burst of state legislation in the 1960s allowed substantial growth in public sector unions, but this trend halted in the opening decades of the twenty-first century.) The rise of the Sun Belt was fostered by union weakness in the socially conservative South and in turn weakened unions nationally.

	Union blunders, including irksome public sector strikes and revelations of union corruption, especially in the Teamsters Union, which damaged the public legitimacy of unions.83

	The devitalization of unions as a site for social connection, in part because of growing individualism on part of younger workers, who preferred watching television in isolating suburbs to bowling with the guys in the union hall, a factor to which we shall return in Chapter 4.84 Social connections like these waned in importance across the country after the 1960s, reducing the role of unions to mere collective bargaining agents.



The ups and downs of union membership had important economic consequences, but the underlying causes of these fluctuations were as much political, sociological, and cultural as merely economic.

What does a comparison of the trends in income equality in Figure 2.8 with the trends in union membership in Figure 2.12 tell us? First, in the two decades between 1899 and 1920 the union membership rate had roughly tripled. Hence, unionization was a leading indicator of the Great Convergence, anticipating the turn toward income equality by a decade or two. Similarly, the steady six-decade slide of unions after 1958, about a decade or two before the turning point of income distribution, was a leading indicator of the Great Divergence. Otherwise, the inverted U-curve of union membership in Figure 2.12 is a perfect mirror of the inverted U-curves of income and wealth equality in Figures 2.8 and 2.9.85 That correlation certainly does not in itself prove that one caused the others, because both union membership and economic inequality could have been responding to some other factor yet to be discovered. The parallel is striking, and it is only the first of many such parallels that we shall discover in this book.

Our focus in this chapter is on equality in the distribution of income and wealth. The historical record of unions is mixed on racial and gender equality,86 a topic to which we return in Chapters 6 and 7. In terms of economic or class equality, however, many recent studies have confirmed that the growth of unions boosted income equality from the 1930s to the 1960s, and that the post-1960s decline in unions has contributed to the Great Divergence. During the Great Convergence unions increased the incomes of what would otherwise have been low-income households, thus compressing the income distribution.87 Conversely, the decline of unions has fostered income inequality during the Great Divergence.88

Only a fraction of these effects comes from the direct impact of collective bargaining on the incomes of union members.89 Studies have found that unionization had an equalizing impact even on the nonunionized labor force,90 on broader norms of equity,91 and on CEO pay during the Great Convergence.92 During the Great Convergence unions also provided powerful support for political forces that were working for greater income equality. For all these reasons, several independent studies suggest that roughly one quarter of the post-1970s decline in income equality could be explained by the fall in unionization.93 Unions are another important example, like the high school movement, of a “we” social innovation from the early 1900s whose development over the ensuing six decades contributed to the Great Convergence and whose decline after mid-century contributed to the ensuing Great Divergence.

Public Economic Policy

In addition to social innovations like unions, Progressives also confronted the massive inequality gap with innovations in public policy.94 These policy reforms of the Progressive Era did not eliminate the gap between rich and poor, certainly not overnight. Political reverses in the 1920s stalled the trend toward greater equality for a decade. But then came the New Deal, and the trend resumed with even greater force, reinforced by World War II, and continuing for a quarter century afterward. Prominent among these policy innovations were (1) progressive taxation of personal and corporate income and estates, (2) regulation of large financial institutions, and (3) minimum wage rules.

This is not the place for an extended treatment of these policies. Our purpose here is only to show that—not by accident—activities in each of those policy areas followed precisely the same inverted U as income equality itself. In other words, to understand both the Great Convergence and the Great Divergence, we must understand why the policy choices made by Americans and our leaders favored equality from the early 1900s until the 1970s and then in a remarkably short period reversed course and undermined equality. This story turns out to be as much about politics as about economics, and not merely party politics.

Taxing and Spending95

As the gap between the superrich and everyone else grew during the first Gilded Age, support for progressive tax reform spread across the political spectrum and across the country. Progressive tax innovations began at the state level. “In the 1890s fifteen states instituted taxes on large inheritances; more than 40 states had inheritance taxes in place in the 1910s.”96 The first federal income tax (apart from a temporary tax to support the Civil War), as well as the first inheritance tax, were approved with bipartisan support in 1894. A conservative Supreme Court struck down the taxes as unconstitutional a year later, but Progressive pressures to redress the mammoth economic disparities in the country nevertheless continued to mount. Republican president William Howard Taft proposed a constitutional amendment in 1909, and by 1913 this proposal had a sufficiently broad bipartisan consensus (encompassing two thirds of both houses of Congress and three fourths of the states) to amend the Constitution and institute the first permanent federal income tax. Both the level and the progressivity of this tax were initially low, but the principle that rich folks should pay more than poor folks had been established. World War I, the New Deal, and World War II pushed both the level and the progressivity of the federal income tax ever upward to a high plateau from the 1940s to the mid-1960s.

The solid line in Figure 2.13 traces a by now familiar inverted U-curve in the progressivity of the federal income tax in its first one hundred years, with a turning point in the mid-1960s. After that high point, federal income tax progressivity plummeted under presidents of both parties, from John F. Kennedy to Donald J. Trump, nearing the lows of the 1910s and 1920s by century’s end. (To be sure, Figure 2.13 also shows that occasional recent presidents, both Republican and Democratic, have sought to halt the plummet and restore some progressiveness to the tax code; this list includes George H. W. Bush, Bill Clinton, and Barack Obama.)

Because the federal income tax represents only a small fraction of all taxes collected in the US, the gray line in Figure 2.13 shows the ups and downs of a measure of the progressivity of all taxes (including state and local taxes, federal payroll taxes for Social Security, corporate and estate taxes). This measure is calculated independently from the measure of federal income taxes, using independent sources of data, and yet the two are very closely correlated.97 Changes in the progressivity of all taxes are only in part driven by federal income tax rates. In fact, payroll taxes are regressive, and increases in those taxes (disguised as Social Security insurance premiums) have been responsible for much of the total trend toward more regressive taxation since the 1950s.98 Since Figure 2.13 encompasses many different forms of taxation by different levels of government run by different parties across the country, the changes over time cannot simply reflect partisan propensities to “soak the rich,” but must reveal more pervasive changes in patterns of political power and economic egalitarianism. In short, trends in the progressiveness of U.S. taxation—increasing during the first half of the twentieth century and decreasing during the second half—have amplified both the upswing in equality before 1970 and the downswing after 1970.

FIGURE 2.13: PROGRESSIVITY OF FEDERAL INCOME TAX AND OF ALL TAXES, 1913–2015
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Source: Federal income tax: Tax Policy Center. Data LOESS smoothed: .2. Total tax: Piketty, Saez, and Zucman, QJEcon May 2018. Data LOESS smoothed: 0.15.

Two other tax innovations of the Progressive Era reformers were also important contributors to both the Great Convergence and the Great Divergence. The federal corporate income tax was instituted in 1909 and is generally estimated to be borne by shareholders and thus basically progressive. As shown in Figure 2.14, the top corporate tax rate has risen and fallen in the familiar U-shape curve, rising steadily from 1 percent in 1909 to its peak of 53 percent in 1968–1969, then falling from 1970 to 2018, when President Trump’s tax cut sharply lowered it to 21 percent, the lowest rate in eighty years.99

FIGURE 2.14: FEDERAL CORPORATE TOP TAX RATE, 1909–2018
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Source: Tax Foundation; World Tax Database; IRS. Data LOESS smoothed: 0.15.

A third Progressive Era tax reform was directed at inequality in inherited wealth. Inherited advantage embodied in great family fortunes so violated the norm of equal opportunity—that all should begin life’s race at the same starting line—that even the wealthiest beneficiaries of the Gilded Age like John D. Rockefeller and Andrew Carnegie favored the taxation of large estates.100 Both the top estate tax rate and the size of estates covered by the tax show a clear inverted U-curve, rising from 1916 to 1941 (especially 1931–41), then drifting slowly upward until 1976, when all estates over $300,000 were subject to the tax and the top rate was 77 percent.101 Interestingly, this increase in the stringency of the estate tax is not simply attributable to FDR, the New Deal, and wartime budgetary needs. In fact, the sharpest rise ever in the estate tax (1930–32) was passed under the aegis of Herbert Hoover!102

But during the four decades after 1976, following the now familiar inverted U-curve, the top rate of the estate tax fell, and the threshold at which it applies rose, as shown in Figure 2.15. In 2016 the Trump tax cuts exempted estates up to $5.5 million, and the top rate dropped to 40 percent, dropping the impact of the estate tax virtually back to the levels of the Gilded Age.

FIGURE 2.15: TOP ESTATE TAX RATE AND SIZE OF EXEMPTION, 1916–2017
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Source: Eleanor Krause and Isabel Sawhill, unpub. data. See endnote 2.101.

In summary, as Piketty and Saez argue, a significant reason for the Great Convergence is “the creation and the development of the progressive income tax (and of the progressive estate tax and corporate income tax).”103 Moreover, Emmanuel Saez and his colleagues have pointed out the interesting fact that there is a strong correlation between tax progressivity and pre-tax income equality. In other words, it is not simply that high taxes lop off top incomes, but that the determination of the pre-tax income distribution and the determination of tax progressivity are somehow intertwined, perhaps because both are responding in part to the same external factor or perhaps for some other reason.104 Be that as it may, our brief review of long-run changes in the progressivity of American taxes suggests that underneath the surface of party platforms and tax lobbyists and tax-writing committees and revenue officials in thousands of jurisdictions across the country a broad century-long ebb and flow of egalitarianism was at work.

Government fiscal policy encompasses spending as well as taxing. As we noted earlier in this chapter, the net effect of government fiscal activities, including both taxes and transfers, is modestly to improve income equality, but the significance of that improvement has varied over time and between taxes and transfers. The changing distance between the two lines in Figure 2.8 is a rough measure of how much government taxing and spending decisions have reduced inequality in various periods. Progressivity on the spending side increased throughout both halves of the century, basically because of growth in the total size of government and because government spending was on net redistributive. Thus, up to about 1980 government actions on both taxation and spending tended to enhance equality, whereas after 1980 tax changes tended to increase inequality, but spending changes tended to decrease inequality, so that in total, taxes and spending since 1980 have modestly reduced income inequality, buffering the decline in equality that would otherwise have been even steeper.

Importantly, however, most of this expanded spending represents the growth of middle-class entitlement programs like Social Security and Medicare.105 The big beneficiaries of these growing transfer programs have been older Americans in the middle 40 percent of the income distribution, not the bottom 50 percent. That spending (in effect, transferring money from younger people to older people) has made the age distribution of income more egalitarian, mostly ending the scourge of elderly poverty that in the 1960s outraged social reformers like Michael Harrington, author of The Other America. However, that new spending has not had such a marked effect on the class distribution of income, which also concerned Harrington.106 The only battle of the War on Poverty that was won was the War on Elder Poverty. These transfers have not much narrowed the gap between the top 1 percent and the bottom 50 percent. “The bottom half of the adult population has thus been shut off from economic growth for over 40 years, and the modest increase in their post-tax income has been absorbed by increased health spending,” conclude economists Piketty, Saez, and Zucman.107

One way to see this skewing of the American welfare state over the last half century is to compare the average monthly “welfare” benefit per family with the average monthly Social Security benefit for a retired worker and spouse, as shown in Figure 2.16. From the mid-1930s to about 1970 (our now familiar turning point) those two forms of assistance—to the “poor” and to the “elderly”—kept pace, reaching roughly $900 in 1970 in 2003 dollars. But over the ensuing 30 years the average real Social Security benefit kept rising, reaching $1,483 in 2001, whereas the average real welfare payment fell steadily, reaching $392 in 2001.108 Indexing Social Security payments, but not welfare payments, for inflation drove a wedge between these two groups.109

FIGURE 2.16: SOCIAL SPENDING ON THE ELDERLY AND ON THE POOR, 1936–2001
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Source: Robert Sahr, PS 2004. See endnote 2.108. Data LOESS smoothed: 0.15.

In sum, during the Great Convergence, both taxation and spending moved in a progressive direction, so government redistribution was a major contributor to growing equality. With the advent of the Great Divergence, by contrast, taxes became more regressive, though spending continued to be more progressive, softening the post-1980 trend toward inequality, at least for the aging middle class. The net effect of government fiscal activity is less marked in explaining the Great Divergence, while market and other nonmarket forces were more important. It is important to remember, however, that government nonfiscal actions (or inactions) can also have a powerful indirect effect on income inequality; one important example is regulatory policy, to which we now turn.

Financial Regulation

The anticompetitive behavior of the big trusts and monopolies, and especially misbehavior by large financial institutions, was one of the main themes of Gilded Age protest. Financial panics in 1873 and 1893 (due to reckless and often fraudulent and corrupt financial speculation, especially in banks and railways) led to long, deep depressions, with rising rural poverty and industrial joblessness, which in turn led to the rise of populist movements and parties and eventually the Progressive Era reforms. All of that has strong parallels in American life today, especially in the aftermath of the financial crisis of 2008 and the Great Recession.110

Not surprisingly, financial regulation was a major policy innovation of the Progressive Era (for example, the creation of the Federal Reserve with its supervisory powers and the succession of “trust-busting” initiatives). In the aftermath of the Great Depression, these controls were greatly enhanced with such innovations as the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC). Between the 1930s and the 1950s successive federal administrations built on those foundations with even more stringent regulation, which remained intense until the deregulation movement of the late 1970s. This growing regulation of financial services during the Great Convergence led to substantial reductions in the incomes of financiers. Since those who work at Wall Street firms and big banks are very prominent in the top strata of the income distribution, the reduction in their incomes was an important force for equalization.111

As Figure 2.17 shows, deregulation of financial markets began in the 1970s, under the influence of free market economists, producing yet another familiar inverted U-curve. Almost inevitably, economists Thomas Philippon and Ariell Reshef have shown, financial deregulation led to a rise in the incomes associated with the financial services industry.112 Indeed, they estimate that this factor alone accounts for 15–25 percent of the total increase in income inequality during the Great Divergence.

Anticompetitive and unregulated market concentration is, of course, much discussed today in realms beyond finance, just as it was 125 years ago. Then as now, the issue was clearest in the most technologically advanced sectors—railroads, telephones, iron and steel then; the internet and pharmaceutical giants today—though in both eras anticompetitive practices were common in many industries. We have not found comparable data for market concentration or market regulation across the 125 years in nonfinancial sectors that would allow us to construct a chart equivalent to Figure 2.17, but the principle seems as likely to apply at the beginning of the twenty-first century as it did at the end of the nineteenth century.113 In Chapter 5 we shall explore the intellectual roots of the deregulation movement of the 1970s in the New Right of the 1960s.

FIGURE 2.17: REGULATION AND DEREGULATION OF FINANCIAL MARKETS, 1909–2006
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Source: Thomas Philippon and Ariell Reshef, QJEcon Nov 2012. See endnote 2.112.

Minimum Wage

A final example of public policy that mirrors and helps explain the rise and fall of economic equality during the twentieth century is minimum wage policy. Various states had experimented with minimum wage laws during the first decades of the century,114 but it was not until late in the New Deal that the federal government followed in the same path. Thereafter the inflation-adjusted national minimum wage traced essentially the now familiar inverted U-curve, reaching its peak in 1968, almost precisely the same time as the other curves we’ve explored in this chapter (see Figure 2.18).

In recent years the rise and fall of the minimum wage has attracted much attention as an important contributor to the Great Convergence and Great Divergence, and many states and localities have recently raised their minimum wage levels in an effort to reverse income inequality.115 Economists are sharply divided on whether the direct effect of minimum wage laws on wage levels is offset, in whole or in part, by their indirect negative effects on low-wage employment opportunities. The raft of new state and local initiatives may soon help settle that argument, but in the meantime, a reasonable view is that there has probably been some effect on inequality at the lower end of the income distribution, though not at the top end, where the most massive inequalities have been concentrated in recent years.116

Perhaps the most striking implication of the minimum wage history is how closely it follows the same inverted U, with its origins at the state level in the Progressive Era, coming to the national level in the 1930s, peaking in the late 1960s, and then declining exactly at the same time as all the other factors causally linked to income inequality. Across a very wide range of public policy, then, we can see a broad pendular swing—for a half century and more in the direction of greater equality and then for at least a half century back in the direction of greater inequality. And since these policies themselves have affected the final distribution of income in the country, it is hardly surprising that the policy pendulum seems almost perfectly correlated with the outcome pendulum. But the underlying causality may not be so simple as that correlation implies.

FIGURE 2.18: US REAL MINIMUM WAGE, 1938–2020
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Sources: Department of Labor; Federal Reserve. Data LOESS smoothed: 0.15.

SOCIAL NORMS

Many economists who have closely examined growing income inequality over the last half century have emphasized the same factors that we have just outlined. “In the United States,” argue Thomas Piketty, Emmanuel Saez, and Gabriel Zucman, “the stagnation of bottom 50% incomes and the upsurge in the top 1% coincided with reduced progressive taxation, widespread deregulation (particularly in the financial sector), weakened unions, and an erosion of the federal minimum wage.”117

On the other hand, policy is not (as economists say) “exogenous,” that is, it is not an external factor, like sunspots, whose causes in turn we can afford to ignore. On the contrary, noting the importance of those policy swings only forces us to explain the timing and direction of the policy changes. Why were policies that favored equality in force during the Great Convergence, and why did they all then change in the decade or so around 1965? It can hardly be a coincidence that all these independent factors moved up and down in one century-long synchronized leap, like a single well-trained corps de ballet.

In a wider framework, the origins of the trends in economic equality likely lay largely outside the purely economic sphere. Politics seem likely to be an important part of the backstory, as we shall discuss in the next chapter.118 On the other hand, as we noticed when discussing Reaganism, the causal role of politics itself may be complicated. The pivot from egalitarian to inegalitarian policies and outcomes predated Reagan’s landslide arrival in the White House, so in that sense politics seems to have been a lagging indicator of economic change, not a leading indicator, though we shall revisit that intriguing question several times throughout this book.

Changing social norms are likely to be an important part of the story on both the up and the down sides of the curve. Economics as a profession is usually reluctant to cite such “soft” factors, in part because they are so difficult to measure. Nevertheless, many of the best economists studying the Great Convergence and the Great Divergence, including Paul Krugman, Thomas Piketty and Emmanuel Saez, Anthony Atkinson, and Peter Diamond, agree that it is impossible to explain the dramatic swing in economic equality without taking norms about fairness and decency into account.119

The fierce and growing hostility to “plutocracy” at the opening of the twentieth century reflected moral outrage about inequality that had been absent during the Gilded Age with its emphasis on social Darwinism and the rights of ownership. This normative change was temporarily disrupted by the Red Scare of the 1920s, but the utter devastation of the Great Depression gave renewed force to the ideals of social solidarity instead of naked individualism, even among Republicans like Herbert Hoover.120 The widely shared sacrifices of World War II strongly reinforced egalitarian norms among the Greatest Generation, who would then dominate American society and politics for a quarter century after the war. Executive compensation during that period was undoubtedly held in check by norms of fairness and decorum and what we might call the “outrage” factor.121

In Chapter 5 we shall explore more directly how dramatically the culture of America shifted toward individualism during the 1960s. But a single comparison illustrates how this shift affected executive compensation. In the early 1960s George Romney was a titan of business, the chairman and CEO of American Motors, and he was compensated handsomely. In 1960, his top-paid year, he made just over $661,000 (roughly $5.5 million today). Nevertheless, he also frequently turned down bonuses and pay raises that he viewed as excessive. In 1960, for example, he refused a $100,000 bonus, and in a five-year period he turned down a total of $268,000 (roughly 20 percent of his total earnings during the period). He feared the effects that overcompensation could have on executives: Overly generous pay could lead to “the temptations to success [that] could distract people from more important matters.”122 Moreover, he paid over a third of his income in taxes.

Fifty years later, his son Mitt pulled in $21.7 million in 2010, roughly four times his father’s peak income. Of this, he paid an effective tax rate of 13.9 percent, roughly one third the rate his father had paid. We know of no evidence Mitt has ever voluntarily returned any of his compensation, though he and his wife gave away $3 million in charitable donations in 2010, including $1.5 million to the Mormon Church. During the presidential campaign of 2012 he said, “There are 47% of the people… who are dependent upon government, who believe that they are victims.… These are people who pay no income tax.… 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.” When his father ran for president in 1968, just as the six-decade trend in social norms from “I” to “we” was peaking, he never said anything like that.123

This is doubtless an extreme case. Most executives in the 1960s were not so generous as George, and few today make as much as Mitt. Nevertheless, their respective outlooks on economic equality provide a perfect window into how norms around compensation and economic fairness have shifted over the past half century. Indeed, these shifts in norms provide a potentially compelling explanation for shifts in inequality throughout the twentieth century, as well as for the shifts in public policies, such as educational investments or tax progressivity, that show the same mid-Sixties turning point. We shall turn back to the question of changing social norms in Chapter 5.

Meanwhile, we can summarize what we have learned about trends in economic equality in a surprisingly simple chart, because the trends we have examined here match one another so closely. Figure 2.19 combines all the relevant charts in this chapter into a single curve, which illustrates the inverted U-shape we saw over and over again in the various measures here examined.124 This curve charts the foundational efforts to improve economic equality during the Progressive Era, the temporary reversals during the Roaring Twenties, and the sharply renewed thrust toward greater equality from the 1930s, culminating in the Great Convergence in about 1960. Then we see the accelerating reversal toward ever-greater inequality during the Great Divergence that has persisted into the twenty-first century. The broader implications of this economic pattern—one facet of what we are terming the I-we-I curve—and what might have caused it will be clarified in our subsequent chapters.

FIGURE 2.19: ECONOMIC EQUALITY, 1913–2015
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Source: See endnote 1.4. Data LOESS smoothed: .1.




3 POLITICS: FROM TRIBALISM TO COMITY AND BACK AGAIN

The Founding Fathers famously failed to anticipate the rise of political parties in their new republic, but they thoroughly understood that, as James Madison put it in Federalist 10: “The latent causes of faction are… sown in the nature of man.” Disagreement is a constant, permanent feature of politics, especially democratic politics. But how disagreement is framed and resolved is not a constant across American history. Historians have chronicled how the intensity of our political battles has ebbed and flowed—from the “Era of Good Feelings” (1815–1825), for example, to the fratricidal violence of the Civil War forty years later.

In this chapter we ask how political conflicts have been framed and reframed over the last century and a quarter. Our task is initially descriptive—what have been the ups and downs of political polarization in America since the late nineteenth century? It will turn out that by many measures polarization has traced an inverted U-curve over this period, a curve uncannily like the curve for economic equality that we found in the previous chapter. Toward the end of this chapter we’ll step beyond simple description to ask about the implications of extreme polarization for American democracy.

What exactly polarization means and how we measure it has roiled political science in recent decades, but one chart has been widely accepted as the beginning point for the debate. Almost all political scientists accept the basic curvilinear version of twentieth-century party history portrayed in Figure 3.1, though the second half of the curve has been much more explored than the first half of the curve. The chart shows that in the late nineteenth century cross-party collaboration was low and declining (in other words, partisan conflict was high and rising).1 (As explained in Chapter 2, to avoid confusion, throughout this book we orient all charts so that “up” means more equal, less polarized, more connected, and more communitarian.) The Gilded Age was a period of intense political polarization. With the opening of the new century and the rise of the Progressive movement came a turning point, however, and collaboration across party lines became steadily more common, slowing only briefly in the Roaring Twenties before reaching a new higher plateau of cooperativeness in the New Deal and World War II. That cooperative trend leveled off in the 1950s, but not until the 1970s did partisanship begin to become more intense and bipartisan collaboration rarer.2 The last five decades of steadily accelerating partisanship have produced the deeply polarized world in which we live today. This chapter begins with a historical account of the political ups and downs that underlie Figure 3.1. In the latter half of the chapter we turn to quantitative evidence of the various dimensions, causes, and consequences of polarization and depolarization, asking “so what?”

FIGURE 3.1: CROSS-PARTY COLLABORATION IN CONGRESS, 1895–2017
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Source: Congressional Roll-Call Votes Database 2019. Data LOESS smoothed: .2.

THE UPS AND DOWNS OF PARTY POLITICS SINCE THE FIRST GILDED AGE

In recent decades polarization has largely occurred along the familiar left-right, liberal-conservative ideological dimension, but polarization has not always been about ideological distance.3 Party conflict in the late nineteenth century was crystallized along somewhat different lines from our own times, but in both periods—then and now—politics were polarized, as Figure 3.1 illustrates. Both periods involved intense sectarian bitterness, and in both, polarization rested on strong internal party cohesion and zero-sum interparty conflict that resisted compromise and demonized opponents, with no common ground and each side’s victory defined as the other side’s loss.

Political divisions in the late nineteenth century were rooted in the Civil War—the Republican “bloody shirt” waved in the North against the Democratic “solid South”—and in regional economic differences—the agricultural South and West vs. the industrial Midwest and Northeast—but those differences were seldom “ideological” in our contemporary understanding. For example, the sole Democratic president elected in the half century between 1860 and 1912, the so-called Bourbon Democrat Grover Cleveland, mostly sided with conservative business interests, though he also stood alone in vetoing racist anti-immigration legislation in 1897. Polarization in the Gilded Age was not primarily about the size of the state vs. the free market, though that issue would become the dominant cleavage in party politics during the next century.

Instead, in the late nineteenth century, party alignments were largely tribal—vast patronage networks competing for spoils. Reinforcing regional economic divisions were ethnic divisions and a cultural and urban-rural cleavage not entirely unlike the cultural and urban-rural cleavage today. Prohibition (and undergirding that, religious conservatism) was a major dividing line in American politics from the 1890s until the 1930s, when it was effectively removed from the national agenda by repeal.4 Though lacking today’s ideological overlay, conflict between the parties was intense, as illustrated by a contemporary political cartoon by Thomas Nast (Figure 3.2). As today, cross-party coalitions were relatively rare.5

FIGURE 3.2: THOMAS NAST ON SECTARIAN BITTERNESS IN 1870
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Source: Harper’s Weekly 13, Feb. 26, 1870. Courtesy of Harvard University Library.

As the Gilded Age climaxed in the 1890s, polarization intensified. The Panic of 1893 (ushering in one of the worst economic downturns in US history) triggered widespread, violent conflict between labor and capital. The realigning election of 1896, pitting the Democrats’ William Jennings Bryan against Republican William McKinley, was one of the most bitterly contested, vitriolic, and closely fought of the post–Civil War period. As illustrated in Bryan’s famous “Cross of Gold” peroration, the parties acrimoniously disputed tariffs and monetary policy. His arms outstretched in the image of the crucified Christ, Bryan thundered


Having behind us the producing masses of this nation and the world, supported by the commercial interests, the laboring interests, and the toilers everywhere, we will answer their demand for a gold standard by saying to them: “You shall not press down upon the brow of labor this crown of thorns; you shall not crucify mankind upon a cross of gold.”6



The party conflict underlying the election of 1896 remained as much sectoral and regional as class-based or ideological, as most Republicans represented industrial constituencies, especially in the North and East, and most Democrats represented agricultural areas, especially in the South and West. In the 1896 House elections, for example, 86 percent of the victorious Republicans came from industrial districts, whereas 60 percent of the victorious Democrats came from agricultural districts.7

The tide of strikes, violence, and eventually anarchist terrorism that had begun to spread across the industrializing North in the 1870s would not recede until the 1920s.8 At the same time, with the end of Reconstruction in 1877, white repression of blacks in the South became more violent, culminating in the imposition of Jim Crow segregation across the region, ratified by the Supreme Court in 1896 in Plessy v. Ferguson. A wave of black lynchings surged in the 1880s, reaching the appalling rate of an atrocity every other day in 1892, and despite Northern handwringing, would persist for decades.9 No matter how horrific the plight of blacks, however, race would not become prominent on the national party agendas until later in the twentieth century.10 In Chapter 6 we shall return to the history of racial repression in this era, as well as to the complicated saga of racial progress and regression in the subsequent century. For now, the crucial point is that at the turn of the twentieth century, American politics, both North and South, was violently riven as it had not been for nearly half a century.

The very intensity of these partisan divisions prevented major new problems from being recognized and resolved. In the eyes of increasing numbers of voters, the two traditional political parties and their leaders were not helping the country to address newly pressing issues. Third parties like the Populists, the Free Silver Party, and the Socialists arose, and gradually reform coalitions began to cut across party lines. The Progressive movement (and eventually Teddy Roosevelt’s Progressive or “Bull Moose” Party) embodied this discontent. By 1912 such third parties would receive 35 percent of the national popular vote for president, the high-water mark for third parties in American history and a symptom of public discontent with the polarized party system.11

The new issues jostling for a place on the national agenda included insurance for the elderly, the jobless, and the disabled; progressive income and estate taxation; environmental regulation; labor reform; the overweening power of big business monopolies; women’s suffrage; campaign finance reform; and universal health insurance. (The parallels to our contemporary political agenda are striking.) Initially, support for such reforms had been concentrated among progressive Democrats, but as the new century opened, Progressivism also found strong champions among liberal Republicans, like Teddy Roosevelt, and the Republican Party began to split into the “stand-patters” and the emerging “Progressive” wing. This cross-party Progressive movement had first surfaced at the state and local level in the 1880s and 1890s, but gained power at the national level with TR’s unexpected ascent to the presidency after McKinley’s assassination in 1901. As we shall see in the next chapter and again in the concluding chapter, activists and social movements in civil society from radical unionists to settlement house organizers to reformist local politicians to church leaders played a crucial role in this process.

As political scientist Hans Noel has observed, “Progressives disrupted existing party coalitions.… A progressive element crosscut the parties and eventually reshaped them.”12 Indeed, by 1912 all three major candidates—TR, William Howard Taft, and Woodrow Wilson—claimed the Progressive mantle. Their policies were not identical, nor were all members of their parties progressive, but all three supported antimonopoly initiatives and a progressive federal income tax. Even though TR’s Bull Moose Party lost in the three-way presidential race, that party’s platform of 1912 helped set the progressive policy agenda for Wilson’s presidency, the New Deal, and beyond.13

One mark of the incipient blurring of party lines in the Progressive Era (visible in Figure 3.1) is that the major reforms of that period were enacted during both Republican and Democratic administrations with support (and opposition) from both sides of the aisle. On ten major reforms passed between 1906 and 1919, including the Interstate Commerce Commission, the Pure Food and Drug Act, the federal income tax, the direct election of senators, the tariff cuts of 1913, the Federal Reserve, the Clayton Antitrust Act, child labor regulation, Prohibition, and women’s suffrage, the administration in power received, on average, the support of 78 percent of the House and Senate members of its own party, as well as 40 percent of the votes of the opposing party.14 Party-line votes were beginning to be replaced by bipartisan coalitions.

After World War I, the rise of the cross-party Progressive movement continued to moderate partisan polarization, especially in Congress, though at a less dramatic pace than during the prewar high tide of Progressivism. Congressional reform reduced the power of centralized leadership structures, and more legislating began to happen in committees, where a cross-party coalition (renewed and formalized in a bipartisan Progressive Coalition) could more freely operate independently of the two parties.15 Even trade policy—a key axis of partisan division in the nineteenth century—became less polarized along party lines in the 1920s, with cross-party coalitions on tariff issues. And even in presidential politics, in 1920 both parties weighed the possibility of nominating the progressive Republican Herbert Hoover as their candidate, with Franklin D. Roosevelt writing privately, “Hoover is certainly a wonder. I wish I could make him President of the United States.”16

The Progressive movement did not eliminate polarization, to be sure, but in reflecting reformist, egalitarian, and even communitarian sentiments among leaders of both major parties, it laid the groundwork for decades of declining polarization. This Progressive trend not only influenced congressional voting, as shown in Figure 3.1, but also brought into politics a new generation of reformers in both parties who would dominate presidential politics for decades to come. Though not all remained lifelong Progressives, eight of the ten Republican presidential nominees and six of the eight Democratic nominees in the first half of the twentieth century had launched their careers as members of the broad Progressive movement at the turn of the century.17 In politics, just as in the economic policies that we reviewed in the previous chapter, the Progressive Era cast a long shadow over the first half of the twentieth century.

In the 1920s, however, the immediate impact of Progressivism began to fade, and convergence between the Republicans and Democrats seemed to slow. After TR, many Republicans began to distance themselves from the Progressive idea of using government to address social issues. After the rapid expansion of government during World War I, Republican Warren Harding was elected under the banner of “return to normalcy.” His successor, Calvin Coolidge, had come into politics as a Progressive twenty years earlier, but as president in 1925, while cutting taxes and spending, he averred that “the chief business of the American people is business.”18

The election of 1928 reflected the deepest conflicts in American society at the end of the nineteenth century—over immigration, religion, Prohibition, small town vs. cosmopolitan city. It pitted the Catholic, urban New Yorker Al Smith against Herbert Hoover, a former mining engineer who had earned a reputation as a Progressive humanitarian and had derived from his Quaker upbringing a genuine commitment to community and to service. His biographer Kenneth Whyte calls Hoover a liberal Republican, “progressivism incarnate,” especially the more technocratic version of Progressivism.19 As president, facing the unprecedented collapse of the global economy in 1929, Hoover was a prisoner of orthodox conservative economic theories of the time that were skeptical of government action, but in other respects he was and saw himself as an heir of the Progressive Era.20

The trauma of the Great Depression, Franklin D. Roosevelt’s sweeping victory in 1932, and the subsequent New Deal turned many Republican Progressives into reactionaries. After his landslide loss in 1932 Hoover became an increasingly cranky critic of Roosevelt and the New Deal. Throughout the 1930s affluent, conservative businessmen, led by the reactionary American Liberty League, launched vicious attacks on FDR as a “traitor to his class,” to which Roosevelt responded insouciantly, “I welcome their hatred,” labeling them “economic royalists.”21

On the other hand, as the New Deal proceeded, cross-party alliances and alignments became more common, not less, reducing party polarization. The New Deal increasingly divided progressive Democrats from conservative Southern Democrats and liberal Republicans from conservative Republicans.22 Behind the scenes a strong cadre of liberal Republicans, centered in the still powerful Northeast, sought to revive their party by coming to terms with FDR’s social welfare policies, while attacking his economic “statism.” Alf Landon, the ill-fated centrist Republican nominee in 1936, ran on a middle-of-the-road platform that endorsed key elements of the New Deal.23

After an even bigger rout in 1936 than in 1932, even more Republican leaders recognized the need to accept much of the New Deal. In 1938 the rapidly rising New York governor Thomas E. Dewey (who would become the Republican presidential nominee in 1944 and 1948) called himself a “New Deal Republican,” and on the eve of the 1940 election Senator Arthur Vandenberg, a deeply conservative isolationist, wrote a widely noticed article “The New Deal Must Be Salvaged.”24

Meanwhile, during FDR’s second term conservative Southern Democrats became increasingly disaffected from the New Deal, partly (but only in part) because of the issue of race. Some scholars attribute the depolarization of the late 1930s to the defection of Southern Democrats from the New Deal coalition on racial issues.25 That fact—and thus racism—was clearly an important part of the story, but it cannot account for the surprising support of the New Deal from Republicans. On average, the nine major New Deal reforms—the Reconstruction Finance Corporation, the Agricultural Adjustment Act, the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA), the National Industrial Recovery Act, the National Housing Act, the Works Progress Administration, Social Security, the National Labor Relations Act, and the Fair Labor Standards Act—were supported by 81 percent of congressional Democrats, but also by nearly half (47 percent) of congressional Republicans.26

In short, both parties were internally divided—on race, foreign policy, and socioeconomic policy—while the stances of their presidential standard-bearers were unexpectedly convergent. The historical realities of party politics during the Great Depression are at odds with a common view of this as a period torn by titanic battles along party lines. In the 1890s hard times had produced intense party polarization, but in the 1930s even harder times coincided with an almost unprecedented degree of cross-party collaboration. While obviously incomplete, this degree of bipartisan collaboration contrasts sharply with party politics today.

In 1940 the divided Republicans nominated the now forgotten Wendell Willkie as their presidential candidate. Willkie, a successful businessman who had been a progressive Democratic activist until he switched his allegiance only months before his nomination, had gained national recognition for opposing early New Deal industrial policy, especially the TVA, but was (like FDR) an internationalist and (even more than FDR) an advocate of racial and gender equality. As in 1936, the 1940 GOP platform and its nominee endorsed the core New Deal achievements, including regulation of financial institutions, collective bargaining, unemployment allowances, and even Social Security, though both still railed against New Deal “statism” and the “arrogance” of FDR.

Moreover, the 1940 Republican platform endorsed the Equal Rights Amendment and decried discrimination against blacks—in other words, on both racial and gender equality, Republicans in 1940 were actually to the left of the Democrats.27 Only gradually between the 1930s and the 1970s would African Americans themselves move from their historic commitment to the party of Lincoln to a new and equally firm commitment to the party that sponsored the New Deal and then the Civil Rights Acts of 1964.28

The 1940 campaign itself was, like most campaigns, harshly competitive, but immediately afterward Willkie urged cooperation with the Roosevelt administration wherever possible and FDR reciprocated. In the end Willkie failed to vanquish the Republican old guard, but the political imperative of coming to terms with the New Deal persisted even after he had vanished from the scene. In short, during the Depression years of the 1930s, long before Pearl Harbor launched the United States into World War II, the convergence between the Republican and Democratic parties that had begun in the Progressive Era and slowed in the 1920s resumed and even accelerated, exactly as Figure 3.1 illustrates.

Not surprisingly, partisan differences reached their twentieth-century nadir during World War II. In 1944 Governor Dewey of New York finally reached the head of the line for the Republican nomination. As presidential historian Paul Boller wrote, “Dewey waged a campaign which was a model of consensus liberalism. Endorsing most of the New Deal’s social legislation, and supporting Roosevelt’s foreign policy—including participation in post-war international organizations—Dewey centered his criticisms almost entirely on the management of the New Deal and of the wartime economy.”29 On the other hand, as Figure 3.1 shows, bipartisanship was not much greater between 1941 and 1945 than it had been in 1939 nor than it would be in the decades after the war. In other words, just like the trend toward economic equality that we examined in the previous chapter, collaboration across party lines was no mere temporary wartime parenthesis, but the intensification of a depolarization that had been clearly visible for nearly half a century and would remain so for another quarter century after the war’s end.

For more than two decades after World War II American politics remained much less tribalized and polarized, as compared to the intense and even violent conflicts at the outset of the twentieth century or the party vitriol that would characterize the early part of the twenty-first century. An informal content analysis of all inaugural addresses from 1901 to 2017 shows that those in the 1949–1965 period (Truman, Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Johnson) were distinctive in their emphasis on shared values, fairness, and unity, rather than self-reliance, individualism, and identity.

In 1953, for example, the Republican thirty-fourth president recited his own prayer after taking the oath of office: “Especially we pray that our concern shall be for all the people regardless of station, race or calling. May cooperation… be the mutual aim of those who… hold to differing political faiths.” And in 1965 the Democratic thirty-sixth president spoke more eloquently of racial and economic justice than any other president of the twentieth century, saying that “Justice requires us to remember: when any citizen denies his fellow, saying: ‘His color is not mine or his beliefs are strange and different,’ in that moment he betrays America.” It is not easy to imagine the forty-fifth president using such rhetoric.30

A gradual rise in an emphasis on racial equality in both parties was one aspect of this surge in “we” values. Eisenhower, for example, actively implemented Truman’s 1948 executive order that integrated the US military. Civil rights became temporarily a bipartisan issue, as progressive Northern Democrats joined with liberal Northern Republicans, though their actions remained an inadequate response to racial inequality. But this bipartisanship on race would not last.

However, the egalitarian and communitarian surge in the postwar period was distinctive entirely apart from racial issues. As we saw in the preceding chapter, economic outcomes continued to become more equal in this era. Dwight Eisenhower, elected in 1952 as the first Republican president in a generation, had actually considered running as a Democrat before accepting the Republican nomination. He campaigned in 1952 as an ideologically conservative Republican, but he governed as a moderate and was the least partisan president of modern times. His domestic policies in fact did not differ much from those offered by Adlai Stevenson, his Democratic opponent in 1952 and 1956. Eisenhower described his stance as “modern Republicanism.” He wrote his brother Edgar on November 8, 1954, “Should any political party attempt to abolish social security, unemployment insurance, and eliminate labor laws and farm programs, you would not hear of that party again in our political history.” When confronted by the Republican old guard during his first term, he even mused privately about founding a new party called “The Middle Way,” seeking common ground between the Republicans and Democrats. He was an entirely appropriate president for the mid-century peak of party depolarization.31

Some historians in retrospect term this period a “conservative consensus,” and by comparison to the mid-1960s, it was indeed conservative. In fact, however, Eisenhower extended core elements of the New Deal, including Social Security, minimum wage regulations, and labor laws. In 1954 he expanded Social Security coverage to 10 million farm and service workers who had been excluded from the original New Deal program in part because they were disproportionately black and female. One of his first acts as president was to create the new Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, and during his tenure, social welfare spending as a percent of GNP rose from 7.6 percent in 1952 to 11.5 percent in 1961.32

While acknowledging the burden of high tax rates, a legacy of wartime, Ike emphasized that Americans also wanted an expansion of Social Security, unemployment insurance, more public housing, better health care, more schools, and massive investment in infrastructure. (The Interstate Highway system was his proudest domestic achievement.) These things cost money, and that money would have to come from taxes, he explained, in sharp contrast to Republican tax- and budget-cutting after World War I. All this from a Republican president, collaborating with the moderate Democratic congressional leaders, Sam Rayburn and Lyndon Baines Johnson, to produce policies that a later generation of Republican leaders would castigate as “tax and spend liberalism.”33

Still, we must not exaggerate the mood of an “era of good feelings” in the early 1950s, a period of intense anticommunism during which the Red Scare and Korean War occasioned frequent accusations of treachery. In 1954 Senator Joseph McCarthy called the period running from FDR to Ike “twenty years of treason.” In 1960 Senator Barry Goldwater, the leader of the right wing of the Republican Party, looking back at the 1950s, complained that Ike “ran a dime store New Deal.”34 Nevertheless, at mid-century, mainstream political values included collegiality, compromise, and bipartisanship. Defending the moderate partisanship of this era, two-time Republican presidential nominee Thomas Dewey argued that “the resemblance of the parties is the very heart of the strength of the American political system.”35

In the 1960 election both Kennedy and Richard Nixon ran centrist campaigns with relatively few domestic policy differences. Kennedy was in practice a conservative Democrat, despite his occasional liberal rhetoric. Quoting Jefferson, JFK warned liberals that “Great innovations should not be forced on slender majorities.”36 His emphasis on moving by bipartisan consensus, reinforced by the Senate filibuster, encouraged policy stagnation—most vividly in the field of race and civil rights, but not only there. As Americans would learn in the twenty-first century, however, policy stagnation could also be produced by polarization itself.

By the early 1960s, however, the right wing of the GOP, sidelined for nearly thirty years, had openly revolted. Barry Goldwater’s call for “a choice, not an echo” reflected this mood, as he articulated the reborn libertarianism of the New Right. In 1964, crushing the liberal wing of the Republican Party, Goldwater argued that “extremism in the defense of liberty is no vice,” and “moderation in the pursuit of justice no virtue.” But that polarizing choice was premature for the electorate as a whole, and Goldwater was trounced by Johnson, who had correctly predicted his cross-partisan appeal would translate to an electoral blowout: “You ask a voter who classifies himself as a liberal what he thinks I am and he says a liberal. You ask a voter who calls himself a conservative what he thinks I am and he says I’m a conservative.”37 That was partisan politics at low tide.

Buoyed by his landslide victory in 1964, LBJ moved to the left on issues of race and inequality, beginning to open an ideological divide that would widen steadily for the next half century. Nevertheless, across LBJ’s far-reaching Great Society initiatives (the War on Poverty, Civil Rights, Voting Rights, Medicare/Medicaid, federal aid to education, and immigration reform—the very issues at the core of intense party polarization in our own period, a half century later), all major bills were supported by majorities or substantial minorities within both parties. On average, these bills were supported by 74 percent of congressional Democrats and 63 percent of congressional Republicans, a fact forgotten by later Republicans who would rail against the leftist extremism of the Great Society programs.38 Behind the scenes LBJ cooperated with Senator Everett Dirksen, the titular head of congressional Republicans, just as he himself had done with Ike a decade earlier. In 1968 Richard Nixon ran on a Republican platform that accepted all the major Great Society reforms, just as Ike had accepted the core of the New Deal in the 1950s. This campaign would prove the high tide of liberal Republicanism and another low-water mark for party polarization in the twentieth century.

As president, Nixon proved to be an ambiguous and transitional figure. In domestic policy, he was (with the important exception of race and civil rights) a moderate. Though highly partisan, opportunistic, paranoid, and vengeful in pursuing power, he was ideologically flexible and accepted liberal policies. Apart from TR, as historian James Patterson pointed out, “Nixon was easily the most liberal Republican President in the twentieth century.”39 He kept Great Society programs more or less intact; raised social spending; sponsored the Environmental Protection Agency, the Clean Air Act, the Occupational Safety and Health Act, and the National Endowment for Arts and for the Humanities; signed Title IX, which ended sex discrimination in education; opined that “I am now a Keynesian in economics”;40 and even proposed a national health insurance system and a guaranteed annual income, though without following through on either proposal.

On the overriding issue of race, however, Nixon led Republicans sharply to the right, partly in response to the third-party candidacy of the race-baiting ex-governor of Alabama, George Wallace. That Nixon intended to do so was initially not so clear. For example, his first secretary of housing and urban development (HUD) was George Romney, president of the American Motors Company and father of future Republican presidential nominee Mitt Romney, who exemplified the last gasp of progressive Republicanism.41 Romney’s Republicanism didn’t see the world as a zero-sum contest between capital and labor, white and black, friend and enemy, us and them. As secretary of HUD, he was implacable that minorities deserved access to quality housing in affluent white suburbs. But in the new Republican Party he had become a political liability, a fossil from earlier in the century, and he was forced from his position by Nixon in 1972.

The 1960s and early 1970s were a period of flux in party politics on both sides of the aisle. The Democrats’ move to the left on civil rights, gender rights, and social rights coupled with the Republicans’ incitement and exploitation of the white backlash to the civil rights victories produced ever greater social, cultural, and political polarization. Southern Democrats left the party over civil rights legislation, just as liberal Republicans were marginalized by their party’s shift to the right on those same issues. On both sides the centrist party establishment was weakened, and racial conflict was the primary cause.

In 1964 the Republicans had nominated the most conservative candidate in many decades, and in 1972, as the New Left took over the grass roots, the Democrats nominated George McGovern, probably the most left-wing candidate ever nominated by a major party.42 In the short term, these “choice, not echo” candidates were drubbed, but both foreshadowed a period of increasingly stark choices.

By the late 1960s bipartisanship was going out of fashion. In 1968 George Wallace complained “there’s not a dime’s worth of difference” between the major parties, and in 1972 the country’s leading liberal pundit, David Broder, lamented the lack of party polarization: “What this country needs is some unvarnished political partisanship.”43 He may have been channeling a 1950 report from the American Political Science Association, “Toward a More Responsible Two-Party System,”44 which had called for greater party distinctiveness in place of Tweedledum-Tweedledee parties. Wallace, Broder, and the political scientists were about to get what they wanted.

Partisan tribalism began to reemerge—slowly at first, but then with gathering speed and force. The polarization that began in the late 1960s was initially driven primarily by race, as the two parties became more distinct and more internally homogeneous. Johnson and Nixon (ironically, each a moderate within his own party) were the twin progenitors of that turn toward polarization, Johnson by signing the Civil Rights bills in 1964-65 that (as he himself reportedly had foretold45) cost the Democrats their conservative, Southern wing, and Nixon by following an essentially racist “Southern strategy” in 1968 to bring those same conservative Southerners into the Republican fold.46

In the aftermath of Watergate, Vietnam, and the myriad other conflicts of the late 1960s and early 1970s (to be discussed in Chapter 8), Presidents Gerald Ford and Jimmy Carter temporarily tacked back toward the middle, trying to press the pause button on growing polarization. By 1975, however, Ronald Reagan was raising an impassioned banner of “no pale pastels, but bold colors,” and after 1980 the Reagan Revolution pulled the Republican Party further and further to the right, a movement that would last well into the twenty-first century.47 The polarization that had begun with civil rights spread quickly across many other issues, as the parties took opposing stances on issues that had not previously been partisan, thus extending and reinforcing the basic polarization. These increasingly polarizing issues include:


	“Big government”: As we have seen, during the postwar period Republicans like Eisenhower had defended high taxes as the necessary price to pay for expanded public services. But with the advent of the New Conservatism in the 1960s under the aegis of Barry Goldwater and the economist Milton Friedman, Republicans moved sharply to the right.48 “Big government” and “tax and spend” liberal policies, they now argued, caused deficits, inflation, and unemployment, while government regulation interfered with the efficiency of the free market.49 “Government is not the solution to our problem,” Ronald Reagan argued in his 1981 inaugural address; “government is the problem.”50 By the 1990s Democrats under Bill Clinton began to follow the Republicans to the right on issues like welfare, crime, and deregulation, but never fast enough to keep pace with the Republicans; and this widening ideological gap soon became the dominant dimension of polarization. Democrats on the left, like Jesse Jackson, objected in 1995 to establishment Democrats’ move toward the center: “what we’ve got now in the United States is one party, two names. We’ve got Republicans and Republicans Lite,” in effect echoing Goldwater’s complaints of three decades earlier.51

	Abortion and religion: In the late 1960s Democrats had been more likely to be churchgoers than were Republicans.52 At the time of the 1973 Roe v. Wade decision, the abortion issue did not divide Americans by party or religion. The first reaction of Southern Baptists was actually to support the Roe decision. But by 1976 (and especially during the 1990s) partisanship, religiosity, and attitudes toward abortion began to swing into the nearly perfectly polarized alignment that became central to early-twenty-first-century party division. Unexpectedly, this realignment occurred mostly by Americans adjusting their religious convictions and their views on abortion to fit their increasingly polarized party affiliation, rather than the reverse.53 Partisanship was on its way to becoming the master cleavage in American society and party identity the primary force field.

	The environment: The Nixon administration had initially responded favorably to the renascent environmental movement, with the creation of the Environmental Protection Agency and the passage of the Clean Air Act of 1970. With the advent of Reaganism, however, the Republicans became steadily more skeptical about environmentalism, a trend capped by their leaders’ uncompromising denial of climate science in the twenty-first century.

	Education: Roughly 40 percent of Republicans in the House and Senate had voted alongside roughly 80 percent of Democrats in favor of the landmark Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965, part of LBJ’s War on Poverty. But as the issue of school desegregation heated up and free market orthodoxy permeated the Republican Party in the 1980s, the two parties began to divide on the issue of public vs. private or charter schools, a division that would remain into the next century. Eventually, even a technical debate about reading pedagogy between “phonics” and “whole language” approaches became the subject of the party-inflected “Reading Wars.”54



So the renewed party polarization of the last half century began with race—the one constant and central conflict in American history—but polarization soon came to be about much more than race.55 By the years of Obama and Trump, bipartisanship in Congress had become virtually nonexistent; on six major votes of this period, the administration received support from 95 percent of their own party, but only 3 percent of the opposition.56 Statistically speaking, party polarization was rapidly approaching mathematical perfection.

Racial conflict had initially shifted both parties away from the moderate center in a kind of symmetrical polarization, but the dynamics of the polarization since 1975 have been far more asymmetrical, as the evolution of party attitudes on particular issues just outlined illustrates. On issue after issue, Democrats remained mostly on the center-left, whereas the Republican center of gravity moved further and further to the right, as shown in Figure 3.3. In other words, bipartisanship has disappeared from American politics over the last half century largely because the Republican Party has become steadily more extreme. At least part of the explanation for this rightward shift is the investment by wealthy, highly conservative business elites in a sustained effort to shift American politics rightward, an effort signaled, symbolically at least, in a memo by Lewis F. Powell, Jr. in 1971, articulating a coordinated, long-term political strategy.57 This was one way in which the accelerating top-end inequality described in the previous chapter encouraged the rapid increase in polarization that we review in this one, though as we will later argue, the causal arrows here do not point in only one direction.

Political scientist Nolan McCarty has summarized virtually all nonpartisan assessments, “During the period of increased polarization, the main driver has been the increasing conservatism of the Republican party.”58 Whether this asymmetry will persist in the years ahead depends on whether the Democratic Party and especially congressional Democrats move left, but as Figure 3.3 suggests, if history is any guide, it would likely take decades for any such shift to play itself out. The result of these moves and countermoves: In contemporary America, party polarization and tribalization has reached an intensity unseen since the Civil War with no end in sight.

FIGURE 3.3: ASYMMETRIC POLARIZATION IN THE US HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES, 1879–2019
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Source: Jeffrey B. Lewis et al., Congressional Roll-Call Votes Database (2019).

DIMENSIONS, CAUSES, AND CONSEQUENCES OF POLARIZATION

Thus far we’ve explored the historical narrative of polarization and depolarization decade by decade and even year by year. In this section we zoom out to a wide-angle view of the full trend across the last 125 years and explore possible causes and consequences of that longer curvilinear pattern. In Figure 3.1 we saw how that pattern played out in congressional voting trends, but any single measure like that might be misleading. Our confidence in that larger pattern can be strengthened if we can confirm it with other measures.

Figure 3.4 offers one such measure, based on national newspaper accounts of party conflict among elected officials in arenas not limited to congressional roll call votes.59 This indicator varies from year to year, depending on the issues that happen to be on the national agenda at any given time. Nevertheless, the basic trend is unmistakable, and it confirms the inverted U that appears in congressional voting. Party conflict was high (and thus cross-party comity was low) in the closing years of the Gilded Age in the 1890s. With the onset of the Progressive Era party conflict began to diminish and continued to do so for the next four decades. Just as in congressional voting, cross-party collaboration as reflected in the national press reached a peak during World War II, and just as in congressional voting, that period of relative party harmony endured virtually undiminished until the 1960s. Finally, this chart displays the practically uninterrupted half century of rapid polarization after 1970, culminating in the unprecedented partisan conflict of the early decades of the twenty-first century. In short, this independent measure confirms the familiar inverted U pattern shown in Figure 3.1 in all essentials.

FIGURE 3.4: CROSS-PARTY COMITY VS. CONFLICT AS REPORTED IN THE NATIONAL PRESS, 1890–2013
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Source: Azzimonti, “Partisan Conflict and Private Investment.” Data LOESS smoothed: .25.

POLARIZATION AT THE MASS LEVEL

The measures of polarization at the level of political institutions and leaders that we’ve explored thus far are available for the entire period from the 1890s to the 2010s, showing both the depolarization until mid-century and the resurgence of polarization after 1970.60 As we now turn to measures of polarization among ordinary citizens, our evidence is mostly limited to the period after 1970, when systematic opinion polling became common. With a few important exceptions, we are unable to assess trends in polarization among ordinary Americans during the half century when the parties were becoming less polarized. In effect, for the most part we are unable to see the first act of the play, because the curtain was only raised for the second act, though in a few cases we can catch glimpses of the end of the first act.

One of the few measures of partisanship among ordinary voters available for the entire period, is “split ticket” voting, that is, when voters choose one party for president and a different party for Congress. In a depolarized period, split ticket voting is common, since the differences between the parties seem modest, whereas in a polarized period such mixed loyalties among voters are rare. During the highly polarized Trump era, for example, national attention has been closely focused on a few such cases (Republicans elected in Hillary Clinton districts or Democrats in Trump districts), precisely because they are so rare, but forty years ago nearly half of all members of Congress were cross-pressured in that way.

This pattern of change might, in principle, reflect either top-down or bottom-up dynamics, that is, changes in voters’ party-line loyalties or changes in party nominating behavior (vetting their candidates to get rid of RINOs [“Republicans in Name Only”] or DINOs). In either case, the trend in split ticket voting echoes our familiar inverted U-curve of party polarization, as shown in Figure 3.5.61 Polarization at the level of voters seems to have neatly followed polarization at the level of political elites with a lag of roughly a decade. This lag suggests, but doesn’t prove, that polarization has been led by party leaders, with voters gradually sorting themselves to match polarization at the elite level.

On one direct measure of cross-party attitudes among ordinary citizens we are lucky to have evidence from well before the 1970s’ turning point in party polarization. According to very early Gallup polling data from the late 1930s on the now standard question about presidential support, partisan differences in evaluations of the incumbent president traced the familiar U-shaped curve of depolarization and then repolarization.62 (See Figure 3.6, which shows the discrepancy between approval of the president by voters from his own party and his approval rating among his partisan opponents.) For more than a decade from September 1937 to June 1948 Democratic and Republican voters steadily converged in their judgments about the president. Recall that this is the period in which Wendell Willkie and Thomas Dewey led the Republicans toward accommodation with the New Deal. To be sure, these eleven years of depolarization also encompassed World War II, consistent with the idea that wars (or at least, popular wars) cause national convergence.

FIGURE 3.5: THE RISE AND FALL OF TICKET-SPLITTING, 1900–2016
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Source: Fiorina, Unstable Majorities, Fig. 7.4. Data LOESS smoothed: .25.

However, exactly as in the cases of the economic convergence that we examined in the previous chapter and the political depolarization at the elite level that we examined earlier in this chapter, this mass depolarization persisted into the 1970s, thirty years after war’s end, so it cannot have been a mere remnant of wartime solidarity. Party polarization in the views of ordinary Americans about the president did not touch the prewar levels of polarization of 1938 until 1984, nearly forty years after the war ended, and then only briefly. Partisanship in presidential evaluations did not return consistently to the level of prewar polarization until about 2005, sixty years after the war. Wartime solidarity may be part of the explanation for depolarization, but it is far from the main story.

FIGURE 3.6: PARTISANSHIP IN PRESIDENTIAL APPROVAL, 1938–2019 (GALLUP POLLS)
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Source: Gallup Polls. See endnote 3.62. Data LOESS smoothed: .1.

The latest years in Figure 3.6 show that this measure is now approaching its statistical limit in which all voters from the president’s own party approve his performance, while no voters from the opposite party approve his performance.63 Between 2013 and 2019, approval from the president’s own party averaged about 88 percent compared to about 8 percent from the opposition party, a discrepancy of roughly 80 percentage points! By contrast, in January 1947 41 percent of Republicans approved of Harry Truman, compared to only 61 percent of Democrats; and in February 1964 64 percent of Republicans, compared to 84 percent of Democrats, approved of LBJ. We have become so accustomed to thinking of extreme polarization as normal that we have nearly forgotten that as late as the opening years of the Reagan Revolution the partisan discrepancy was typically about 30 percentage points, corresponding roughly to approval by two thirds of the president’s own party supporters and one third of opposition voters.

These first two measures of mass depolarization (split ticket voting and presidential approval) didn’t really begin to reverse until the 1980s, a full decade after repolarization had begun at the congressional level. On the other hand, as we shall now see, voting along party lines at the electoral level (which had been generally declining in the 1950s and 1960s) began to rise in the 1970s, and the trend in what is termed “affective polarization” (that is, how we feel about the other party) seems to have turned at the end of the 1980s. In short, as a rough rule of thumb, many measures of political polarization at both the mass and elite levels began to increase in the 1970s and to accelerate in the 1980s, but polarization at the mass level tended to lag polarization at the elite level by a decade or so.

After 1952, when the earliest systematic surveys of voters’ attitudes and behavior began, we can begin to measure the direct impact of party identification on voters’ behavior, as well as the degree to which voters inherited their parents’ partisan loyalties. These indicators of party polarization and tribalism among ordinary Americans turn out to trace the familiar U-curve, falling from 1952 to the mid-1970s and rising thereafter.64 From the 1950s to the 1970s, voting behavior seemed less and less determined by party loyalty and family traditions. At the same time, identification with either political party became more muted, with fewer extreme partisans and more independents. Analysts at the time called this trend “dealignment,” and this rough equivalent of depolarization looked set to continue into the indefinite future.

But in the 1970s—once again, that familiar turning point—those trends suddenly reversed, as more and more of the electorate began to describe themselves as “strong” Democrats or “strong” Republicans, and that identity became a more and more powerful predictor of actual voting. The correlation between a voter’s long-term party identification and his or her actual vote had declined between 1952 and 1976, but it then unexpectedly began to rise sharply.65 In the ensuing half century the alignment between voters’ party affiliation and their ideological positions on specific issues, as well as their actual vote, became steadily stronger, as partisan lines in the electorate became ever more strictly and coherently drawn.

Many readers may assume that elite polarization (parties moving away from the center) will have caused a rise in independents who are unhappy with the choice between these two parties, though we know from other evidence that many voters are playing “follow the leader” in their policy views. More people are likely today than thirty years ago to say that they are “independents,” rejecting both parties, but the evidence suggests that that category is quite heterogeneous, including many self-camouflaged partisans, and that it coexists with a trend toward stronger partisan commitment among partisans. Some self-described “independent” voters actually behave more like partisans in that they are nowadays less likely to switch from election to election. One possible interpretation is that a growing fraction of partisan, follow-the-leader voters are highly polarized and tribal, turning off many other voters, who may be choosing the “independent” title as a way of symbolically separating themselves from tribalization.66

Writing in 2008, political scientists Joseph Bafumi and Robert Y. Shapiro observed that


this partisanship has voters more strongly anchored than ever before by left/right ideological thinking. What followed from the mid-1970s to [now] have been decades of an increasing connection between individuals’ expressed partisanship and their self-reported ideology and a stronger connection between both partisanship and expressed liberal-conservative ideology and the opinions of Americans on policy-related issues. This kind of partisan and ideological sorting and polarizing process increasingly reflected, and in turn further fueled, an even more pronounced partisan and ideological conflict among political leaders in both parties.67



This stricter partisan alignment, Bafumi and Shapiro concluded, was associated with the aftermath of the political turmoil of the 1960s, including the Southern party realignment over race and the emergence of newer issues such as abortion, women’s rights, religion, environmentalism, and so on, exactly as we have described in our earlier narrative of national party politics.68

Our discussion of mass political polarization has focused on party polarization and political tribalism, not on patterns of agreement or disagreement on specific foreign and domestic issues, like global warming or health insurance or deregulation, for three related reasons. First, we have no good measures of the voters’ views on specific issues before the onset of survey research in the 1960s. Second, one of the most robust findings of the ensuing half century of research is that most ordinary voters are ill-informed about the details of public issues, so much so that they entirely lack views on many issues of the day.69 Most people have more urgent everyday things to worry about than policy debates. Finally, recent political science research has found that voters tend to adjust their policy positions to fit their “tribal” party loyalties, rather than the other way around.70 Sports fans typically feel a strong affinity for their team, even though they could not offer a reasoned explanation for their attachment. Similarly, political scientists Christopher Achen and Larry Bartels argue that “group and partisan loyalties, not policy preferences or ideologies, are fundamental in democratic politics,”71 and Michael Barber and Jeremy C. Pope find that “group loyalty is the stronger motivator of opinion than are any ideological principles.”72 Partisan identification is more a tribal affiliation than an ideological commitment, and that is a crucial part of the story of party polarization.

In accord with this growing emphasis on partisan tribalism, voters’ evaluations of presidential candidates’ personal traits became ever more defined by partisan loyalties. After 1980, partisans of each party increasingly ascribed only positive traits to their candidate and only negative traits to the opposing candidates. Data indicate “partisans increasingly perceive the other party’s candidate as personally flawed.”73 This pattern reflects the affective polarization that is, as we shall shortly see, a key feature of contemporary political life.

The correspondence between one generation’s political identity and the next generation’s actual political behavior is another subtle marker of political tribalism, since it represents the power of family traditions to mold contemporary political behavior. The correlation between a voter’s party identification (and vote) and his or her parents’ party identification steadily declined between 1958 and the late 1960s74 (meaning less tribalism), but then rose sharply between the late 1960s and 2015 (indicating more tribalism).75 In the absence of survey data, we will likely never know how tight that intergenerational correlation was in the first half of the twentieth century, but at a minimum we do know that as the curtain of our ignorance about the behavior of individual voters began to lift with the advent of the first few electoral surveys in the 1950s, tribalism was declining and would continue to decline for the next twenty years. Then in the early 1970s that measure of tribalism began to strengthen, and by now it is stronger than ever recorded.

Even in local affairs far from the pinnacles of national politics, mass polarization became increasingly common after the early 1970s, not because of who showed up, but because of who didn’t. Participation in public meetings, local civic organizations, political parties, and political rallies by self-described middle-of-the-roaders fell by more than half between 1973 and 1994. Participation by self-described “moderate” liberals or conservatives declined by only about one third. Among people who described themselves as “very” liberal or “very” conservative, declines in participation were even more muted. Ironically, at the same time that more and more Americans described their political views as “middle of the road” or “moderate,” the extremes on the ideological spectrum accounted for a bigger and bigger share of those who actually attend meetings, write letters, serve on civic committees, and even go to church. Because moderate voices have fallen silent, more extreme views have gradually become more dominant in grassroots American civic life. Even though many Americans remain self-described moderates, local civic life has become steadily more polarized.76

In the widely discussed book The Big Sort, published in 2008, political observers Bill Bishop and Robert Cushing argued that Americans are increasingly sorting themselves into politically homogenous and geographically segregated enclaves, with growing cultural and lifestyle differences between the two party-tribes as both cause and consequence of this sorting on the basis of partisan identity. Social scientists have been skeptical that the available evidence supports these claims, although recent evidence seems more consistent with the Big Sort hypothesis. 77 Still, the most prudent judgment regarding a geographic Big Sort over the last half century must remain for now the prudent Scottish verdict: Not proven.

However, there has clearly been a sociological Big Sort. As a result of the growing coherence and consistency of Americans’ political views and party and social affiliations, partisan prejudice and even hostility have begun to pervade the private lives of ordinary Americans.78 Cross-cutting ties and “inconsistent” identities (e.g., a liberal Republican or a conservative Democrat, an evangelical Democrat or an African American Republican) once softened partisan prejudice, but those are rarer now.79 The Pew Research Center found that in 2016, 75 percent of Americans reported no political disagreements within their own circle of friends, up from about 65 percent as recently as 2000.80 Political tribalism is on the rise. A less pejorative term for “tribalism” might be “team spirit,” but however we label it, it has become the conceptual twin of party polarization in Congress and other political institutions that we explored earlier in this chapter.

Thus, as Americans have increasingly sorted themselves more consistently between the two political parties, and as social identities have aligned more completely with partisan loyalties, interparty prejudice and even anger have been heightened. Interpersonal partisan hostility has increased.81 American voters increasingly see supporters of the other party as extreme ideologically and flawed personally. Both Democrats and Republicans increasingly dislike, even loathe, their opponents. Out-party stereotyping in assessing the “intelligence” of Americans rose from 6 percent in 1960 to 48 percent in 2008; out-party bias in perceptions of “selfishness” rose from 21 percent to 47 percent. In slightly more than two decades (1994–2016) the rate of “extremely unfavorable” views of our party opponents rose steadily from less than 20 percent to about 56 percent.82

This pattern also shows up in 0–100 “feeling thermometer” scores, as measured in the National Election Study.83 Although feelings about one’s own party have always been warmer than attitudes toward the opposition, in-group feelings have not changed much over the years, remaining steady at about 70°. However, between 1978 and 2016 average warmth toward the opposing party fell steadily from just below neutral (48°) to quite cool (30°), as shown in Figure 3.7.84 (Earlier data measuring attitudes toward “Democrats” or “Republicans” rather than toward the parties as such suggest that partisan hostility had actually been declining throughout the 1960s until the precipitous increase in partisan hostility began in the mid-1970s.85)

Partisan hostility as measured in these feeling thermometers is now even more intense than racial or religious hostility, both of which have declined over the years. In other words, partisan cleavages have widened just as racial and religious cleavages have gradually (and surprisingly) narrowed.86 Indeed, as political scientists Shanto Iyengar and his colleagues have recently argued, “the most significant fault line in the second decade of the twenty-first century [in America] is not race, religion, or economic status but political party affiliation.”87 In short, partisanship at the level of ordinary Americans is increasingly framed as “us” against “them,” not merely in public life, but even in private life.88

FIGURE 3.7: INTERPARTY FEELINGS STEADILY COOL, 1978–2016
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Source: American National Election Studies. Data LOESS smoothed: .33.

This increasing affective polarization has influenced even attitudes to intermarriage. Between 1960 and 2010 opposition to one’s offspring marrying an out-partisan rose from 4 percent to 33 percent among Democrats and from 5 percent to 49 percent among Republicans.89 This partisan prejudice shows up both in online dating and in actual marriages, as people are increasingly choosing their partners on the basis of political affiliation, even more than on the basis of education or religious orientation.90 Over the last half century marriage across racial and religious lines has become much more common than either used to be,91 whereas marriage across party lines has become much less common.92 This increasing agreement between husband and wife about politics in turn strengthens the inheritance of party identity by the next generation, since we know that children are more likely to inherit party identity when both parents agree politically. In this very intimate way, over the last half century partisanship has gradually replaced religion as the main basis of “tribal” affiliation in America.93

If partisan identity has become stronger than other social identities, like regional or occupational or class or religious or even racial identity over the last half century, as we have just seen, then a reasonable question (given the substantial evidence we have already compiled on the century-long U-curve of polarization and depolarization) is whether the reverse process was happening 1900–1965, and if so, why? Identity can be divisive, to be sure, but identity itself is malleable, not ineluctably fixed, and can, in fact, be a source of unity. As we shall argue in Chapter 5, a widening sense of “we” seems to have characterized American identities in the 1900–1965 period. So perhaps partisan identity and affective polarization waned over the half century from the polarized, tribal Gilded Age to the depolarized America in mid-century, though without direct evidence of the strength of partisan identity in that earlier period (because of the curtain that obscures that first act) that hypothesis must remain unproven. The bottom line: We can’t be sure about the trend in polarized feelings among ordinary Americans over the last 125 years, but we can be sure about the basic U-curve in party polarization.

EXPLANATIONS?94

Which causes what—elite or mass polarization—has been a source of lively, chicken-egg debate among political scientists over the last several decades.95 The ups and downs of tribalization have been reflected in the views of both ordinary citizens and elected officials, but that correlation doesn’t tell us what caused what—were citizens inducing more/less moderation among leaders, or were leaders presenting more/less polarized choices to voters?

There is broad consensus that members of Congress are increasingly ideologically divided by party, but the evidence of mass polarization on specific issues is more contentious. What is clear is that voters are increasingly sorting themselves out in terms of ideological consistency—there are fewer liberal Republicans and conservative Democrats, and the issue positions of Republican partisans and Democratic partisans have increasingly diverged. Partisan consistency in voting has increased, as we have seen.

However, even when the evidence for mass polarization is clear, it is possible that voters have merely responded to more polarized alternatives put forward by the party elites. Polarization appears to have begun at the elite level in the 1970s, but spread to the electorate as a whole in the 1980s, as voters, responding to the increasingly disparate options offered by leaders and encouraged by activists, sorted themselves into opposing camps.96 The patterns of elite and mass polarization do not conclusively prove whether the causal impetus for change came from the party leaders or the voters. Probably it was a bit of both, with feedback in both directions, as voters’ partisan hostility and leaders’ refusal to compromise are two sides of a vicious feedback loop. When public trust in partisan opponents is low, politicians have little incentive to compromise, and when politicians don’t compromise, they signal to their supporters that staunch opposition is appropriate.

The balance of opinion among experts currently is that in this elite-mass interaction the primary impetus is top-down. Elites send polarizing messages to the electorate in an effort to win support with partisan appeals. And often voters change their views on issues as a result of these messages from their own party leaders. As leaders “signal” increasingly divergent views on specific issues, that divergence can quickly spread to their followers.97 One recent example: A long-term bipartisan consensus on U.S.-Russian relations was rapidly converted to mass polarization after 2016, as President Trump, in effect, signaled to his base that sympathy for Russia was now the appropriate policy view. Another example mentioned earlier is the case of views about abortion, which seems to have become more polarized among ordinary voters in response to signals from political leaders.98 This top-down causality is consistent with the fact that mass polarization has tended to lag elite polarization by a decade or two.

Some scholars put special emphasis on pundits and political activists as the mainspring of party polarization, inducing more extremism among both elected officials and ordinary citizens.99 The ideological gap between Republican and Democratic activists grew substantially after the 1960s, and as we have seen, the folks who still show up in local civic life are increasingly coming from the ideological poles. Activists and social movements appear to have played a strong role in encouraging extremism and in extending the dimensions of conflict to include identity-based issue groupings over time. These choices are communicated by the media and articulated by political leaders seeking electoral advantage. Combined, these factors may well have encouraged the electorate to sort itself into partisan camps.

A comparison of the inverted U-shaped charts in this chapter and the preceding one shows that economic inequality and political polarization have moved in lockstep over the last 125 years. But as generations of students of social science have learned to recite, correlation doesn’t prove causation. Nolan McCarty, Keith T. Poole, and Howard Rosenthal, the pioneers in this field of scholarship, initially argued that inequality caused polarization,100 but it is now widely agreed that the timing doesn’t fit. Our own analyses show that inequality is, if anything, the lagging variable (meaning that rising inequality has shown up later than rising polarization), which makes it unlikely to be the primary driver in this relationship. More recently, political scientists Bryan J. Dettrey and James E. Campbell have argued that “income inequality does not appear to have been a significant cause of growing polarization,” while economists John V. Duca and Jason L. Saving conclude that causation between inequality and polarization runs in both directions.101 The fact that inequality and polarization are highly correlated over time also is consistent with the possibility that both are the consequences of some unidentified third factor, a possibility that we shall explore in subsequent chapters.

Scholars and pundits have offered a wide variety of other possible causes of the polarization of the last half century, but much less attention has been given to the long trend toward depolarization in the first half of the twentieth century, and many of the proffered explanations fit poorly with the actual history of party politics in that period. In fact, even for the later period of increasing polarization after 1970, evidence in support of many putative causal factors is weak. This is true of the role of individual politicians, or of electoral or legislative institutions, like gerrymandering or campaign finance.102 Change in the mass media (from “yellow journalism” in 1900 to Uncle Walter Cronkite in mid-century to Fox News and Twitter feeds today) is a plausible suspect in this mystery, but research has found no clear answer to which is cause and which effect.103 We shall return to the task of understanding the full 125-year cycle of falling and rising polarization later in this book.

CONSEQUENCES OF POLARIZATION?

Democracy requires fair, vigorous competition between political parties who seek voter support in the political marketplace. Indeed, one influential theory of democracy argues that party competition is the very definition of democracy.104 The most important limitation on American democracy during the first half of the twentieth century was precisely that racial equality was excluded for the most part from the agenda of party competition, and conversely, the single most important gain for American democracy between the 1920s and the 1960s was the emergence of racial equality as a central issue in party competition. So party difference is, in itself, healthy for democracy.

On the other hand, the intense and pervasive political polarization of the last half century has manifestly impaired American democracy. Any contemporary observer of US politics is aware of the debilitating impact of this polarization on public life. Tennessee Republican Senator Howard Baker, “The Great Conciliator” who served in the Senate from 1967 to 1984, famously lauded the political value of recognizing that “the other fellow might be right.” In that less-polarized era, politicians’ stock-in-trade was the ability to see both sides of an issue and thus to look for win-win solutions, but as that skill or inclination has waned, disputes have become increasingly difficult to resolve.105

At the level of ordinary citizens, as political philosopher Danielle Allen has pointed out, in a democracy when our side is defeated, we need to understand that to accept losing in the short run is essential to preserve the long-run goal of democracy. “Any life in a democracy involves losses as well as wins, so a part of having a sturdy ethos of democratic citizenship is to know how to process that loss and stay in the game.”106 Polarization undermines that ethos.

Nolan McCarty has laid out clearly why polarization in America has increased gridlock in national policymaking.107 Our Madisonian separation of powers, checks and balances, and federalism, coupled with the ever-present possibility of a senatorial filibuster, multiplies the number of veto points, making it much easier to say “no” than “yes.” Getting to “yes” is even harder without give-and-take between the parties. This constitutional effect is magnified during periods of close competition between the parties, when control of executive and legislative branches is more likely to be narrowly divided between the two parties. Probably not coincidentally, extreme polarization has coincided at the two ends of our U-curve with such “insecure majorities,” exacerbating gridlock.108 It is no accident that most substantial legislative reform programs of the last 125 years—the Progressive Era reforms, the New Deal, the Great Society, and even the Reagan Revolution—had substantial support from both sides of the aisle.109

One consequence of both the incivility and the gridlock that come from polarization is that American government has become less effective—less able to manage our national fortunes, including addressing persistent economic and ethnic inequality. A striking trend of our time is the decline of public confidence in our political institutions themselves, though political scientists disagree about whether that is a cause or an effect of polarization. In mid-century both Republican and Democratic citizens tended to trust (or occasionally distrust) the government, regardless of which party was in power, but in the mid-1960s overall trust in the government began to decline, especially among the supporters of the out-party (whichever that happened to be). As this cycle continued, overall confidence in government ratcheted down, while the gap between the in-party and the out-party grew. Party polarization has led to a growing polarization in trust in government.

We lack opinion polls from the nineteenth century, but political scientists Marc J. Hetherington and Thomas J. Rudolph speculate that public trust in government was lower in the Gilded Age, when (as we have seen earlier in this chapter) polarization was higher.110 Trust in government, we might thus conjecture, rose until the 1960s, reflecting the manifold social and economic successes of the long mid-century period of party convergence. A bit of early survey data (shown in Figure 3.8) suggests that trust in government was rising from 1958 to 1964. Thereafter, however, trust in government plummeted from 77 percent of Americans in 1964 to 29 percent in 1978, undermined by the Vietnam war, the Watergate scandal, and the racial and economic troubles of the late 1960s and early 1970s. Trust in government modestly and temporarily rebounded during both the Reagan and the Clinton periods of prosperity, but then plunged even further after 2000 and has remained impervious to the economic booms of the twenty-first century. This standard index of trust in government now oscillates between 15 and 20, compared to its peak of about 75 percent sixty years ago. Figure 3.8 summarizes this astonishing collapse of confidence among ordinary Americans that government can be made to work, a trend that matches the now familiar pattern of party polarization during this period.

Falling trust in the federal government is part of a larger pattern of rising political cynicism on the part of ordinary Americans. Public cynicism and political alienation have followed the same discouraging pattern, with the same two temporary respites during the Reagan and Clinton booms, so that over the last six decades the sense of political efficacy of the average citizen has plummeted from about 70 percent to about 30 percent. As party polarization has increased, public disdain for both political parties has grown considerably, just as it did in the Gilded Age a century ago, leading then to the rise in support for third parties. A few examples will illustrate the breathtaking change over the last sixty to seventy years.

FIGURE 3.8: DECLINING TRUST IN GOVERNMENT, 1958–2019
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Source: Pew Research Center, “Public Trust,” April 2019. Data LOESS smoothed: .12.


	In 1964, asked to choose whether the government was run on behalf of (1) “a few big interests” or (2) “the benefit of all,” Americans optimistically chose the latter by a whopping margin of more than two to one (64 percent to 29 percent). By 2018 after a half century of growing economic inequality and political tumult, that sanguine assessment had been completely submerged by successive waves of mounting cynicism, interrupted only temporarily by the economic booms of the 1980s and 1990s. By now, as Figure 3.9 shows, those saying “the benefit of all” are outnumbered by those saying “a few big interests” by more than three to one (21 percent to 76 percent). At the same time, the fraction of Americans agreeing that “the people running the country don’t really care what happens to you” has risen massively in the last half century from 26 percent in 1966 to 82 percent in 2016.



FIGURE 3.9: POLITICAL ALIENATION, 1964–2018
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Source: Pew Research Center, “Amer. Democracy,” April 2018. Data LOESS smoothed: .3.


	Finally, Figure 3.10 compiles evidence from several independent long-term survey archives to provide a consistent picture of trends in political cynicism and its opposite, political efficacy, over the last two thirds of the century.111 In the 1950s, it appears, political efficacy was rising, but across the six decades between 1960 and today efficacy rose (and cynicism fell) only momentarily between the dot-com boom of the late 1990s and the powerful, but fleeting rally-round-the-flag moment of 9/11. In short, decades of polarization have taken a visible toll on Americans’ faith in democratic politics, just as they did in the first Gilded Age a century ago.



The most important reason to worry about polarization is that in the long run extreme polarization can produce democratic breakdown. Drawing on their best-seller How Democracies Die, political scientists Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt have expressed this concern most cogently:

FIGURE 3.10: POLITICAL EFFICACY VS. POLITICAL CYNICISM, 1952–2016
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Source: American National Election Studies; Harris Poll. Data LOESS smoothed: .15.


When societies divide into partisan camps with profoundly different worldviews, and when those differences are viewed as existential and irreconcilable, political rivalry can devolve into partisan hatred. Parties come to view each other not as legitimate rivals, but as dangerous enemies. Losing ceases to be an accepted part of the political process and instead becomes a catastrophe.112



So what have we learned about polarization in this chapter? We have discovered that as the twentieth century opened, American politics was riven by deep, even violent political rivalries, but that over the ensuing six decades Americans gradually learned to cooperate across party lines to solve shared problems. Of course, we continued to disagree vigorously on many public issues, as is natural in any pluralist democracy, but then in the mid-1960s our disagreements began to become more rancorous, stimulated initially by long-suppressed conflicts over racial justice, but then spreading rapidly across the entire spectrum of issues. The polarization spread to local politics and eventually even into our private lives, until many of us could hardly imagine living in the same community. Polarization led to gridlock, preventing government from responding even to problems on which most people actually agreed. The inevitable result was widespread cynicism and alienation from basic democratic institutions.

FIGURE 3.11: POLITICAL COMITY, 1895-2015
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Source: See endnote 1.4. Data LOESS smoothed: .20.

The pattern was so clear and widespread that it can be summarized in a single chart, combining trends in bipartisan collaboration in Congress, cross-party comity as reported in the national press, ticket-splitting by voters,113 and cross-party concordance in presidential approval. Figure 3.11 summarizes this broad trend in political amity over the last 125 years.114 It can be readily compared with the comparable charts at the end of Chapters 2, 4, and 5, showing the equivalent long-term trends in economics, society, and culture.

Before drawing up a balance sheet about the broader implications of these trends, it will be important to explore the social and cultural dimensions of change in American society since the end of the nineteenth century, to which we turn in the next two chapters.




4 SOCIETY: BETWEEN ISOLATION AND SOLIDARITY

As we recalled in Chapter 1, Alexis de Tocqueville has been the patron saint of American communitarians since his voyage to our land in the 1830s. But individualism, he also argued, was an inevitable consequence of equality in America. Thus recognizing the competing claims of community and the individual, Tocqueville described how Americans sought a synthesis of the two in a chapter he entitled “How the Americans combat individualism by the principle of self-interest rightly understood.”1

In this chapter we explore how Americans have navigated between the poles of individualism and community in the last 125 years. We begin, as Tocqueville did, with civic associations and other manifestations of community engagement. We devote special attention to two forms of association prominent for much of this period: religious institutions and labor unions. We then turn to the most nearly universal form of social solidarity and connectedness, exploring changing patterns of family formation over this same century and a half. Finally, we turn briefly to the evidence on the psychological manifestation of social solidarity and connectedness—social trust.

As we range across this broad social terrain of bowling leagues, prayer groups, and family, we shall discover a broadly similar pattern: In each of these forms of social solidarity seemingly so distant from economics and politics, we shall discover a remarkable resemblance. Social solidarity (membership in civic associations, churches, unions, and even family formation) was at a relatively low point during the first Gilded Age, began to rise during the Progressive Era toward a high point in the 1960s, and then declined steadily into the second Gilded Age, a path remarkably parallel to the inverted U-curve that we have observed in the two preceding chapters. For each of these dimensions of social solidarity we offer a historical narrative of the change, supplemented by relevant quantitative evidence.2

CIVIC ASSOCIATIONS

At the end of the Civil War, America remained, as it had been at the time of Tocqueville’s visit, predominantly a land of small farms, small towns, and small businesses. By the end of the nineteenth century, three decades later, America was rapidly becoming a nation of cities, teeming with immigrants born in villages in Europe or America, but now toiling in factories operated by massive industrial combines. Millions of Americans left family and friends behind on the farm when they moved to Chicago or Milwaukee or Pittsburgh, and millions more left community institutions behind in a Polish shtetl or an Italian village when they moved to the Lower East Side or the North End.

These migrants were living now, not merely in a new community, but in a setting so unfamiliar and disjointed that many doubted that it deserved to be called “community” at all. Indeed, at the opening of the twentieth century all Americans, not just migrants, had just lived through profoundly disorienting social change. “We are unsettled to the very roots of our being,” wrote Walter Lippmann in 1914. “There isn’t a human relation, whether of parent and child, husband and wife, worker and employer, that doesn’t move in a strange situation.… We have changed our environment more quickly than we know how to change ourselves.”3

But even as these problems were erupting, Americans were beginning to address them. Within a few decades around the turn of the century, a quickening sense of crisis, coupled with inspired grassroots and national leadership, produced an extraordinary burst of social inventiveness and political reform. In fact, as we shall shortly see, most of the major community institutions in American life at the close of the twentieth century were invented or renewed in that most fecund period of civic innovation.

Optimists, then as now, enthused that new technologies of communication would allow human sympathy wider scope. In William Allen White’s 1910 utopian vision the new technological advances harbored the possibility of “making the nation a neighborhood.… The electric wire, the iron pipe, the street railroad, the daily newspaper, the telephone… have made us all one body.… There are no outlanders. It is possible for all men to understand one another.… Indeed it is but the dawn of a spiritual awakening.”4

On the other hand, more cautious Progressives like John Dewey and Mary Parker Follett were concerned with how to sustain face-to-face ties. Although they recognized and honored the larger new society, they also cherished older, smaller personal networks.


The Great Society created by steam and electricity may be a society [wrote Dewey], but it is no community. The invasion of the community by the new and relatively impersonal and mechanical modes of combined human behavior is the outstanding fact of modern life.5

Real solidarity [added Follett] will never be accomplished except by beginning somewhere the joining of one small group with another.… Only by actual union, not by appeals to the imagination, can the… varied neighborhood groups be made the constituents of a sound, normal, unpartisan city life. Then being a member of a neighborhood group will mean at the same time being a member and a responsible member of the state.6



Prescient Progressives also worried about the professionalization of social organization. Sociologist Robert Park wrote: “All the forms of communal and cultural activity in which we… formerly shared have been taken over by professionals and the great mass of men are no longer actors, but spectators.”7 Social reformers were caught on the horns of a dilemma. In social service, in public health, in urban design, in education, in neighborhood organization, in cultural philanthropy, even in lobbying, professional staff could often do a more effective, more efficient job on the task at hand than well-meaning volunteers. However, to disempower ordinary members of voluntary associations could easily diminish grassroots civic engagement and foster oligarchy. As we shall soon see, that same problem would resurface more than half a century later.

One striking feature of the revitalization of civic life in America in the last decades of the nineteenth century was a veritable boom in association-building. To be sure, the American penchant for clubs dated to the earliest years of the republic.8 Some associations (like the Independent Order of Odd Fellows) dated from the first third of the nineteenth century, and many others dated from the Civil War and its aftermath.9 In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries a new generation of civic entrepreneurs built a massive new structure of civic associations on these earlier foundations. In Peoria and St. Louis, Boston and Boise and Bowling Green, Galveston, Denver, and San Francisco citizens organized clubs and churches and lodges and veterans’ groups and ethnic associations and professional groups.10 A so-called “club movement” swept across the land, emphasizing self-help and amateurism. Handbooks appeared on how to establish a boys’ club or a women’s club. In 1876 Henry Martyn Robert published Robert’s Rules of Order to bring order to the mushrooming anarchy of club and committee meetings.

Between 1870 and 1920 civic inventiveness reached a crescendo unmatched in American history, not merely in terms of numbers of clubs, but in the range and durability of the newly founded organizations. Social historian Theda Skocpol and her colleagues have shown that half of all the largest mass membership organizations in American history—the fifty-eight national voluntary organizations that ever enrolled at least 1 percent of the adult male or female population—were founded in the decades between 1870 and 1920.11 As Figure 4.1 shows, the number of such large membership associations grew dramatically in the Gilded Age and Progressive Era, but after 1910 relatively few were added during the rest of the twentieth century.12

FIGURE 4.1: FOUNDING DATES OF 58 MAJOR NATIONAL MEMBERSHIP ORGANIZATIONS, 1800–1990
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Source: Theda Skocpol, Diminished Democracy, 26–29. Data LOESS smoothed: .33.

Both local and national studies tell essentially the same story: The organizational seeds planted from the Gilded Age into the Progressive Era proved exceptionally hardy, and throughout the next six decades they flowered into an intensely Tocquevillian America.13 Indeed, most broad-gauged, chapter-based civic institutions of American life at the end of the twentieth century were founded in several decades of exceptional social creativity around the beginning of that century. From the Red Cross to the NAACP, from the Knights of Columbus to Hadassah, from Boy Scouts to the Rotary Club, from the PTA to the Sierra Club, from the Gideon Society to the Audubon Society, from the American Bar Association to the Farm Bureau Federation, from Big Brothers to the League of Women Voters, from the Teamsters Union to the Campfire Girls, it was hard to name a major civic institution in American life at the close of the twentieth century that was not invented in these few decades at the opening of the twentieth century.14

America a century ago was much more gendered and racialized than it is today, and most of the organizations founded in that period were segregated by sex and race. The most prominent examples of organizational proliferation were fraternal groups, like the Moose and the Eagles. By 1910, historian David Beito calculates, “a conservative estimate would be that one third of all adult males over age nineteen were members.” In part, fraternalism represented a reaction against the individualism and anomie of this era of rapid social change, asylum from a disordered and uncertain world. Mutual aid, resting on the principle of reciprocity—today’s donor becomes tomorrow’s recipient—was a core feature of the groups. Beito observes, “By joining a lodge, an initiate adopted, at least implicitly, a set of values. Societies dedicated themselves to the advancement of mutualism, self-reliance, business training, thrift, leadership skills, self-government, self-control, and good moral character.” In the early twentieth century fraternal organizations were joined by new service clubs (Rotary, Kiwanis, Lions, the Jaycees, and the like) and by professional associations. These newer groups offered business contacts, a more modern face, and more outward civic zeal.15

Though many of the new organizations that emerged at the end of the nineteenth century were closed to women and minorities, this flurry of organizational innovation was not confined to white males, for growth was substantial among women and ethnic minorities, and in fact, even more rapid among blacks than whites. Virtually all these organizations, regardless of race and gender, tended to encompass both middle-class and working-class members, as Skocpol emphasizes, and served the same functions of mutual aid and moral uplift.16 Segregation by race and gender may now be repugnant to our values. However, as an ascendant form of social capital, civic organization, though largely segregated at the turn of the century, was definitely not limited to middle-class white males.

Women’s groups, founded in response to the rapid increase in women’s education in the post–Civil War era, gradually shifted their focus during this period from reading and conversation to grassroots mobilization on behalf of social and political reform on issues like temperance, child labor, women’s employment, urban poverty, kindergartens, and especially, women’s suffrage, culminating at the end of the Progressive Era in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Constitutional Amendments.17 By the turn of the century, one newly elected president, Sarah Platt Decker, exclaimed to her group, “we prefer Doing to Dante, Being to Browning.… We’ve soaked in literary effort long enough.”18 In 1890 this network of women’s organizations was linked together to form the General Federation of Women’s Clubs.

A more or less spontaneous grassroots crusade of 1873–1874 resulted in the formation of the mammoth Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU). “Do Everything” was the motto of Frances Willard, leader of the WCTU, and with her at the helm, it soon became a vehicle for broader moral and social reform.19 The National Congress of Mothers, formed in part from the kindergarten movement in 1897, went on to organize local school groups of parents and teachers. In 1924 the Congress of Mothers was formally renamed the National Congress of Parents and Teachers (later the PTA).20 Interestingly, some women’s groups even bridged profound class gaps. For example, young immigrant women struggling to create a trade union in the garment industry of the Lower East Side of Manhattan received powerful political and financial support from the Women’s Trade Union League, actively sustained by Progressive socialites from the Upper East Side like Anne Morgan, daughter of J. P. Morgan, the most powerful capitalist in the world.21

As illustrated by the Knights of Columbus, B’nai B’rith, and Prince Hall Freemasonry (an organization for black Masons), various ethnic groups tended to spawn their own fraternal organizations. The benevolent society for mutual aid was the bedrock of many immigrant communities, providing financial security, camaraderie, and even political representation. According to historian Rowland Berthoff, “the immigrants, who had been accustomed to a more tightly knit communal life than almost any American could now recall, were quick to adopt the fraternal form of the American voluntary association in order to bind together their local ethnic communities against the unpredictable looseness of life in America.”22

The growing importance of associations among blacks followed much the same pattern, including mutual aid, burial, and social associations, and fraternal and women’s groups. In his classic study The Philadelphia Negro at the turn of the century, W. E. B. Du Bois emphasized the importance of black societies, such as the Odd Fellows and Freemasons, in furnishing “pastime from the monotony of work, a field for ambition and intrigue, a chance for parade, and insurance against misfortune”—virtually the same benefits that attracted millions of whites into such organizations in these years. African American fraternal groups would go on to play a powerful role in the struggle for civil rights during the first two thirds of the twentieth century. The church played a role of unique importance in social capital formation within the African American community. And so did black women’s clubs, such as the National Association of Colored Women’s Clubs, founded in 1896, a strong advocate for social and racial justice, and still active more than a century later. At the same time, associations arose that linked blacks and whites together in support of social reform—above all, the NAACP and the Urban League.23

Progressive Era reformers made youth development a special focus of their organizational energies. In an extraordinary burst of creativity, in less than a decade (1901–1910) most of the nationwide youth organizations that were to dominate the twentieth century were founded—the Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts, Campfire Girls, the 4-H, Boys Clubs and Girls Clubs, Big Brothers and Big Sisters. In a stroke of marketing genius, the new organizations combined enduring social values—“A Scout is trustworthy, helpful, friendly, courteous…”—with the pure fun of camping, sports, and play.24

As a social movement, Progressivism evades any simple classification as “top-down” or “bottom-up.” Many of the new fraternal, civic, and reform organizations represented the recruiting efforts of national headquarters and national leaders, while others sprang up in response to local initiatives. Some, like the 4-H and the Grange, were actually the creation of the federal government. More important still was the lateral diffusion of initiatives from one community to another: Initiatives born in one part of the country were picked up and developed elsewhere, as local activists intent on rebuilding community ties learned from one another. In fact, the wave of association-building of the late nineteenth century actually had begun in the small towns of the heartland, not in the cosmopolitan metropolis. As social historian Skocpol notes, “this method of organizational expansion was very reminiscent of the techniques used by Methodist and Baptist circuit-riding clergy to disseminate new congregations, like wildfire, across the pre–Civil War United States.”25

This period of institutional ferment ended around 1920, having laid the foundations on which civic America would rest for the next one hundred years. In the half century after 1920 the organizations founded in the Gilded Age and Progressive Era steadily expanded, both in membership and in geographic coverage. Many of them were, in effect, franchise-form organizations, designed for rapid diffusion, and that is what happened from 1920 to 1960. Franchise-form commercial organizations had begun with Singer Sewing Machines in 1880 and auto dealerships in the 1890s, and this pattern was quickly adopted by the contemporaneous new civic organizations. Invented once, the organizations then replicated themselves endlessly to meet a seemingly inexhaustible demand from Americans for ways to connect.

The first Rotary club, for example, was invented in Chicago in 1905 by Paul Harris, a young lawyer, just arrived in Chicago from a small town, who lacked useful social connections and felt “desperately lonely” in the urban maelstrom. Within four years his Chicago club had two hundred members, and within six years Rotary clubs existed in every major city in America. Imitative competitors like Kiwanis and Lions (and dozens more) spread rapidly across the country. Nationwide membership in service clubs grew exponentially to 300,000 by 1920 and several million by 1930, a quarter century’s rate of diffusion that would not be rivaled until Ray Kroc’s invention of the McDonald’s franchise system nearly half a century later.26 Service clubs were hardly alone in experiencing rapid growth in these years, for the same was true of many older fraternal organizations, like the Elks, the Moose, and even the Odd Fellows. After setbacks during the Great Depression, service clubs, fraternal groups, and virtually all other civic associations in the country experienced a remarkable boom during the quarter century during and after World War II.

The secret to the rapid diffusion of these organizations was a kind of “sociability in a box”—handbooks that explained the organization of a local chapter, mission statement, code of ethics, officers and committees, membership obligations (such as attendance at weekly meetings), slogans, meeting rituals designed to build solidarity (for example, a period set aside each week for members to recognize recent achievements of other members), and a commitment to social responsibility and community service (such as Kiwanis Pancake Day fundraisers, Rotary Scholarships, or Lions Club blindness prevention). The Boy and Girl Scouts, the Audubon Society, the Red Cross, the National Urban League, and Jack-and-Jill (for black middle-class kids) all illustrated the ubiquity and usefulness of the franchise form for rapid growth and diffusion.

Many of these new forms of “instant” sociability were castigated by critics as middle-class, low-brow, conformist “Babbitry,” but that critique overlooks their innovative importance as a new form of community to replace the rural barn raisings, quilting bees, and small-town neighborliness that had been rendered obsolete by the economic advances and demographic turmoil of the late nineteenth century. It is also remarkable how uniform were the commitments of these new organizations—male and female and of all ethnic backgrounds—to the ideals of community service and social solidarity.27

The membership rolls of such diverse civic associations reveal a strikingly parallel pattern across the twentieth century. This pattern is summarized in Figure 4.2, which is a composite of the changing membership rates from 1900 to 2016 for thirty-two diverse national, chapter-based organizations, ranging from B’nai B’rith and the Knights of Columbus to the Elks Club and the PTA.28 In each case we measure membership as a fraction of the pool of members in the population—4-H membership as a fraction of all rural youth, Hadassah membership as a fraction of all Jewish women, and so on. Embodied in the broad outline are a number of crucial facts about associational life in American communities throughout the twentieth century.

For most of the twentieth century growing numbers of Americans were involved in such chapter-based associations. The long upward wave in this figure reflects the fact that virtually every year more women belonged to women’s clubs, more rural residents belonged to the Grange, more youths belonged to the Scouts, more Jews belonged to Hadassah and B’nai B’rith, and more men belonged to fraternal clubs. As the decades passed, America seemed more and more to fit Tocqueville’s description of us as a nation of joiners.

FIGURE 4.2: MEMBERSHIP RATE IN NATIONAL CHAPTER-BASED ASSOCIATIONS, 1900–2016
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Source: Putnam, Bowling Alone, 53–55; Taylor Mann.

The interruption in the 1930s in this generally rising line of civic involvement is mute evidence of the traumatic impact of the Great Depression on American communities. The membership records of virtually every adult organization in this sample bear the scars of that period. In some cases the effect was a brief pause in ebullient growth, but in others the reversal was extraordinary. Membership in the League of Women Voters, for example, was cut in half between 1930 and 1935, as was membership in the Elks, the Moose, and the Knights of Columbus. This period of history underlines the impact of acute economic distress on civic engagement.

Most of these losses had been recouped, however, by the early 1940s. World War II occasioned a massive outpouring of patriotism and collective solidarity, and at war’s end those energies were redirected into community life. The two decades following 1945 constituted one of the most vital periods of community involvement in American history. As a fraction of potential membership, the “market share” for these thirty-two organizations skyrocketed. The breadth of this civic explosion encompassed virtually every organization on the list, from “old-fashioned” ones like the Grange and the Elks (roughly a century old in the 1960s) to the newer service clubs like the Lions and the League of Women Voters (roughly four decades old in the 1960s).

By mid-century, civic engagement as measured by membership and involvement in a wide variety of groups—religious organizations, sports groups, charitable groups, unions and professional groups, neighborhood associations, hobby groups, parent groups, book clubs, youth groups, fraternal organizations, veterans organizations—was very high by any standard. Across lines of race and gender, most Americans belonged to one or more of these groups, and our national rate of civic involvement was at or near the top of the world rankings. Community groups across America seemed to stand on the threshold of a new era of expanded involvement. Except for the civic drought induced by the Great Depression, the seedlings planted by the Progressives had shot up year after year, cultivated by assiduous civic gardeners and watered by increasing affluence and education. Each annual report registered rising membership. Churches and synagogues, as we shall shortly see, were packed, as more Americans worshipped together than only a few decades earlier, perhaps more than ever in American history.

Already by the late 1950s, however, this burst of community involvement began to tail off. By the late 1960s and early 1970s, membership growth began to fall further behind population growth. On average, across all these organizations, membership rates began to plateau in 1957, peaked in the early 1960s, and began a period of sustained decline by 1969. Membership rates had more than doubled between the early 1940s and the early 1960s, but by 2000 the results of that massive postwar boom in joining had been entirely erased. The decline would continue uninterrupted through the first two decades of the twenty-first century, and by 2016 more than a century’s worth of civic creativity had vanished.

These averages conceal some important differences among the experiences of the various organizations. For example, the effects of the Great Depression varied from organization to organization, with massive declines in the Masons and Hadassah, while membership in youth organizations like the 4-H, Boy Scouts, and Girl Scouts seems to have been immune to the economic distress affecting adults. The postwar boom appears in virtually every case, but for the Grange and the General Federation of Women’s Clubs the good times had ended by the mid-1950s, whereas other organizations, like the appropriately named Optimists, remained on a higher plateau until the 1980s. NAACP membership spiked sharply during World War II, collapsed in the early 1950s, regained its highest levels during the Civil Rights movement in the early 1960s, and then stagnated and slumped again from the 1970s onward.

Behind each of these membership records are scores of individual tales of leadership success and failure, organizational tenacity and strategic blunders, and the vicissitudes of social life and politics, but the common features across these very diverse organizations—rapid growth from 1900 to the 1950s, interrupted only temporarily by the Great Depression, slowing in the 1960s, and then rapidly reversing from the 1970s on—represents a mosaic of evidence on changing civic involvement in American communities. Even after we explore the details of each organization’s rise and decline, we are left with the remarkable fact that each of these very different and very long-lived organizations followed this same pattern.

We pause here to consider one possible exception—the rapid rise of nonprofit Washington-based national associations. The sheer number of nonprofit organizations exploded over the last three decades of the twentieth century, more than doubling from 10,299 to 22,901 between 1968 and 1997, according to the Encyclopedia of Associations.29 Could the older chapter-based organizations simply have been replaced by these new nonprofits, so that the decline in membership shown in Figure 4.2 is an illusion?

In fact, relatively few of the new nonprofit associations actually have mass membership. Sociologist David Horton Smith found that nearly half of the groups in the 1988 Encyclopedia of Associations, such as the Animal Nutrition Research Council, the National Conference on Uniform Traffic Accident Statistics, and the National Slag Association, had no individual members at all. Even among associations that actually had members, average membership fell from 111,000 in 1956 to 13,000 in 1998. In other words, while the number of “associations” more than doubled, the average individual membership was roughly one tenth as large—more groups, but most of them much smaller.30 The organizational eruption between the 1960s and the 1990s represented a proliferation of letterheads, not a boom of grassroots participation.

As Theda Skocpol has argued in Diminished Democracy: From Membership to Management in American Civic Life (2003), the proliferating new organizations are professionally managed advocacy organizations, not membership associations. She explains that the social movements of the 1960s and 1970s


inadvertently helped to trigger a reorganization of national civic life, in which professionally managed associations and institutions proliferated while cross-class membership associations lost ground. In our time, civilly engaged Americans are organizing more but joining less… [These new movements] synthesized grassroots protest, activist radicalism, and professionally led efforts to lobby government and educate the public.… Between the 1970s and the 1990s older voluntary membership federations rapidly dwindled, while new social movements and professionally managed civic organizations took to the field in huge numbers, redefining the goals and modalities of national civic life. The universe of very large American membership associations today is much less concerned with brotherhood, sisterhood, fellow citizenship, and community service than ever before in the nation’s long history.31



Though these new groups often depend on financial support from ordinary citizens and may speak faithfully on their behalf, for the vast majority of their members the only act of membership consists in writing a check for dues or perhaps occasionally reading a newsletter. Few ever attend any meetings of such organizations—many never have meetings at all—and most members are unlikely ever knowingly to encounter any other member. Membership in the newer groups means moving a pen, not making a meeting.

Mail-order “membership” turns out to be a poor measure of civic engagement. For example, Greenpeace became the largest environmental organization in America, accounting for more than one third of all members in national environmental groups at its peak in 1990, through an extremely aggressive direct mail program. At that point Greenpeace leaders, concerned about the spectacle of an environmental group printing tons of junk mail, temporarily cut back on direct mail solicitation. Within three years Greenpeace “membership” had hemorrhaged by 85 percent.32

Even if we restrict our attention to actual chapter-based organizations with real members, such as those represented in Figure 4.2, however, membership figures for individual organizations are an uncertain guide to trends in Americans’ involvement in voluntary associations. First, over a century or more the popularity of specific groups may wax and wane. If newer, more dynamic organizations have escaped our scrutiny, the picture of decline in Figure 4.2 might apply only to “old-fashioned” organizations, not to all community-based organizations. Second, “card-carrying” membership may not accurately reflect actual community engagement.

To address these two issues, we turn from the organizational records that we have relied on thus far, and instead explore survey evidence, which can encompass organizational affiliations of all sorts and can distinguish formal membership from actual involvement. Survey coverage is sparse until the early 1970s, so the price we pay for greater sensitivity to the nature of membership is coverage of a shorter span of time, the same unavoidable dilemma we have encountered in earlier chapters. Nevertheless, it turns out that the available survey evidence reinforces the story we’ve told so far.

The scant survey evidence available prior to 1970 is consistent with the organizational records showing that formal membership in voluntary associations among ordinary Americans was stable or modestly declining between the mid-1950s and the mid-1970s.33 After the mid-1970s the survey evidence becomes richer, and our judgments about trends can be more confident. Three major survey archives contain relevant information: The General Social Survey (GSS), the Roper Social and Political Trends archive, and the DDB Needham Life Style archive.34

How has group membership in general changed over the last half century? The GSS asked about formal organizational membership from the early 1970s to the early 1990s, but unfortunately this major national survey has not asked about organizational membership in the last quarter century. The GSS data suggest that formal membership rates slipped only slightly during those two decades, from about 75 percent of Americans to about 70 percent.

This modest conclusion, however, is drastically altered when we examine evidence on more active forms of participation than mere card-carrying membership. Service as an officer or committee member was once very common among active members of American organizations.35 Sooner or later, in the heyday of civic America the overwhelming majority of active members in most voluntary associations were cajoled into playing some leadership role in the organization. How did the number of Americans who fit this bill change over the later part of the twentieth century?

Between 1973 and 1994 (the last time this question was posed by the Roper researchers) the number of men and women who took any leadership role in any local organization—from “old-fashioned” fraternal organizations to New Age encounter groups—was cut in half. Across the two decades, whites were more likely than blacks to hold a leadership role, but the trend was similar in both races. The leadership rate among whites fell from 17 percent to 9 percent between 1973 and 1994, while the rate among blacks fell from 12 percent to 7 percent. By this measure, across racial lines, virtually half of America’s civic infrastructure was obliterated in barely two decades.36

Eighty percent of life, Woody Allen is said to have quipped,37 is simply showing up. The same might be said of civic engagement, and “showing up” provides a useful standard for evaluating trends in associational life in our communities. In thirty-one annual surveys between 1975 and 2005 by DDB Needham researchers more than 106,000 Americans were asked “how many times in the last year did you attend a club meeting?” Figure 4.3 shows that this form of civic engagement steadily dwindled over those three decades. In 1975–1976, American men and women attended twelve club meetings on average each year—essentially once a month.38 By 2005 that national average had shrunk by two thirds to four meetings per year. In 1975–1976, 64 percent of all Americans attended at least one club meeting in the previous year. By 2005 that figure had fallen to 33 percent. In short, in the mid-1970s nearly two thirds of Americans still attended club meetings, but by the mid-2000s two thirds of Americans never did. (Once again, there is no evidence of significant racial differences in these trends.) By comparison to other countries, we may still seem a nation of joiners, but by comparison to our own past, we are not—at least if “joining” means more than nominal affiliation.

FIGURE 4.3: CLUB MEETING ATTENDANCE DWINDLES, 1975–2005
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Source: DBB Needham Life Style surveys, updated. Data LOESS smoothed: .33.

Thus, two different survey archives suggest that active involvement in local clubs and organizations fell by half to two thirds in the waning decades of the twentieth century. This estimate is remarkably consistent with evidence of an entirely different sort. Each decade between 1965 and 1995 national samples of Americans were asked to complete “time diaries,” recording how they spent every minute of a randomly chosen “diary day.” From these sets of diaries we can reconstruct how the average American’s use of time gradually evolved over the three decades between 1965 and 1995.39

Broadly speaking, our time allocations have not changed dramatically over this period—we have averaged roughly eight hours of sleep a night throughout the decades, for example—but there are some important exceptions. Screen time consumes more time now than it used to, while we spend less time now on housework and childcare. Except for a small slice of upper-middle-class professionals, average work hours in America have declined over the last half century. Nevertheless, the diaries show that the time we devote to community organizations has fallen steadily over this period.40

The average American’s investment in organizational life (apart from religious groups, which we shall examine separately) fell from 3.7 hours per month in 1965 to 2.9 in 1975 to 2.3 in 1985 and 1995. On an average day in 1965, 7 percent of Americans spent some time in a community organization. By 1995 that figure had fallen to 3 percent of all Americans. Those numbers suggest that nearly half of all Americans in the 1960s invested some time each week in clubs and local associations, as compared to less than one quarter in the 1990s.41

In absolute terms the declines in organizational activity and club meeting attendance were roughly parallel at all educational and social levels. However, because the less well educated were less involved in community organizations to begin with, the relative decline was even greater at the bottom of the hierarchy.

The organizational collapses reported here come from entirely different streams of evidence—different sampling techniques, different survey organizations, different questions, different sorts of organizations. That they converge so closely in their estimate that active involvement in local organizations fell by more than half in the last several decades of the twentieth century is as persuasive as the fact that Southwestern tree rings and Arctic ice cores and British Admiralty weather records all confirm global warming.

To summarize: Organizational records suggest that for the first two thirds of the twentieth century Americans’ involvement in civic associations of all sorts rose steadily, stalled only temporarily by the Great Depression. In the last third of the century, by contrast, only mailing list membership continued to expand, with the creation of an entirely new species of association whose members never actually meet. We could surely find individual exceptions—specific organizations that successfully sailed against the prevailing winds and tides—but the broad picture is one of declining involvement in community organizations. Over the last half century or so card-carrying membership in civic organizations has edged downward by perhaps one quarter. More important, active involvement in clubs and other voluntary associations has been sliced in half.42

Many Americans continue to claim that we are “members” of various organizations, but most Americans no longer spend much time in community organizations—we’ve stopped doing committee work, stopped serving as officers, and stopped going to meetings. And all this despite rapid increases in education that have given more of us than ever before the skills, the resources, and the interests that once fostered civic engagement. In short, for nearly half a century now Americans have been dropping out of organized community life in droves, exactly the opposite of what was happening a century ago.

RELIGION AND PHILANTHROPY43

Religious institutions have long been the single most important source of community connectedness and social solidarity in America. Even in our secular age, roughly half of all group memberships are religious in nature—congregations, Bible study groups, prayer circles, and so forth—and roughly half of all philanthropy and volunteering is carried out in a religious context. For many Americans religion is less a matter of theological commitment than a rich source of community. And involvement in a faith community turns out to be a strong predictor of connection to the wider, secular world.

Active members of religious congregations are more likely than secular Americans to give generously to charity, and not merely in the offering plate, but also to secular causes. Regular churchgoers are more than twice as likely to volunteer as demographically matched Americans who rarely attend church, and to volunteer not merely for church ushering, but also for secular causes.44 Religious Americans are two or three times more likely than matched secular Americans to belong to secular organizations, like neighborhood associations, Rotary, or the Scouts, and to be active in local civic life. Rigorous statistical analysis suggests (surprisingly, perhaps, to secular Americans) that the link between religious involvement and civic do-gooding is not spurious, but probably causal. In short, trends in religious engagement are key indicators of trends in social connection more generally.45

Traditionally, Americans have been substantially more active in religious institutions than other people, and we have often thought of our religiosity as a stable national trait. However, like other forms of social connectivity, religion has seen ups and downs across American history. Sociologists Roger Finke and Rodney Stark showed that Americans in the colonial era were not nearly so religiously observant as suggested by our national mythology.46 At the time of the Revolution fewer than one in five Americans were members of any religious body, and the figure had risen to only 34 percent by 1850.47

On the other hand, across American history there have been periodic waves of intense religiosity, called “Great Awakenings.” Conventionally, the First Great Awakening is said to have occurred in the 1750s, followed by a Second Great Awakening in the 1820s and 1830s, and a Third Great Awakening beginning around 1860. Each such Awakening was characterized by a sharp increase in religious engagement, especially in evangelical churches and new religious movements.

By the time of the Gilded Age at the end of the nineteenth century, however, such religious fervor had subsided. In public, religious rhetoric was omnipresent, as throughout most of our history. Protestantism was culturally dominant, but with increasing immigration from Catholic countries, religion was becoming a sectarian, divisive force, even provoking anti-Catholic violence along the Eastern seaboard. Nativist, ethnocentric, anti-Semitic, and racist sentiments were common, often entangled with religious intolerance.

On the other hand, in their daily lives most Americans were “unchurched” or “churchless.” Like contemporary religious “nones,” those who profess no religious identity, these secular Americans were not necessarily unbelievers, but they were unattached to religious institutions by membership, attendance, or contributions.48 Ray Stannard Baker, a renowned Progressive Era muckraking journalist, wrote in 1910:


Not only have the working classes become alienated from the churches especially from the Protestant churches but a very large proportion of well to do men and women who belong to the so-called cultured class have lost touch with church work. Some retain a membership, but the church plays no vital or important part in their lives.… And what is more this indifferentism is by no means confined to the “wicked city” but prevails throughout the country in small towns and villages as well as in large cities—except possibly in a few localities where “revivals” have recently stirred the people.49



The distinguished historian of American religion Sydney Ahlstrom reports that only 43 percent of the total population claimed any church affiliation in 1910, and a Washington Post article in 1909 offered a very similar estimate that the unchurched population in America “probably outnumbers our church members in the proportion of about three to two.”50

During the Gilded Age, Protestant theology tended to ignore the social and moral questions posed by Jesus’ “blessed are the poor” Beatitudes, focusing instead on personal piety and salvation. Ahlstrom emphasizes this individualistic focus of Gilded Age religion, arguing that


Concentrating upon the individual sinner led inexorably to a preoccupation with exceedingly personal sins. The resultant erosion of social ethics was noted even in colonial times, but the full effect of this tendency was not manifest until after the Civil War, when the rise of huge corporate entities began to complicate the moral life of nearly all Americans.… Revivalism tended to become socially trivial or ambiguous to the point of irrelevance. It was precisely these tendencies which made pious Christians like [Walter] Rauschenbusch so harsh in their judgments of evangelicalism.51



Not again until the rapid rise a century later of the “prosperity gospel”—the evangelical argument that personal religiosity leads to personal prosperity—would American religion encompass such a materialistic interpretation of religion’s significance.52 To be sure, denominational diversity has long been great in American religious life. Religious institutions are anything but uniform or monolithic in America. So when generalizing about trends in American religion, we will need to be attentive to that diversity.

As the Progressive Era opened, mainline Protestants began to pivot from individualism toward concern with the broader community, best exemplified by the Social Gospel movement, an effort by liberal Protestant leaders to bring pressing social problems such as urban poverty to the attention of their middle-class parishioners and to highlight the importance of social solidarity over individualism.53 The movement was not numerically dominant among turn-of-the-century Protestants, but it was a leading indicator of cultural change. The Social Gospel represented a reaction against individualism, laissez-faire, and inequality; it was an attempt to make religion relevant to new social and intellectual circumstances.

Walter Rauschenbusch was a Christian theologian and Baptist pastor who was a key figure in the Social Gospel and “Single Tax” social reform movements that flourished in the United States in the early twentieth century. Raised in upstate New York, Rauschenbusch had begun his ministry in Hell’s Kitchen in Manhattan, where he confronted joblessness, poverty, malnutrition, and above all the death of innocent children. He turned from his pietistic calling of saving individual souls to what he called the “Social Gospel,” applying Christian morals to social reform. Baptism was, he wrote, “not a ritual act of individual salvation but an act of dedication to a religious and social movement.”54 His influence would persist for decades within mainline Protestantism; his book Christianity and the Social Crisis (1907) leaving, Martin Luther King, Jr. said, “an indelible imprint on my thinking.”

Rauschenbusch was hardly alone. The phrase “What would Jesus do?” (paradoxically now common among conservative Christians) was popularized in a best-selling 1899 novel by Charles Sheldon, a Congregational minister in Topeka, Kansas, whose theology was shaped by a commitment to Christian Socialism. His book was an evangelical attack on economic inequality, drawing on Jesus’ proclamation that it would be easier for a camel to get through a needle’s eye than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.


What would Jesus do?… It seems to me sometimes as if the people in the big churches had good clothes and nice houses to live in, and money to spend for luxuries, and could go away on summer vacations and all that, while the people outside the churches, thousands of them, I mean, die in tenements, and walk the streets for jobs, and never have a piano or a picture in the house, and grow up in misery and drunkenness and sin.55



In this communitarian turning, many churches adopted a model of what religious historian E. Brooks Holifield terms “the social congregation.”


Thousands of congregations transformed themselves into centers that not only were open for worship but also were available for Sunday school, concerts, church socials, women’s meetings, youth groups, girls’ guilds, boys’ brigades, sewing circles, benevolent societies, day schools, temperance societies, athletic clubs, scout troops, and nameless other activities.… Henry Ward Beecher advised the seminarians at Yale to “multiply picnics” in their parishes, and many congregations of every variety proceeded beyond picnics to gymnasiums, parish houses, camps, baseball teams, and military drill groups.56



The turning of religious thinking outward toward social ills fit the reformist mood of the Progressive Era, but it was certainly not universally accepted among Protestants. Indeed, by the early decades of the twentieth century many “fundamentalist” Protestants began to split away from the “modernist” theology of the mainline Protestant denominations, especially in the South and Midwest. This division would become the hallmark of Protestantism throughout the twentieth century, with mainline churches having the upper hand during the first half of the century and evangelicals (mostly heirs of the fundamentalists, though no longer so austere and inward-focused) increasingly dominant in the second half.

As the culture of industrial America was becoming more secular at the turn of the twentieth century, most religious denominations showed increased sensitivity to social solidarity, some even more so than the Protestants. Catholics tended to be more sympathetic to the plight of the poor, not least because more Catholics belonged to the immigrant laboring classes. With his 1891 encyclical Rerum Novarum, Pope Leo XIII “rejected laissez-faire theories of economic liberalism, and laid the central planks of modern Catholic social teaching, based on the rights to a just wage and to form unions, the call for a more equitable distribution of wealth and the duty of the state to ensure social justice in the economy.”57

As always, the church played a predominant role in the black community. Evelyn Higginbotham, a leading historian of the African American church, observes that “it housed a diversity of programs including schools, circulating libraries, concerts, restaurants, insurance companies, vocational training, athletic clubs—all catering to a population much broader than the membership of individual churches. The church… held political rallies, clubwomen’s conferences, and school graduations.”58 In short, a socially reformist Christianity was a central inspiration for much of the social activism of the period. On the verge of nominating Theodore Roosevelt for president in 1912, delegates to the Progressive convention broke spontaneously into a chorus of “Onward, Christian Soldiers!”59

Not all the social engagement of religion in the Progressive Era was focused on what we would today term “progressive” causes. The most important conservative example was the temperance movement, which reached its highwater mark with passage of the Prohibition amendment to the Constitution in 1919. This movement divided Americans along religious lines, especially “dry” Protestants from “wet” Catholics, and also illustrated how even conservative religion in this era pointed outward to community reform, not merely inward to individual salvation.

How did Americans’ involvement in organized religion evolve in the decades after the Progressive Era? Figure 4.4 synthesizes quantitative evidence on church membership from the late nineteenth century, drawing on Historical Statistics of the United States from 1890 to 1989, when the Census Bureau itself collected this information, and then from Gallup poll surveys from 1990 to 2018.60 Church membership, the best available evidence suggests, rose gradually but steadily during the first half of the twentieth century from about 45 percent of the adult population in 1890 to about 60 percent on the eve of World War II.

FIGURE 4.4: CHURCH MEMBERSHIP, 1890–2018
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Source: Historical Statistics of the US, Gallup. See endnote 4.60. Data LOESS smoothed: .15.

The anxieties of World War II heightened American religiosity—no atheists in foxholes, it was said. Exactly like the economic and political trends we examined in the previous two chapters, however, the invigorated religious observance did not fade after the war, but accelerated.61 Postwar affluence and the onset of the Cold War against “godless communism” encouraged a paradoxical mixture of material optimism and respect for traditional values, including both patriotism and religion. The boom in churchgoing was fueled by men and women who had survived the Great Depression as teenagers and World War II as grunts and girlfriends, and were now ready at last to settle into a normal life, with a steady job, a new house and car, and a growing family. Then, as now, getting married, settling down, and raising children were associated with more regular churchgoing.

Generationally, the postwar upsurge was concentrated among twenty-somethings, among whom weekly church attendance skyrocketed from 31 percent in February 1950 to an all-time record of 51 percent in April 1957, an astonishing change in barely seven years, implying millions of new churchgoers every year.62 These GIs and their wives (and widows) would form the bedrock of American religious institutions (and of civic institutions, as well) into the next millennium, long after their own children (the Boomers) and grandchildren (the Millennials) had begun to move away from religion.63

The tsunami of religious involvement during the 1950s was massive, reaching levels probably unrivaled in American history. This outpouring is clear in the membership figures summarized in Figure 4.4, and it shows up as well in the best available continuous data on attendance at religious services, summarized in Figure 4.5. The methodological details about this latter measure have been much debated, and the sharp peak in 1944 is surely attributable to the unusual stress of wartime, but virtually all experts agree that the period from the late 1940s to the early 1960s was one of exceptional religious observance in America.64

FIGURE 4.5: RELIGIOUS ATTENDANCE IN AMERICA, 1939–2018
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Source: Gallup Polls. See endnote 4.64.

This postwar surge had no partisan or denominational cast. Republicans and Democrats, liberals and conservatives, Catholics and Protestants and Jews—all thronged the pews. (Americans of the twenty-first century might be surprised that as late as the mid-1960s religiously observant Americans were more likely to be Democrats than Republicans, even among whites.65)

Religious vitality was marked not merely by increasing attendance, but by the institutional commitment embodied in church membership we saw in Figure 4.4.66 Church-building and Bible-publishing set new records to accommodate all those new worshippers.67 As Andrew Cherlin observed, “People wanted a religious experience that made them feel at home. Inhabiting the sacred space of a church or synagogue gave them a sense of membership in a community.”68

It was not simply religious fervor that brought people to church in postwar America. For many of the families packing the pews, religious attendance was less an act of piety than an act of civic duty, like joining the PTA or Rotary, whose membership rolls, as we just saw, were also exploding in these same years. Religion represented the unifying theme of national purpose or what sociologist Robert Bellah would later term “civil religion.”69 Sydney Ahlstrom aptly summed up the civic dimension of the 1950s religious boom:


Religion and Americanism were brought together to an unusual degree. This was especially true of the 1950s, when President Dwight D. Eisenhower served for eight years as a prestigious symbol of generalized religiosity and Americans’ self-satisfied patriotic moralism. The president even provided a classic justification for the new religious outlook. “Our government,” he said in 1954, “makes no sense unless it is founded on a deeply felt religious faith—and I don’t care what it is.”70



Ike’s nonsectarian, deist argument was criticized by some as theologically suspect, but whatever the mix of theological rigor and ecumenical togetherness, America was clearly a very religious place in the 1950s. Speaking of what would later be labeled “nones,” that is, people without any religious identification, Will Herberg, preeminent chronicler of postwar American religion, observed that “their ranks are dwindling.… The pervasiveness of religious identification may safely be put down as a significant feature of the America that has emerged in the last quarter of a century.”71 Most Americans expected the religious boom—like the contemporary boom in other forms of community engagement—to continue. In 1957, 69 percent of Americans told Gallup pollsters that “religion is increasing its influence on American life.” Within barely a decade, those expectations would be shattered.

The Sixties represented a perfect storm for American institutions of all sorts—political, social, and religious.72 Ahlstrom aptly summarized this period in the long sweep of American religious history.


The decade of the Sixties was a time, in short, when the old foundations of national confidence, patriotic idealism, moral traditionalism, and even of historic Judeo-Christian theism, were awash.… It was perfectly clear to any reasonably observant American that the postwar revival of the Eisenhower years had completely sputtered out, and that the nation was experiencing a crise de conscience of unprecedented depth.73



Maurice Isserman and Michael Kazin, preeminent chroniclers of the Sixties, conclude that “Nothing changed so profoundly in the United States during the 1960s as American religion.”74

Alongside other major institutions, religious institutions suffered a dramatic loss of both public confidence and self-confidence. Mainline Protestant churches, accustomed to more than a century of social dominance, were especially struck by demoralization. The most widely discussed theological book of the 1960s, liberal Protestant Harvey Cox’s The Secular City (1965), criticized religious institutions as overly bureaucratic, hierarchical, and beholden to donors, thus inhibiting their own mission in the world. He called on readers to pursue “creative disaffiliation,” which meant the abandonment of churches beholden to “institution-centered thinking.”

For most mainline Protestants “disaffiliation” meant leaving the traditional denominations. Among Catholics, by contrast, divided over the liberal reforms of Vatican II (a major Catholic reform council held in 1962–1965), formally leaving the church was initially less common than simply ignoring its precepts, including regular attendance at Mass. Attendance at Mass fell so rapidly during the Sixties that Catholics alone accounted for much of the total decline in religious attendance, but the number of self-identified Catholics did not immediately decline. Leaving the Church entirely became much more common with the gradually emerging clerical sex abuse scandals of the 1990s.

The Sixties also witnessed unprecedented religious experimentation outside traditional channels.75 Some Boomers, interested in what they called the “spiritual,” but disdaining conventional religion, were dubbed “seekers,” looking for new spiritual homes. Much less highfalutin but more evocative was the emergence of “Sheilaism,” named after a woman quoted by Robert Bellah and his colleagues in their best-seller Habits of the Heart (1985):


“I believe in God. I am not a fanatic. I can’t remember the last time I went to church. My faith has carried me a long way. It’s Sheilaism. Just my own little voice.… My own Sheilaism… is just try to love yourself and be gentle with yourself.”76



Amidst this exaltation of personal truth, “religious certainty begins to erode and a certain degree of religious relativism is inevitable.”77 Traditional religious communities were gradually being replaced by religious (or at least spiritual) individuals. Few of the religious innovations of the 1960s would survive as significant elements on the American religious scene, but the very diversity of the spiritual menu laid before the seekers was symptomatic of disarray in conventional American religion. “Spirituality has become a vastly complex quest in which each person seeks in his or her own way.”78 The religious “we” was giving way to the religious “I.”

The most substantial indication of the change wrought by the Sixties’ earthquake was the rapid decline in religious observance itself. Weekly church attendance nationwide nosedived from 49 percent in 1958 to 42 percent in 1969, by far the sharpest decline on this measure ever recorded.79 It is hard to imagine a more clearly defined generational phenomenon: Among those over 50 (the World War II generation and their elders) there was virtually no decline at all, while among those aged 18–29 (the early Boomers), weekly religious attendance was cut nearly in half, from 51 percent in April 1957 to 28 percent in December 1971. As the Boomers aged, they would become somewhat more conventionally observant, but they would always remain much less observant than their parents had been at an equivalent age. Just as the Boomers’ parents had been largely responsible for the postwar surge in religiosity, the Boomers themselves were largely responsible for the collapse in religiosity two decades later.

Perhaps the most sensitive seismometer recording this religious temblor was provided by the American people themselves. Recall that as late as 1957 fully 69 percent of Americans had observed that “the influence of religion in America is growing.” Barely five years later that number had fallen to 45 percent, and it continued to fall to 33 percent in 1965, 23 percent in 1967, and 18 percent in 1968, finally bottoming out at 14 percent in 1970. Almost overnight, it seemed, America had turned from God’s country to a godless country.

The rapid change in religious observance in the Sixties and an equally rapid change in sexual mores in those same years were closely intertwined. As we shall see in Chapter 8, traditional sexual norms, especially with respect to premarital sex, changed almost overnight. And in turn, attitudes toward sexual norms (like premarital sex) strongly predicted which Americans moved away from religion during the 1960s and 1970s. A very similar (though slightly slower) revolution would transform attitudes toward homosexuality and then attitudes toward religion three decades later.80

Many Americans experienced the social, sexual, and religious changes of the 1960s as “liberation,” but others were deeply unhappy about the direction the country had taken, especially about sexual permissiveness, but also about school prayer and other church-state issues. Their reaction to the Sixties soon produced a backlash strong enough to be visible nationally. For the next two decades, these people—conservative in both religion and politics—swelled the ranks of evangelicals and stanched the hemorrhage of religious engagement of the Sixties, a kind of aftershock to the Sixties’ earthquake. Figures 4.4 and 4.5 show that the sharp decline in church membership and attendance that had occurred during the earthquake of the Sixties slowed to a halt in the 1970s and 1980s. The most important result of this temblor was that conservatism (theological, social, moral, and political) and religion became increasingly identified, especially in the public eye, as the Religious Right. To many religious Americans, this collaboration represented an appropriate retort to the excesses of the Sixties.

A growing number of their fellow citizens, however, were not so sure. As the 1990s opened, a backlash against the growing public presence of conservative Christians manifested itself in the increasing numbers of Americans who objected to the political influence of religious leaders and organized religion more generally. Young Americans in particular came to view religion as judgmental, homophobic, hypocritical, and partisan.81 All these were warning signs that a second aftershock was about to roil the American religious landscape. The rise of the so-called nones after 1990 marked unmistakably the onset of this third temblor.

Who were these nones? Historically, whatever their degree of religiosity, almost all Americans have identified with one religion or another.82 In response to standard questions in the 1950s about “what is your religious preference?” the overwhelming majority expressed some sort of religious identity, just as Will Herberg had said. Only a very small fraction responded by saying “none.”83 The earthquake of the Sixties had increased the national incidence of such nones from about 5 percent to about 7 percent, but that figure remained virtually unchanged for two decades.

Around 1990, however, the fraction of Americans who said they were “none of the above” suddenly began to rise, and at virtually the same time the fraction of people who said that they “never” attended church also began to rise, as is shown in Figure 4.6.84 This turning point would prove one of the most decisive in recent American religious history. As Figure 4.4 and Figure 4.5 had shown, the decline of religious engagement that had begun in the 1960s and paused during the 1970s and 1980s accelerated once again as the twenty-first century opened.

FIGURE 4.6: EMPTYING PEWS AND MULTIPLYING “NONES,” 1972–2018
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Source: General Social Survey. Data LOESS smoothed: .25.

Americans of all races have moved away from organized religion over the last half century. But the church has long played a more significant role in the life of nonwhites than among whites, whether measured by belief, or belonging, or behavior.85 So it is worth asking whether the disengagement from church charted in Figure 4.6 applies equally to nonwhites and whites. Until recent decades too few Latinos appeared in nationally representative surveys to allow reliable estimates of their religious engagement. Between 1972 and 2016 the fraction of white Americans who never attended church roughly tripled from about 11 percent to 31 percent, while among black Americans that fraction also tripled from about 6 percent to 20 percent. The fraction of nones among whites quadrupled from about 6 percent in 1972 to 24 percent in 2016, while among blacks that fraction also quadrupled from about 5 percent in 1972 to 20 percent in 2016. In short, both nonwhites and whites disengaged from organized religion at the same pace over these nearly five decades, though nonwhites remained more observant than whites.86

Like the earlier turning points we have discussed, the rise of the nones in the 1990s was heavily driven by generational factors. Americans who reached adulthood after 1990 had markedly more liberal views on homosexuality and related issues than the generations before them, and these same young people increasingly rejected religious intervention in politics and indeed organized religion itself. They constituted the lion’s share of the new nones. The dramatic contrast between a young generation increasingly liberal on certain moral and lifestyle issues and an older generation of religious leaders consumed by the political fight against gay marriage was one important source of the third temblor. Michael Hout and Claude S. Fischer, who have a good claim to having first spotted the significance of the rise of the nones, attribute the trend, as we do here, to political backlash and generational succession, both rooted in cultural changes and conflicts in the 1960s.87

In the early decades of the twenty-first century cohorts of older Americans, of whom barely 5 percent say they have no religious affiliation, are being replaced by cohorts of millennials of whom roughly 35 to 40 percent say they have no religion. That generational succession has massively and continuously lowered the average level of religious engagement in America, and leads some scholars even to conclude that “secularization,” to which America was long thought to be immune, has at last reached our shores.88 Be that as it may, a commitment to individual autonomy now plays a larger role in Americans’ religious affiliations than it has for at least a century.

Stepping back from the details of the canvas of American religious history in the twentieth century, we can see unmistakably the same inverted U-shaped pattern that we have seen repeatedly in earlier chapters. During the first two thirds of the twentieth century Americans gradually became more engaged with organized religion, whether measured by church membership or church attendance. But then at the now familiar turning point in the early 1960s, all those trends reversed course, declining sharply throughout the 1960s and early 1970s, pausing during the 1980s and 1990s, and then plunging ever downward in the twenty-first century.89

This same historical U-curve appears in the imperfect records of philanthropy, both religious and secular. Fragmentary evidence suggests that Protestant and Catholic giving (as a fraction of disposable income) was severely constrained during the Great Depression, but that was followed by a sustained rebound between 1945 and the 1960s, just as church membership and church attendance were booming. Then, however, much better data covering all major Christian denominations show a long, steady decline, exactly coinciding with the long decline in church membership and attendance. Per capita religious giving as a fraction of income fell by roughly 60 percent over the half century between 1968 and 2016.90

Imperfect but comprehensive records of all nationwide personal giving (both religious and secular) as a fraction of national income show a classic inverted U-curve, rising steadily and nearly doubling from 1929 to 1964 but then turning back downward from 1964 to 1996. For a decade between 1996 and 2005 total national philanthropy unexpectedly shot upward by nearly one third, only to fall back equally sharply in the following decade. This temporary spurt in generosity puzzled experts for some years, but further investigation showed that it was driven entirely by megagifts during the boom years from the mid-1990s to the Great Recession, while the rate of giving in the population as a whole continued to fall. Measures of the “average” gift were pulled way up by a few high outliers. By contrast, giving to United Way, the largest single charity in America and one focused almost entirely on small gifts, fell uninterruptedly in the nearly six decades between 1961 and 2017, with no evidence whatsoever of an increase in the 1996–2005 boom years. In short, philanthropy among most Americans has fallen steadily since the mid-1960s, only partially and temporarily offset by megagifts from the newly mega-rich.91

This is exactly what happened in the previous Gilded Age, as Rockefeller, Andrew Carnegie, and some of their peers, immensely rich as a by-product of the massive increase in inequality, doled out megagifts. It may seem hard to be critical of the generosity of Bill Gates, Warren Buffett, and Mark Zuckerberg, but their personal charity shouldn’t conceal the metastasizing self-centeredness among middle-class Americans since the peak of our generosity in the 1960s.92

WORKER SOLIDARITY

In Chapter 2 on economic inequality we discussed in detail the rise of labor unions as economic institutions in the first half of the twentieth century and their collapse after 1960. But unions were, at the height of their importance, also social institutions, and in that guise, they merit additional attention in this chapter.

The growth of union membership in the first Gilded Age required the development of a shared sense of identity and shared interests to create working-class solidarity. Unionism in the nineteenth century had encountered widespread worker resistance embedded in the traditional ideal of the individual craftsman reluctant to sacrifice his independence and his status as a skilled worker on behalf of workers on the far side of historic occupational and ethnic or racial cleavages. Why should a Polish locomotive engineer put his livelihood at risk to benefit a black or Chinese gandy dancer merely because they both happened to work for the same large corporation? Labor agitation inevitably involves a dilemma of collective action, tempting some workers (strikebreakers or “scabs”) to defect from the union side. That temptation was especially great for African Americans and other ethnic minorities excluded from unions by white prejudice.

Thus, successful unionization inherently involves remolding identities. Only intensive efforts by union organizers to build solidarity among all workers could hope to overcome that dilemma. In the words of the classic union song, written by labor activist Ralph Chaplin in 1913,


What force on earth is weaker than the feeble strength of one?

But the union makes us strong.

Solidarity forever, solidarity forever, solidarity forever,

For the union makes us strong.93



American workers were not class-conscious in the European sense, but they did come proudly to identify themselves as “working-class.”94 For the unionization drives of the 1930s and 1940s to be successful, union leaders and workers had to overcome racial and ethnic divisions.95

Replacing individualism with collective identity was thus an essential part of the rise of unions. Economic historians Thomas C. Cochran and William Miller, writing in the 1940s, emphasized that unions were an important part of their members’ social lives, not merely a means to gain material improvements.


Collective action by labor had roots far more complex than simple questions of wages and hours.… Labor unions were but a part of the mass movement into clubs, lodges and fraternal orders. Working for the union and empowering the delegates to do battle with the boss was a reassertion of the individual’s power over his environment. Mutual benefit policies gave a feeling of security in the face of industrial accidents and seasonal unemployment, while union socials, dances, picnics and lectures offered stimulating leisure-time activity.96



In those years unions became a prominent institution in social and economic life, and even in American culture, as illustrated in Figure 4.7, which shows the frequency of references to unions in all US published books from 1880 to 2008. Unions appeared in novels and detective stories and even poetry, mostly not because of their economic standing, but because of their importance in daily life. Union locals provided medical clinics, resorts, radio stations, sports teams, educational classes, and a myriad of opportunities for informal social connections.97 At their peak in the 1960s roughly one third of all American adults belonged to a union family, a figure that would fall to 13 percent by 2018.98

FIGURE 4.7: CULTURAL SALIENCE OF UNIONS, 1880–2008
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Source: Ngram. See page 169 below and endnote 5.19. Data LOESS smoothed: .15.

We earlier charted the quantitative rise and fall of membership in unions in Figure 2.12 and explored the economic, political, and social factors behind that trend, including structural changes in the economy and an active campaign by corporate management and conservative politicians at all levels of government over many decades to reduce the membership and the power of unions. Moreover, as membership numbers were dwindling, the meaning of union membership itself shriveled from social solidarity to the purely representational function of collective bargaining. The solidarity of union halls is now at most a fading memory of aging men.99 “Solidarity forever” was a norm that had lost all appeal to the individualistic Boomers and their successors. As an older laid-off manufacturing worker in Youngstown expressed this loss, decrying lack of solidarity from other union members: “they have lost the understanding of the brotherhood of the union shop, the camaraderie, the understanding. They’re only concerned about ‘me, me, me.’… That’s why I think the strength of the union is fading.”100

FAMILY FORMATION101

We’ve seen that America’s major community institutions from civic associations to churches to unions rose and then fell in one synchronized century-long arc from individualism to community and back to individualism—from “I” to “we” to “I.” Perhaps surprisingly, a similar rhythm can be detected in the most fundamental unit of society—the family.

In the case of those three earlier institutions, we examined both quantitative and qualitative trends—how many people belonged to associations or churches or unions, and what kind of associations or churches or unions. We pose the same two questions now in our examination of trends in family formation: quantitatively, how many men and women got married and formed families over the last 125 years, and what kind of families did they form? Any simplified history of a social institution as complicated as the family in a variegated nation over a turbulent century will miss many important subtleties, but as in the previous sections, we can discern one broad pattern that affected most families in America over this period.

As the twentieth century opened, family formation in America was far from universal and surprisingly late. Relative to patterns earlier or later, many young adults in the Gilded Age lived with their parents well into their twenties and married only later in life—if at all, for many people remained lifelong “bachelors” and “spinsters,” unmarried and childless. When marriage did occur, it was unlikely to cross class lines. To be sure, most Americans in that age (as in all ages) eventually married and had children. But as in the case of Gilded Age religion, a surprising number of Americans were “nones,” when it came to having a nuclear family of their own.

Gradually, however, throughout the first half of the twentieth century, young men and women began to leave home and marry earlier. They were increasingly unlikely to remain single, and when they married, they were more likely to marry across class lines and to have children at a younger age. By 1960 early marriage and children were part of the lives of virtually all Americans.

In the second half of the century, however, young Americans began to stay longer in their parents’ homes, and to postpone and even eschew marriage and children. Singletons became more common, perhaps more common than ever in America history.102 In short, in the two “I” periods at the beginning of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, fewer people married and had kids, and those who did, married later and had kids later, whereas in the mid-century “we” period, for virtually all Americans that “we” began with their nuclear family.

The last several decades have seen a profusion of many new types of family—same-sex families, cohabiting families, “fragile” families, and so on, and this profusion itself deserves close attention.103 It is far from our purpose here to dismiss those newer types of family as illegitimate. But for the most part such nontraditional families were rare throughout the twentieth century, and reliable evidence about them is rarer still, so we devote less attention to them than we would if we were writing entirely about the twenty-first century.

Let’s begin with some basic data on the changes in the incidence and timing of marriage between the last Gilded Age and our own. Figure 4.8 depicts the changing age at first marriage for American men and women from 1890 to 2016, oriented so that younger is “up.” It shows that in the two Gilded Ages at the beginning and at the end of the twentieth century family formation began relatively late in life for both men and women. In 1890 the average age at first marriage was 22 for women and 26 for men, while in mid-century such family formation began earlier—at roughly 20 for women and roughly 23 for men. The sharp reduction in the average age of marriage in the late 1940s is obviously related to the return of the GIs after World War II, but the gradual trend toward early marriage had begun decades earlier, and it would persist for decades after war’s end. However, by 2016 the average age at first marriage had risen to about 27 for women and nearly 30 for men. The Boomers’ parents married young, but that was much less true of the Boomers themselves and the subsequent generations, as is clear in Figure 4.9, which compares the marriage rates of successive generations at the same stage in their life cycles. Marriage today comes on average about seven years later in life than in the 1960s, though only about four years later than was true a century ago.

These data, in one respect, understate the larger curvilinear pattern, since by definition “age at first marriage” ignores people who never get married. Figure 4.10 offers a broader perspective on the rise and fall of marriage between 1900 and 2015, showing what fraction of all American adults in their prime marriageable years (30–44) were, in fact, married.104

FIGURE 4.8: MEDIAN AGE AT FIRST MARRIAGE, 1890–2016
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Source: Census Bureau, decennial censuses; since 1947, Current Population Survey.

FIGURE 4.9: GENERATIONAL DIFFERENCES IN MARRIAGE RATES
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Source: https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2014/03/07/millennials-in-adulthood/sdt-next-america-03-07-2014-0-02/.

FIGURE 4.10: THE RISE AND FALL OF MARRIAGE (1880–2017)
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Source: IPUMS USA: Version 9.0, 2019, https://doi.org/10.18128/D010.V9.0.

In sum, at our now familiar mid-century “togetherness” peak in 1960, 80 percent of Americans in middle age (30–44) were married, and on average they had married at age 21. By contrast, in 1900 only about 65 percent of that same age group were married, and on average they had married at age 24, and by 2018 only 45 percent of those of that age group were married and on average they had married at about 28. Representing hundreds of millions of momentous personal decisions by ordinary Americans, it is remarkable that family formation over this 125-year period followed exactly the same rhythms as civic and religious and union engagement.

Evidence on when young people have moved out from their parents’ home confirms this same story. Early in the twentieth century and again late in the twentieth century roughly one in three young adults (aged 25–29) delayed family formation by living with their parents, but that fraction bottomed out at about one in ten (and thus delay in family formation was at a minimum) around 1970. As shown in Figure 4.11, at the peak period of family formation around 1970 virtually all young Americans had set up housekeeping on their own by their late 20s, the vast majority of them married. But before and after that period, family formation was delayed for many young people.

FIGURE 4.11: THE RISE AND FALL OF INDEPENDENT LIVING BY YOUNG ADULTS (25–29), 1900–2016
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Source: https://www.pewresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2010/10/752-multi-generational-families.pdf (1900–2008) and https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/04/05/a-record-64-million-americans-live-in-multi-generational-households/ (1940–2016).

It was not merely the incidence and timing of marriage that evolved over this period, for the institution of marriage itself was changing in tandem. A leading family sociologist, Andrew Cherlin, has explained that in the late nineteenth century most marriages represented a kind of utilitarian bargain between two individuals who each needed what the other had to offer. In that era, the archetypal bargain involved the man providing material support, while the woman cared for children and the home.

During the Progressive Era, Cherlin explains, a new model of “companionate marriage” arose, based on romantic love, friendship, and partnership rather than convenience and self-interest.105 To be sure, companionate marriage was still gendered and far from egalitarian, because the male breadwinner model persisted, but the new model of marriage was definitely different from the nineteenth-century marriage of convenience.106

The ideal of companionate marriage became steadily dominant among American couples during the first half of the twentieth century, reaching its apotheosis in the 1950s. More Americans married, married young, and had kids faster in the 1950s than in any other decade of the twentieth century. “The only path to respectable adulthood was marriage,” Cherlin points out, “and people walked down that path quickly: about half of all women were married by age twenty.”107

Cherlin notes the close connection between the changing nature of the mid-century family and the other trends explored in this chapter. “The 1950s family and the 1950s church supported one another,” he observes,108 and he might have added the 1950s community groups to the pairing, for it is no accident that PTA membership peaked exactly in this period. In 1954 McCall’s magazine coined the term “togetherness” to describe this new family, “this new and warmer way of life, not as women alone or men alone, isolated from one another, but as a family sharing a common experience.”109

That way of framing companionate marriage would eventually undermine the male-headed household, overturning the culture of Father Knows Best and Leave It to Beaver. Conceptions of the family were about to take a sharp turn in an individualist direction, almost in synchrony with the comparable turn toward a more individualist perspective on religion.110 “Love and marriage go together like a horse and carriage,” sang Dinah Shore and Frank Sinatra in 1955. “All you need is love,” retorted the Beatles twelve years later.

In the 1970s and 1980s popular magazines began publishing articles about the importance of privacy, self-development, individual growth, and identity apart from marriage. Cherlin explains:


A new style of marriage was emerging in which both the wife and the husband were expected to develop a separate sense of self.… They asked themselves questions such as: Am I getting the personal satisfaction I want from my marriage? and Am I growing as a person? The result was a transition from the companionate marriage to what we might call the individualized marriage.111



This cultural shift was obviously related to the simultaneous women’s movement (which we discuss in more detail in Chapter 7), but it was not limited to the gender balance within marriage; marriage itself was becoming more optional and more fragile. The cultural shift toward individualized marriage contributed to a sharp rise in divorce and cohabitation.

Expressive individualism framed marriage as a limited liability contract dissolvable with a “no fault” divorce—“expressive divorce.” For at least a century, divorce rates in America had followed a very slow, steady upward curve. Demographers Arland Thorton, William G. Axinn, and Yu Xie report, “In fact, this trajectory has been so persistent that demographers in the 1890s accurately predicted the divorce rate nearly 100 years later in the 1980s. With some fluctuations associated with depressions and wars, the American divorce rate increased slowly but steadily throughout the century from 1860 to 1960.”112 During the 1950s and 1960s (the heyday of the companionate marriage) the divorce rate dipped below the long-term trend, and then rose sharply above the long-term trend in the 1970s and 1980s. The Boomers’ parents had shunned divorce, but among the Boomers and their children, divorce was unusually common.113

After the sharp shift in norms about premarital sex in the late 1960s that we shall describe in more detail in Chapter 8, America saw an explosive increase in cohabitation.114 The fraction of all couples who were cohabiting (sometimes called “common-law marriage” earlier in the century) had probably drifted slightly downward from 1880 to 1960, but was almost certainly less than 1 percent. By 2000 it had risen many-fold to roughly 10–15 percent of all couples, and that trend continued in the twenty-first century. By 2013 nearly two thirds of women aged 19–44 had ever cohabited.115 By 2019, 69 percent of American adults say that cohabitation “is acceptable, even if the couple don’t plan to get married,” though 53 percent say that “society is better off if couples who want to stay together eventually get married.”116

Unlike some northern European countries, however, in contemporary America cohabitation is not “marriage without a license,” but typically a short-term relationship. More than half of all cohabitations end within two years.117 For college graduates cohabitation nowadays frequently ends in ordinary marriage, but for the bottom two thirds of the American class hierarchy, where cohabitation is more common, it typically ends with both partners moving on to new partners, often with children in tow, thus producing complex, fragile families. In other words, for most Americans cohabitation is generally less stable than marriage.118

In either case, as Cherlin says, “cohabitation carries with it the ethic that a relationship should be ended if either partner is dissatisfied; that, after all, is part of the reason why people live together rather than marrying.… Consequently, the spread of cohabitation involves the spread of an individualistic outlook on intimate relations, an outlook that makes people more likely to dissolve a union—whether marital or not—if they find it personally unfulfilling.”119 In short, “the advance of individual rights, as laudable as it may be, has made marriage less necessary and, when it occurs, less stable.”120

In the early twenty-first century the trend away from conventional life partnerships and toward purely individual lives accelerated beyond cohabitation, as the fraction of singletons among young adults rose sharply. Among Americans between 18 and 34, the number living without any steady romantic partner rose from 33 percent in 2004 to 51 percent in 2018. In our personal lives, not just our public life, for better or worse, the “I” had begun entirely to supplant the “we.”121

The cultural, social, and economic changes between the early twentieth century and the early twenty-first century affected not only when and whether people got married and stayed married, and how they conceived the marriage, but also who married whom. Generally speaking, upper- and middle-class Americans have long had somewhat higher marriage rates than their working- and lower-class compatriots, no doubt because economic stringency makes it harder to sustain a marriage. This class gap in marriage rates is itself correlated with the rise and fall of economic inequality, the rhythm of which we examined in Chapter 2. The class gap in marriage rates was highest between 1890 and 1910 and after 1970—the two periods of high and rising inequality. The class gap was lowest between 1920 and 1970, when inequality was relatively low.122

Moreover, the likelihood that Americans would marry within or across class boundaries follows this same pattern, according to sociologist Robert Mare. This is hardly surprising, since high rates of intermarriage imply permeable class barriers, while low rates of intermarriage imply rigid class barriers. “Spousal resemblance on educational attainment was very high in the early twentieth century, declined to an all-time low for young couples in the early 1950s, and has increased steadily since then. These trends broadly parallel the compression and expansion of socioeconomic inequality in the United States over the twentieth century.”123 Mare’s curves for class intermarriage, in fact, mirror exactly our familiar inverted-U. Another way of describing this same pattern is that during the two Gilded Ages of the late nineteenth and early twenty-first centuries, men and women were less likely to marry and especially unlikely to marry outside their own social class, whereas at the peak of family formation in the 1950s and 1960s they were more likely both to marry and to marry outside their social class.

Thus far we’ve focused on trends in marriage, but how about trends in parenthood? Measuring and accounting for trends in birth rates is a notoriously complex statistical task, as very long-term trends (the so-called “demographic transition” from high to low birth rates that typically accompanies industrialization) interact with short-term effects (like the reductions in birth rates associated with wars or cyclical economic upheaval).124 Leaving aside nonmarital births, lower and later rates of marriage directly produce lower birth rates, so the ups and downs of marriage that we’ve already explored should be expected to have left some mark on American birth rates over the last century, and they have.

Mothers’ mean age at first birth, unsurprisingly, follows the same inverted U-curve, at least from the 1930s to the 2010s. The available statistical coverage is incomplete, but in 1950 in the midst of the postwar Baby Boom, the median age of a mother at her first birth was less than 21, while by 2016, after six decades of steady rise, it was nearly 27, and for female college graduates more than 30.125

A standard account of birth rates over this period puts the emphasis on the long-term “demographic transition” toward lower birth rates that began in the US at the beginning of the nineteenth century, augmented by more effective birth control in the twentieth century, briefly and only temporarily interrupted by the Baby Boom of the 1950s.126 However, that theory does not entirely fit the trend in whether couples decided to have children at all or not. “Trends in lifetime levels of childbearing in [the twentieth] century form a single, massive wave that peaked with women who married and began to bear children in the decade following World War II,” Cherlin observes.127

FIGURE 4.12: MOTHERHOOD AMONG SUCCESSIVE COHORTS OF WOMEN, 1900–2010
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Source: National Center for Health Statistics. See endnote 4.128.

Figure 4.12 presents evidence on childlessness among successive cohorts of women throughout the twentieth century. Across the century as a whole, roughly 25 percent of women remained childless, but that fraction varied sharply over the decades. The difference between the two lines in Figure 4.12 (childless at 30 and childless at 45) represents women who, for whatever reason, did not have children until late in their childbearing years.128 Thus, for example, Figure 4.12 shows that roughly 67 percent of all women born around 1910 had had at least one child by 1940, while roughly 33 percent remained childless in 1940, because their normal childbearing years coincided with the depths of the Great Depression. With postwar prosperity, however, an additional 12 percent of that cohort had become mothers by 1955, contributing importantly to the Baby Boom, and leaving only about 21 percent of that cohort still childless by the time they reached 45.

We can see in this chart evidence not merely of the temporary impact of the Depression baby bust and postwar Baby Boom, but also of the now familiar longer wave in family formation. The youngest women to appear in this chart were born in 1980 and reached 30 in 2010. In that Millennial generation the fraction of women who had become mothers by age 30 (about 65 percent) was relatively low and virtually identical to the rate among women in the “birth dearth” 1910 cohort of the Great Depression when they reached 30 in 1940. Figure 4.12 shows that both cohorts were nearly three times more likely to be childless (about 33 percent) compared to the cohort of women who were that age in the mid-1960s (about 12 percent). That intergenerational contrast makes vivid how thoroughly transformed the process of family formation has become over the last century.

We have thus seen that many aspects of Americans’ decisions about family formation followed the same inverted U-curve that we have seen in inequality and polarization in the two previous chapters and in the other forms of community connectedness discussed earlier in this chapter. As a nation of families, we moved from individualism to togetherness and then back to individualism.

What accounts for the U-curve in family formation—fewer, later marriages and more childless couples at the beginning and end of the twentieth century; and more marriages, earlier marriages, and more children in the middle? Our discussion thus far may have left the impression that the primary driver of this trend was changing social norms about when and whether family formation is appropriate, but that is not the only story. Another highly plausible explanation is not cultural, but economic. If marriage and having kids depend on a couple being able to afford both, then one might expect that affluent couples in boom times would marry and have children early, while poorer couples in hard times would postpone or even forgo family formation.

During certain periods of the last century that economic explanation seems entirely plausible. For example, marriage and childbearing were much delayed during the Great Depression, and we know from many accounts that economic hardship was directly responsible for that fact. “The boys have no jobs,” said one unmarried Chicago woman at the time. “I want a man with a job,” said another.129 On the other hand, recent experience seems in certain respects to contradict that economic account. For example, despite unprecedented prosperity for upper-middle-class couples in recent years, they have delayed marriage and childbearing longer than nearly any other group of Americans over the last 125 years.

A full accounting of the ups and downs of family formation over the last 125 years is beyond the scope of this chapter.130 That said, it appears that both economic and cultural explanations are necessary, and neither alone is sufficient. The first Gilded Age was a time of great inequality, to be sure, but as we also saw in Chapter 2 it was in the aggregate a time of unprecedented affluence. Yet in that very period, many people remained unmarried and childless, especially well-educated women.131 That suggests that cultural factors may have played an important role in the period. During the 1930s economic factors were clearly dominant. The postwar pattern of very early family formation was probably influenced both by economic prosperity and by the culture of “togetherness” that Andrew Cherlin described. And over the last half century affluence has been associated with late family formation, while poverty has been associated with early childbearing and unstable or nonexistent marriage—“fragile families.”132

We do not claim that the I-we-I story is the full explanation for the ups and downs of family formation over the last 125 years. Indeed, factors other than culture and economics, such as changes in birth control and especially changing gender roles that we shall discuss in Chapter 7, are doubtless also relevant. However, we do suggest that the I-we-I curve is an important part of the story.

Decisions about whether and when to get married and have children are deeply personal. It is not our intent either to condemn or to praise late family formation, though some evidence suggests that kids may do better when they are raised in stable families by somewhat older parents.133 Our purpose is merely to point out the remarkable shifts in the choices that Americans have made over the last 125 years.

SOCIAL TRUST

This chapter has focused on social networks because those networks are the visible sinews of community and undergird a valuable norm of generalized reciprocity. That norm amounts to a version of the Golden Rule: As philosopher Michael Taylor has pointed out,


each individual act in a system of reciprocity is usually characterized by a combination of what one might call short-term altruism and long-term self-interest: I help you out now in the (possibly vague, uncertain and uncalculating) expectation that you will help me out in the future.134



When Tocqueville visited the United States in the early nineteenth century, he was struck by how Americans resisted temptation to take advantage of each other and instead looked out for their neighbors, not because Americans obeyed some impossibly idealistic rule of selflessness, but rather because we pursued “self-interest rightly understood.”135 An effective norm of generalized reciprocity enables that reconciliation of self-interest and good neighborliness. And where such a norm prevails, its effectiveness is manifest in generalized social trust. Political scientists Wendy M. Rahn and John E. Transue observe that “social, or generalized, trust can be viewed as a ‘standing decision’ to give most people—even those whom one does not know from direct experience—the benefit of the doubt.”136

Hence, we conclude this survey of trends in social solidarity in America over the last century or so with a review of the evidence of trends in social trust.137 Since social trust has not been measured by, say, the decennial US Census, we must rely on survey evidence asking Americans simply whether they trust one another, which once again precludes any direct measure of social trust in the early years of the twentieth century.

Fortunately, this topic was measured in some of the earliest scientific surveys, first posed as a very simple question, “Do you agree or disagree that most people can be trusted?” That version was asked repeatedly from the mid-1940s to the mid-1980s. Meanwhile, in 1960 a more balanced version of this question about social trust began to be used by survey researchers: “Generally speaking, would you say that most people can be trusted, or that you can’t be too careful in dealing with people?” That “two-handed” version quickly became a global standard for measuring trust, and by now it has been used hundreds of times in the US and thousands of times around the world. Naturally, by offering two options, the two-handed version elicits fewer “can be trusted” responses—roughly a 15 percentage-point difference—but since both versions were used in parallel for several decades, we can, with cautious adjustment, splice the results from the earlier and later versions, as in Figure 4.13, to sketch a tentative picture of the rise and fall of social trust in America over nearly eighty years.

The best evidence suggests that social trust rose from the mid-1940s to the mid-1960s and thereafter fell. Agreement that “most people can be trusted” hit a momentary high of 73 percent during World War II, slipped back slightly to about 65 percent in the immediate postwar years, and then rose further to about 77 percent between 1957 and 1964, before slipping to 71 percent in 1966 and then falling much further to 56 percent by 1983.138

Meanwhile, the more balanced version made its inaugural appearance in 1960, recording 58 percent trusting, the highest level of generalized social trust on the “two-handed” question that would be registered in America for at least six decades. By the 2010s, social trust in America had collapsed to 33 percent. In round numbers, in the early 1960s nearly two thirds of Americans trusted other people, but two decades into the twenty-first century two thirds of Americans did not.

Both versions of the question converge on the early 1960s as the high point of generalized social trust over these eight decades. Piecing this evidence together, it appears that social trust was high and rising into the 1960s. By the late 1960s, however, this beneficent trend was reversed, initiating a long-term nearly uninterrupted decline in social trust, a trend repeatedly confirmed by scholars.139 In sum, middle-aged Americans in the 1960s were living in a more trusting society than the one in which they had grown up, but also in a more trusting society than the one their children would inherit.

FIGURE 4.13: SOCIAL TRUST, 1942–2018
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Source: Roper Center for Public Opinion Research.

Researchers also agree that the observable decline in social trust since the 1970s is in part generational. That is, successive birth cohorts of Americans seem to have been “imprinted” with different default levels of social trust. (Of course, everyone’s trust is also influenced by many other things besides their generation, including their age, their race and social class, their personal experiences in life, and so forth.140) As older, more trusting cohorts have gradually been replaced by newer, less trusting cohorts, the average level of trust in the country has declined.

To the extent that cohorts born in earlier decades—say those born in the 1920s, who came of age in the 1940s, or those born in the 1950s, who came of age in the 1970s—retained a level of trust roughly corresponding to the average trust in the society in which they were raised, we can use the differences among successive cohorts to estimate the level of trust in previous decades. This approach is tricky, both because the analysis of generational differences is notoriously complicated and because the approach requires us to estimate when exactly in one’s lifetime one is “imprinted” by the wider world. However, recent decades have seen notable progress in grappling with the former problem, and scholars generally assume that people’s social attitudes are decisively influenced by the world around them about the time that they reach maturity.141

This is not the place for an extended methodological exposition, not least because such expositions are now readily available in the professional literature.142 Suffice it for our purposes to say that the best available estimates of the levels of trust across successive generational cohorts, using this indirect approach, are given in Figure 4.14. Strikingly, both the real-time analysis shown in Figure 4.13 and the cohort-based analysis in Figure 4.14 converge to support the idea that social trust in America traced a curvilinear pattern over the last 100 years, starting from relatively low levels of trust prior to the 1930s, rising to higher levels of trust from 1940 up to a peak around 1960, then reversing course, with steadily falling trust from the mid-1960s to the beginning of the twenty-first century.

FIGURE 4.14: GENERATIONAL DIFFERENCES IN SOCIAL TRUST, 1910–2010
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Source: April K. Clark, “Rethinking the Decline in Social Capital,” Fig. 4(a) M2.

We don’t want to exaggerate the precision of these estimates, given the inevitable limitations of the evidence. Nevertheless, our best estimates of long-run trends in social trust neatly match the other trends in social solidarity reviewed in this chapter: steadily increasing civic and religious engagement and family formation from the Progressive Era until the 1960s apogee, and then steadily declining solidarity for the next half century and more.143

What have we learned in this chapter? Figure 4.15 summarizes the broad trend in social solidarity over the last 125 years, combining the trends for civic engagement, religion, unions, family, and social trust.144 It shows that except for a pause in the 1920s and early 1930s, Americans became steadily more connected socially from the 1890s to the 1960s, but then virtually all our measures show a steady, unrelenting decline in social connectedness over the last half century. This chart can be readily compared with the charts at the end of Chapters 2, 3, and 5, showing the equivalent long-term trends in economics, politics, and culture. In Chapter 8 we shall explore how and why these curves overlap.

FIGURE 4.15: SOCIAL SOLIDARITY, 1890–2017
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Source: See endnote 1.4. Data LOESS smoothed: .10.




5 CULTURE: INDIVIDUALISM VS. COMMUNITY1

The relationship between the individual and the community is one of the timeless dualisms of social thought. As early as 1623 the English poet John Donne penned the original communitarian epigram: “No man is an island, entire of itself… any man’s death diminishes me, because I am involved in mankind; and therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls; it tolls for thee.”2

The contrast between individualism and community is not perfectly unidimensional, with the individual at one pole and the community at the other. The Bill of Rights in the US Constitution captures the subtlety: It enshrines individual rights, but it is also a quintessential part of a constitution that virtually all Americans worship. So does the Bill of Rights mark the US as individualist or communitarian? Or take the US frontier, symbolized in countless westerns by a lone cowboy riding into the sunset, but also symbolized by a wagon train in which settlers sustain and protect one another. Individualist or communitarian? The evolving dialectic between the individual and the community is an important feature of American history. In this chapter we trace the fluctuating balance between individualism and community in American culture over the last 125 years.

Cultural studies require narrative and nuance, and we aim at that here, but we also draw on unexpected quantitative evidence to gauge the fluctuations. Cultural essentialists sometimes assume that culture is a fixed national characteristic, like “Chinese culture” or “Western culture,” that determines institutions and behavior, but we have a different view. “Culture,” as we use the term, is not uniform across a society nor across time—quite the contrary—and it is not an uncaused first cause of social change. As we will show in Chapter 8, culture is one strand in a skein of interacting social and economic and political influences.

Since the term “culture” is so widely used across many different disciplines, its meaning has been the subject of wide-ranging conceptual and definitional debates, especially in literary studies and cultural studies, particularly in anthropology. While those debates are important and often fascinating, our purposes here are simpler and more immediate. By culture we mean beliefs, values, and norms about fundamental aspects of American society. Conventionally, measures of culture in this limited sense rest heavily on surveys, but as we have seen in earlier chapters, surveys are essentially unavailable for the first half of our period. Census data, so useful in our earlier chapters, contain very little direct information about cultural change. Instead, we rely heavily here on narratives of intellectual and cultural history, alongside a new quantitative tool that enables us to explore the corpus of American literature over the last century or two. We have also discovered a few behavioral measures of culture that we shall introduce throughout this chapter, and fortunately they are completely consistent with the more abundant, but “softer” evidence that is most readily available to us.

Michele Gelfand, a cultural psychologist, has emphasized the power of culture:


culture… is largely invisible. We rarely recognize how powerful it is! One of the most important aspects of culture that we take for granted is our social norms. We follow norms constantly. And we rarely recognize how much we need norms: social norms are the glue that keeps us together, they give us our identity and help us to coordinate and cooperate at such a remarkable level.… But… some groups have much stronger norms than others; they’re tight. Others have much weaker norms; they’re loose.3



Gelfand is most interested in differences among groups, whereas we focus on differences across time, but her distinction between “tight” and “loose” norms is closely related to our distinction between communitarian and individualist norms.

Following the literary critic Lionel Trilling, “culture,” as we use the term, always entails a contest, a dialectic, a struggle.4 American history and myth have always contained elements of both individual and community—the cowboy and the wagon train. “There is no period in American history when thinkers have not wrestled with the appropriate balance of power between self-interest and social obligation,” observes intellectual historian Jennifer Ratner-Rosenhagen.5 Examined closely, the relative emphasis on the individual and the community in American culture has varied over long periods of time, a pendulum swinging irregularly from one pole to the other and back again.6

But this pendulum doesn’t swing by itself. It is pushed one way or the other by social actors, sometimes by leaders, but often by grassroots activists. As it swings, it alters what pundits have recently called the “Overton window,” making some policies more promising and acceptable or at least conceivable and others less so. “The Overton window is the range of ideas tolerated in public discourse, also known as the window of discourse. The term is named after Joseph P. Overton, who stated that an idea’s political viability depends mainly on whether it falls within this range, rather than on politicians’ individual preferences.”7 As our culture becomes more individualist, for example, policies that rest on the assumption that “we’re all in this together,” like redistributive taxes, become unthinkable, while policies like deregulation become more plausible. And as the pendulum swings back toward the communitarian pole, the plausibility of those policies reverses. For this reason, culture is not simply flotsam and jetsam on the tides of history, of interest only to effete literati or connoisseurs of pop culture, but an active ingredient in the dynamics of political, economic, and social life.

GILDED AGE/PROGRESSIVE ERA STRUGGLES OVER INDIVIDUALISM AND COMMUNITY (1870–1920)

Abraham Lincoln, though presiding over the most violent period in American history, was by background and instinct a communitarian and an egalitarian Whig.8 His strong personal and moral commitment to equality of opportunity was second only to his commitment to America’s constitutional order. He sought to the very end to avoid fracturing the union, and as the war was ending, in his second inaugural address he urged that after the war America should be reunited as one community “with malice toward none, with charity for all.” With Lincoln’s assassination, however, followed by the end of Reconstruction in 1877 and the full onset of the Industrial Revolution, his egalitarian emphasis on shared values gave way in both parties to the inegalitarian individualism of the Gilded Age.

At the 1893 World’s Fair celebrating industrial change, the historian Frederick Jackson Turner reflected on whether American individualism, which had been fostered by the frontier then just closing, would be undermined by the emerging urban, industrial society.9 Recent research has confirmed that frontier life was indeed associated with a culture of bootstrap self-reliance and hostility to economic redistribution, an imprint still visible a century later.10 In this way, the frontier had encouraged American individualism generally, just as Turner had speculated, and its closing might portend a turn away from it. As we have said, the frontier was also symbolized by communitarian wagon trains and barn raisings, but both Turner and the recent research suggest that the more enduring legacy of the frontier was individualism.

At just about this time, an unanticipated and unrelated scientific thesis conceived across the Atlantic—Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species—unexpectedly reinforced the individualism of the Gilded Age. Despite Darwin’s disavowal of the term, an English acolyte, Herbert Spencer, began to propound “social Darwinism,” based on the apparently Darwinian principle of the “survival of the fittest.”11 A noted American sociologist, William Graham Sumner, followed Spencer in applying “survival of the fittest” to human society, arguing that “some people were better at the contest of life than others.… The good ones climbed out of the jungle of savagery and passed their talents to their offspring, who climbed still higher.… Attempts to overrule evolution—as by alleviating the plight of the poor—were both immoral and imprudent.”12

That version of social Darwinism, launched around 1870, reached its peak influence between 1890 and 1915 and swept through much of the intellectual and upper middle classes as the Gilded Age waxed and then began to wane. Social Darwinism gave birth to scientific racism,13 to eugenics, and to a pseudo-biological defense of laissez-faire capitalism. Scientific racism offered a convenient rationale for the contemporary efforts of Southerners and their Northern sympathizers of the so-called “Redemption Era” to impose Jim Crow oppression and ridicule on freed slaves. To wealthy residents of Manhattan’s Upper East Side, disturbed by muckraker Jacob Riis’s appalling photographs of destitute slum-dwellers of the Lower East Side in How the Other Half Lives (1890), social Darwinism gave reassurance that they deserved their wealth. Many came to believe that the ills of the Gilded Age were the inevitable price of progress. Cutting-edge science was blended with ancient bigotry to promote the principle of “every man for himself.” In short, the haves deserved what they had, and the devil take the have-nots. The cultural movement toward unmitigated individualism approached its zenith.

Other educated middle-class Americans, however, increasingly rejected that view. As historian James Kloppenberg has observed, “Although historians have discovered too many varieties of progressivism to make possible a simple characterization of a coherent movement, it is clear that a diverse array of new political ideas and reform proposals appeared in the first two decades of [the twentieth] century.”14 Progressives differed among themselves in many ways, but they shared a critique of hyper-individualism. They argued that individualism betrayed American values and had caused the economic and social crises roiling the country.

Progressives sought to use a scientific approach to bring about the moral betterment of society, and were largely reformist and pragmatic, rather than radical, in temperament, but were fiercely committed to democratic practices and more egalitarian socioeconomic outcomes. Many had grown up in racially and religiously homogeneous small towns, and they longed for that sense of community in the newly industrializing cities. They sought to provide a new, more communitarian narrative of modernization that could knit together haves and have-nots, immigrants and native-born Americans,15 and their views gradually gained ground.

At the same time, reformers across the land were working locally to build networks to help improve social life, support local schools, foster a more engaged “new civics” education, create community centers, and discuss urgent national issues like women’s suffrage, capital punishment, and racial equality. It was in just this context that in 1916 L. J. Hanifan, an obscure West Virginia rural educator and active Progressive, introduced the concept “social capital,” to denote what he and his colleagues were aiming at. “Go to, now, let us be social,” they urged, against the dominant culture of unbridled individualism. John Dewey himself, a leading communitarian Progressive and educational reformer, appears to have been the progenitor of Hanifan’s coinage of “social capital,” certainly in spirit and probably in fact. The concept behind the term pervaded the Progressive Era, but the term itself virtually disappeared from common usage until its reappearance at the end of the twentieth century, once again in service of a communitarian critique of hyper-individualism.16

Changes in religious outlook in the early years of the twentieth century also played an important role in cultural change, influencing even many essentially secular thinkers. As we discussed in the previous chapter, American Protestantism in the second half of the nineteenth century had focused largely on individual salvation, but around the turn of the new century a more socially engaged theology emerged under the label of “Social Gospel.” The Social Gospel emphasized that community and equality lay at the heart of the Christian message, and reformist Social Gospelers attacked the philosophy of social Darwinism. “On the Catholic side,” wrote Marta Cook and James Halpin, “Pope Leo XIII’s 1891 encyclical, Rerum Novarum, served as the intellectual and theological basis for a new generation of social activism among American Catholics,” including Dorothy Day, cofounder of the Catholic Worker Movement, who would lead Catholic radicalism into the 1950s.17

We can, as it happens, reinforce this historical narrative of cultural change with evidence produced by a remarkable tool of the Internet Age. Google has digitized millions of books containing over half a trillion words in English dating back to the sixteenth century. Using the website http://books.google.com/ngrams, it is possible to display the relative frequency of any word or group of words over long periods of time and thus to estimate trends in the cultural salience of words or concepts. We will frequently draw on Ngram evidence based on all books published in America from roughly 1880 (when our period of interest begins) to 2008 (the last year for which the archive is available).18 Scholars who have pioneered the use of Ngrams for historical studies of culture term the field “culturomics.”19 They argue that Ngrams provide a new and more rigorous way of exploring and quantifying cultural change, so that claims about culture become more than merely subjective.20

This method “is based on the premise that books are a tangible and public representation of culture.”21 To be sure, writers and the written word are not the sole barometer of cultural change, but books have the advantage of systematically registering similarities and differences across time. The Google archive covers an extremely broad range of genres—detective stories, history books, gardening books, children’s books, poetry, public affairs commentary, self-help books, scientific and medical textbooks, travel guides, romance novels, cookbooks, and so forth—but it does not allow the user to limit which genres are used, so it is best interpreted as a broad indication of what literate Americans were writing and reading in any given period.22

One instructive measure of the waxing and waning of the emphasis on the individual or the community in American culture from the first Gilded Age to today’s second Gilded Age turns out to be the changing relative frequency of two phrases that were born in the second half of the nineteenth century—“survival of the fittest” and “social gospel.” Figure 5.1 shows that “social gospel” hardly appeared in any books published before 1890, whereas Americans were already writing very often about “survival of the fittest” in that period.23 By 1920, on the other hand, attention to “social gospel” was rising rapidly, whereas attention to “survival of the fittest” had begun to fade. The cultural passage from the Gilded Age to the Progressive Era is reflected in this indicator—a measurable change from social Darwinism to the Social Gospel.

FIGURE 5.1: CULTURAL SALIENCE OF “SURVIVAL OF THE FITTEST” AND “SOCIAL GOSPEL,” 1880–2008
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Source: Ngram. Data LOESS smoothed: .10.

Glancing briefly ahead in our narrative, Figure 5.1 also shows that the cultural salience of “survival of the fittest” faded throughout most of the twentieth century, only to win a new lease on life in the twenty-first century. By contrast, the salience of the “social gospel” rose steadily until about 1960. From the Sixties on, however, that communitarian concept has faded from our cultural milieu. In the rest of this chapter, we shall see consistent and often even sharper evidence of this pattern—a fading of individualist themes from American cultural debates during the first two thirds of the twentieth century, paired with a rise of communitarian sentiment in these same decades (often with a brief pause in the 1920s), followed by a sharp reversal of those trends from the 1970s into the twenty-first century. This is, of course, an I-we-I rhythm that is already familiar from previous chapters.

This conflict between individualism and communitarianism was explicitly debated in the last decades of the nineteenth century and the first decades of the twentieth century. Communitarian sentiment, though not yet dominant nationally, was at the heart of the Progressive mood. Teddy Roosevelt, Jane Addams, and other progressives were explicit in rejecting “individualism,” and endorsing (in Addams’s words) “a cooperative ideal of mutual assistance,” not merely charity or philanthropy, which she and her fellow reformers saw as patronizing forms of aid.24

TR was even more emphatic about our communitarian obligations. In his address on the “new nationalism” at the dedication of the John Brown Memorial Park in Osawatomie, Kansas, on September 1, 1910, he spelled out the philosophy that undergirded his Progressivism. Speaking to Civil War veterans, Roosevelt explicitly echoed Lincoln’s communitarian themes and his Whiggish concern for community and equality of opportunity, pursued, if necessary, by government redistribution from the haves to the have-nots.


The essence of any struggle for healthy liberty has always been, and must always be, to take from some one man or class of men the right to enjoy power, or wealth, or position, or immunity, which has not been earned by service to his or their fellows. That is what you fought for in the Civil War, and that is what we strive for now.… We grudge no man a fortune which represents his own power and sagacity, when exercised with entire regard to the welfare of his fellows.… We grudge no man a fortune in civil life if it is honorably obtained and well used. It is not even enough that it should have been gained without doing damage to the community. We should permit it to be gained only so long as the gaining represents benefit to the community. This, I know, implies a policy of a far more active governmental interference with social and economic conditions in this country than we have yet had.25



America was reversing its post–Civil War trajectory of cultural, political, and economic individualism, and communitarian obligations had an improbable new upper class tribune.

Roosevelt, Addams, and their Progressive colleagues had a variety of labels for the alternative vision toward which they were grappling. “Christian socialism,” “neighborliness,” and even the more mundane “community” were common terms, but the most widely used were “association” (or “associationism”) and “cooperation.”26 We can again turn to Ngram for quantitative confirmation of the changing cultural salience of these concepts. As Figure 5.2 shows, these communitarian ideals rose and persisted for the first two thirds of the twentieth century, but after 1970 they would all steadily recede.27 Figure 5.2 also includes “socialism,” because that concept attracted some activists in the Progressive movement, but not Addams, not TR, and not many others, who were put off by doctrinaire Marxism. Despite the ideological and political resonance of “socialism,” “association” and “cooperation” were much more salient throughout the twentieth century. The attentive reader will spot in Figure 5.2 the familiar inverted U pattern that we have noted throughout previous chapters.

FIGURE 5.2: CULTURAL SALIENCE OF “ASSOCIATION,” “COOPERATION,” AND “SOCIALISM,” 1880–2008

[image: Image]

Source: Ngram. Data LOESS smoothed: .15.

TR’s Bull Moose Party was beaten by the equally progressive (or nearly so) Woodrow Wilson in 1912. In the fall of 1916, in an effort to attract TR’s 1912 four million votes, Wilson led congressional approval of the final tranche of national progressive legislation on child labor, the eight-hour workday, the estate tax, and a more progressive income tax. The Overton window had begun to shift to encompass more progressive policies, the culmination of a quarter century of cultural change and grassroots organizing.

FANFARE FOR THE COMMON MAN: 1920–195028

After World War I the communitarian thrust of American politics and culture seemed to dissipate during the giddy, materialist interlude of the Roaring Twenties, remembered more for “flapper” dance crazes, Prohibition, gangsters, and stock market gyrations than for enduring policy or intellectual innovations. Prosperity, presided over by Wall Street financiers, seemed to reanimate, if only temporarily, the myth that opportunity was open to all but the lazy.

Ironically, Herbert Hoover, who coined the term “rugged individualism” and would preside unhappily over the crash that ended the Roaring Twenties, had Progressive roots and was a firm communitarian. In a widely admired book, American Individualism, published in 1923, Hoover argued for a paradoxical blend of individualism and communitarianism.29 In the words of historian James Kloppenberg, Hoover insisted “in good progressive fashion that laissez-faire was irresponsible, and that individualism without equal opportunity was repressive. The only individualism worth having—American individualism—must combine personal initiative with a deep spiritual commitment to the value of public service and the importance of cooperation.”30 Hoover wanted what he called an “associative state,” in which the government would encourage voluntary cooperation among corporations, consumers, workers, farmers, and small businessmen.

As president, as we saw in Chapter 3, Hoover enacted orthodox conservative economic policy, a departure from his previous embrace of Progressive ideas, and that orthodoxy failed him with the onset of the Great Depression. Nevertheless, the Hoover of the 1920s was an excellent illustration of two important facts: (1) that good conservatives could be communitarians—opposing “big government,” but favoring collective action to redress injustice—and (2) that the Progressive Era torrent of communitarianism had not dried up, but simply gone underground during the Roaring Twenties.

For American writers of the 1920s known as “The Lost Generation”—including Ernest Hemingway, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Gertrude Stein, and Ezra Pound—the millions of deaths in the trenches of World War I, followed by millions more in the horrific pandemic of 1918, had destroyed all illusions, including the illusion that kindness and altruism were normal human traits. They had lived through profound loss, alienation, and despair, and their heroes were left to celebrate inner strength and the individual. In “hip” circles, too, the Twenties were highly individualistic, favoring free love and flouting convention. Both the war and the pandemic fostered nihilism.

The stock market crash of 1929 dropped the curtain on the Roaring Twenties. The idea that joblessness was due to character flaws was hard to reconcile with the reality of the Depression, as unemployment shot up from about 3 percent in 1929 to about 25 percent in 1933. Individual effort could hardly solve such a massive collective problem. A commission of Episcopal bishops argued that “it is becoming increasingly evident that the conception of society as made up of autonomous, independent individuals is as faulty from the point of view of economic realism as it is from the standpoint of Christian idealism. Our fundamental philosophy of rugged individualism must be modified to meet the needs of a co-operative age.”31 Historian Charles Beard argued that “the cold truth is that the individualist creed of everybody for himself and the devil take the hindmost is principally responsible for the distress in which Western civilization finds itself.”32

In literature, social conscience and social realism prevailed, culminating in John Steinbeck’s Grapes of Wrath (1939). In cinema these were the years of Frank Capra’s celebration of community spirit in films like Mr. Smith Goes to Washington (1939) and It’s a Wonderful Life (1946). As Capra said, “My films must let every man, woman, and child know that… peace and salvation will become a reality only when they all learn to love each other.”33

In politics, too, the New Deal reanimated the communitarianism of the Progressive Era, not least because many New Dealers had themselves come of age in the Progressive movement. FDR had been a communitarian progressive from his days at Harvard in 1900–1903, likely having picked up this commitment from his role model and fifth cousin, then in the White House. As a young state senator in 1912, fighting for conservation for the Adirondacks, FDR had argued that it was necessary to establish the “liberty of the community,” the right of the community to require certain responsibilities of its members.34 Experience in the Social Gospel movement and the settlement house had been especially influential among New Dealers, many of whom (like Harry Hopkins, one of FDR’s closest advisors; Treasury Secretary Henry Morgenthau, Jr.; the pioneering secretary of labor, Frances Perkins; and the president’s wife, Eleanor) had acquired their ideals as young people during the Progressive Era.35

Politically, as well as culturally, seen from the perspective of the twentieth century as a whole, the New Deal was a continuation of the Progressive Era, interrupted only temporarily by the pause in the 1920s. The Great Depression and revival of concern for the community, not merely the isolated individual, had the effect once again of shifting the Overton window, making massive government intervention more plausible and laissez-faire policies less credible.

It was not merely in New Deal domestic policy that the communitarian spirit pervaded the 1930s. As early as January 1931 Congress had authorized, and President Hoover had appointed, a War Policies Commission to assure that should there be a war in the future, its burden would fall equally on everyone. The commission’s executive secretary was a promising young Army officer named Dwight Eisenhower. The commission was a response to growing popular feeling that “merchants of death” had profited from World War I, and reaction to its report across party lines was overwhelmingly favorable. In other words, the idea that “we’re all in this together” was widely shared nearly a decade before America’s actual involvement in World War II.36

The foremost anthem for mid-century America was the monumental “Fanfare for the Common Man” penned in 1942 by composer Aaron Copland, and inspired in part by a speech made earlier that year by Vice President Henry A. Wallace, in which Wallace proclaimed the dawning of the “Century of the Common Man.” As Figure 5.3 shows, the term “common man” had appeared first in American literature in the Progressive Era, rose steadily in the first half of the century (except for the familiar pause in the 1920s), peaked in 1945, and then faded in cultural salience throughout the rest of the century, its waning accelerating after the Sixties. By 1942 “common man” had become a powerful cultural symbol of national solidarity, social equality, and communitarianism that Wallace and Copland appropriated.37

FIGURE 5.3: CULTURAL SALIENCE OF “COMMON MAN,” 1880–2008
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A virtually uninterrupted boom and ever-increasing prosperity were the most important features of the quarter century after the war. Poverty declined by almost half from 1945 to 1975. The postwar boom obviously helped, but so, too, did the fact that in that era (as we saw in Chapter 2) the poor and working classes were receiving a fairer share of the growth. Meanwhile, the number of families receiving Social Security checks increased by 4.5 million (nearly five-fold) from 1950 to 1960, and overall benefit expenditure rose from $960 million to $10.7 billion. By the early 1960s, 50 percent of major labor union contracts contained a guaranteed cost-of-living adjustment.38

From the New Deal through World War II and into the postwar period, the exaltation of shared values, social solidarity, and the ordinary middle-class American way of life intensified. Contemporary advertising neatly encapsulated these cultural stereotypes—portraying a happy, white, nuclear family enjoying unprecedented leisure time, surrounded by affordable, brand-name consumer goods, with a smiling mother cooking up all-American steaks while a handy father tinkered with an outboard engine. These stereotypes were exaggerated, of course, but they had more than a kernel of truth in them, as unprecedented prosperity made this lifestyle more widely available than it had ever been. In the arts, too, Norman Rockwell’s middlebrow paintings in The Saturday Evening Post both reflected and reinforced the mid-century moral and cultural consensus.

The culture associated with postwar affluence and optimism could rightly be accused of “blandness,” but it was not materialism shorn of all civic values. The term “American Dream” had originally been popularized by James Truslow Adams in 1931, who explained, “It is not a dream of motor cars and high wages merely, but a dream of a social order in which each man and each woman shall be able to attain to the fullest stature of which they are innately capable, and recognized by others for what they are, regardless of the fortuitous circumstances of their birth.”39

That high-minded understanding of the “American Dream” persisted into the 1960s. As Nobel Laureate economist Robert Shiller has observed, “it meant freedom, mutual respect and equality of opportunity. It had more to do with morality than material success.” References to the American Dream became even more common in the 1960s, Shiller points out, including “Martin Luther King Jr.’s ‘I Have a Dream’ speech in 1963, in which he spoke of a vision that was ‘deeply rooted in the American Dream.’ [King] said he dreamed of the disappearance of prejudice and a rise in community spirit.… But as the term became more commonplace, its connection with notions of equality and community weakened. In the 1970s and ’80s, home builders used it extensively in advertisements, perhaps to make conspicuous consumption seem patriotic.”40

In the decades after the Sixties, Shiller goes on to show, the “American Dream” as used by politicians and ordinary citizens was steadily converted into a symbol of individual material success, such as homeownership, not collective moral success. This conversion is a useful reminder that the same term might come to symbolize quite different ideals, as the underlying culture changes. Bland the Fifties may indeed have been—and as we will discuss at length in the next two chapters, the Fifties were also thoroughly imbued with long-standing racial and gender bias—but a sense of shared citizenship and egalitarian values played a predominant role in American culture of the era.

Reacting against the twin, still vivid ideological extremes of Nazi Germany and communist Russia, American political thinkers at mid-century emphasized a nonideological, nonextreme centrism. Emblematically, in his best-selling book The Vital Center (1949), Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. defended liberal democracy and a state-regulated market economy against the totalitarianism of communism and fascism, seeking, as he put it, to “restore the balance between individual and community.”41

Solidarity, even shared across racial lines, remained a sufficiently dominant ideal that in the early 1960s leaders—even advocates of controversial causes—could appeal to it as a fundamental value. In April 1963, staking his case for liberation on that shared morality, Martin Luther King, Jr. pleaded from the Birmingham jail to his critics in the white Southern clergy: “We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny.”42 King’s Civil Rights movement was rooted in communitarian values and community-building. Two months after King’s Birmingham Letter (and five months before he himself would be felled in Dallas), JFK responded in the same key:


The rights of every man are diminished when the rights of one man are threatened.… We are confronted primarily with a moral issue. It is as old as the scriptures and is as clear as the American Constitution. The heart of the question is whether all Americans are to be afforded equal rights and equal opportunities, whether we are going to treat our fellow Americans as we want to be treated.43



King’s letter did little to convince his local critics, to be sure, but its deeper resonance with the national culture roused for the first time a wave of national support for the Civil Rights movement. Swinging the sturdy hammer of the Exodus narrative widely embraced across racial and religious lines—“Set my people free!”—MLK broke the shackles of Jim Crow segregation on the bedrock of shared values.44 And Bull Connor’s fire hoses and police dogs had a powerful impact on white Northern opinion precisely because they flouted those same shared values.

To be sure, civil rights activists were often alleged by white Southerners and their Northern supporters to be subverting those same widely shared values, and the white South often invoked “community standards” as a pretext for resisting integration. So the practical meaning of the shared values was contested, but their existence meant that the struggle took place on moral and cultural ground that in fact gave crucial legitimacy to advocates of integration.

FIGURE 5.4: CULTURAL SALIENCE OF “AGREEMENT,” “COMPROMISE,” AND “UNITY,” 1880–2008
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In this period, in short, however divergent their policy views, Americans largely shared a common moral discourse, a reality that would become noticed only when it disappeared over the next half century. Concepts like unity, agreement, and compromise became increasingly common in national discourse between the 1920s and the 1960s, as shown in Figure 5.4, though all three would fade away just as abruptly in the half century after 1960. Thus, unembellished quantitative evidence reinforces the continued ascendance of communitarian values in American culture of the 1950s and 1960s.

RUMBLES OF DISSENT: THE 1950s

So far in this book we’ve focused on patterns of social change from the 1910s to the 1960s that seem broadly commendable—more economic equality, more political comity, and more social solidarity. You couldn’t have too much of a good thing, it seemed. The cultural story is more complicated, because although the familiar inverted U-curve is empirically unmistakable in the cultural domain, too, many reasonable Americans might reverse the normative polarity here. For example, an increasingly communitarian culture might seem to some a sign of the rise of repressive conformity, while a move toward individualistic culture might seem to symbolize the dawning of liberation. And in fact, one of the virtues of the 1960s’ pivot away from communitarianism was greater tolerance and support for diversity and racial and gender equality, as we shall discuss at length in the next two chapters. However, the post-1960s tolerance was mostly of a live-and-let-live sort, not the embracing tolerance and moral solidarity of Martin Luther King’s “beloved community,” and it definitely did not entail tolerance of political opponents, as we saw in Chapter 3.

The dark side of communitarianism became readily visible in Senator Joseph McCarthy’s attacks on “subversives” in the early 1950s. Though the more tolerant Ike despised McCarthy and McCarthyism, even he sought to exclude “deviants” from government service.45 The Red Scare (and the contemporaneous Lavender Scare aimed at homosexuals) gradually waned, but concern that the balance had shifted too far toward “conformity” and community standards began to spread, especially among intellectuals. Marie Jahoda, a social psychologist who had fled prewar fascism in Europe, observed in 1956 that “Many observers of the current crisis of civil liberties in this country agree with regard to one of its aspects: this is a time of growing conformism… of severely restricted tolerance for deviation from the medium and mediocre.”46

The cultural reflection of this mood appeared in growing commentary on “subversion” and “deviance” in the 1950s and 1960s, since subversion and deviance were defined as deviation from what were said to be widely shared community standards (see Figure 5.5). Strikingly, however, within a decade or two discussion about subversion and deviance would subside almost as quickly as it had grown, with the rise of cultural individualism in the 1970s and beyond. Concern about dissent was, in effect, a leading, but transitory indicator of the cultural turn that was to come.

FIGURE 5.5: CULTURAL SALIENCE OF “SUBVERSION” AND “DEVIANCE,” 1880–2008

[image: Image]

Source: Ngram. Data LOESS smoothed: .10.

On the surface, American society in the 1950s seemed characterized by an unusual consensus, but appearances could be deceiving. Subtle observers could see deeper signs of growing cultural and intellectual dissent, flickering beneath the surface. Cultural rebellion against convention, repression, and consumerism emerged. In the field of literature, the 1950s brought Catcher in the Rye by J. D. Salinger, Lord of the Flies by William Golding, the beatniks inspired by Jack Kerouac’s On the Road, and other books that reflected rebellion against the mid-century insistence on conformity. In cinema, this trend was embodied in James Dean, the lead actor in the hit movie of 1955, Rebel Without a Cause, who was killed in an auto accident at age twenty-three and who was nominated posthumously for an Academy Award for the film. Dean became an instant cultural icon, representing disillusionment and social estrangement to young people growing up in the 1950s. The decade’s best works of fiction were dark reflections of youthful anxiety and hinted at seismic cultural shifts to come.

Increasing numbers of scholars and public intellectuals in the late 1950s and early 1960s were also concerned about the growing “we-ness” of America and decried the trend toward conformity. The Lonely Crowd, David Riesman’s 1950 runaway best-seller, contrasted (unfavorably) the “other-directed” American of the mid-twentieth century with the “inner-directed” American of the nineteenth century.47 The “inner-directed” personality emphasized individual drive, initiative, and competition, while the “other-directed” personality took his cues from friends, bosses, and peers, seeking to “get along with others.” The other-directed person’s forte was not individual drive and innovation, but selling his own affable personality and seeking to fit in. For millions of young Americans, Riesman’s polarity was morally loaded: It was bad to be other-directed and good to be inner-directed. In The Lonely Crowd Riesman had adopted a stance as neutral observer, not moralist, but in his 1954 Individualism Reconsidered, he urged Americans to find “the nerve to be oneself when that self is not approved of by the dominant ethic of a society.”48 His young readers were avidly listening.

William H. Whyte’s 1956 social commentary The Organization Man and Sloan Wilson’s 1957 novel The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit were classics in the same genre as The Lonely Crowd The Organization Man was critical of “belongingness,” “togetherness,” “sociability,” conformity, classlessness, and the “social ethic,” which Whyte defined as a “contemporary body of thought that makes morally legitimate the pressures of the society against the individual.” The flaw in the social ethic, in Whyte’s eyes, was not its suggestion that the individual had an obligation to society per se. Rather, the problem was that people came to believe that “society’s needs and the needs of the individual are one and the same,” with the result that anyone who expressed discontent was considered psychologically maladjusted.49

FIGURE 5.6: CONFORMITY
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Source: Alex Gregory, The New Yorker, June 30, 2003. Reprinted with permission.

That these weighty tomes unexpectedly became best-sellers testified to the fact that similar concerns were spreading among millions of American readers. Their grievances embodied an impending turn away from a culture of conformity—and thus community—that spread rapidly in the late 1950s and peaked in the mid-1960s. As American society turned from “we” to “I” in the late 1960s, these complaints of excessive “we”-ness declined and would disappear by the late 1970s. As the problem they had identified began to dissipate in a more individualistic America, the complaints no longer seemed necessary or even novel. Hydrological engineers are said to believe that “the dam leaks before it breaks,”50 and in effect, this cultural indicator was an early warning sign that the pendulum had swung too far toward the communitarian pole for comfort.

Conformity is the dark twin of community, for communitarianism almost by definition involves social pressure to conform to norms. If the communitarian “we” is defined too narrowly, however, then conformity to social norms punishes dissidents and deviants, whether political or sexual or racial. That was no less true in mid-twentieth-century America than it had been in seventeenth-century Salem, and it was no accident that Arthur Miller underscored that parallel in his 1953 play The Crucible.

During the first half of the twentieth century, this potential disadvantage of community had been virtually undiscussed. As the I-we-I pendulum swung ever upward in the 1950s, however, Americans suddenly became more aware of this dark side of community. That awakening to the fact that we might have too much of a good thing was reflected in a sudden increase in the number of books dealing with “conformity” (see Figure 5.7). With the 1960s’ turn from “we” to “I”—a pivot that we shall discuss in more detail in Chapter 8—that preoccupation with conformity declined almost as quickly as it had arisen. Whether that cultural shift was itself a cause of the 1960s’ turn, or merely a reflection, is a difficult question to which we shall return in Chapter 8.

FIGURE 5.7: CULTURAL SALIENCE OF “CONFORMITY,” 1880–2008
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Why do we emphasize these rumbles of individualistic dissent in the 1950s? In part, as we have argued, they seem to have been signals of an impending cultural shift. But equally important for our argument, they are implicit evidence that, in fact, postwar America was predominantly “other-directed” and communitarian. Why so many complaints about conformity unless conformity was, in fact, prevalent? However, our discussion of conformity has rested thus far on literary evidence. We know that people were writing (and reading) a lot about conformity in the 1950s. But were Americans actually more conformist, more “other-directed” in the 1950s than now? Fortunately, we have strong, experimental evidence on that very point.

In 1950 social psychologist Solomon Asch conducted a simple experiment on visual perception whose results astounded psychologists and the general public.51 Subjects were asked to decide which of three comparison lines matched the length of a target line. Crucially, these judgments were made in the presence of other participants. Only one of the participants in the experiment was the naive subject, while the others were confederates of the experimenter and were instructed to give manifestly incorrect answers. Although those answers seemed plainly wrong to most of the naive subjects, as post-experiment interviews revealed, about one third of the time they went along with the majority anyway. In other words, people were willing to ignore the simple evidence before their eyes in order to conform to the group consensus. For many observers, these results threatened their image of America as the land of individualism and autonomy. The experiment became an instant classic, replicated many times in the 1950s and early 1960s. All confirmed that Americans were remarkably willing to suppress their own judgment in the face of social pressure.

Yet as the replications continued into the 1970s and 1980s, the size of the Asch effect diminished and then disappeared. Eventually researchers failed to detect even minimal levels of conformity, suggesting that “Asch’s results were a child of the 1950s, the age of ‘other-directed’ people made famous by David Riesman.”52 Asch subsequently agreed that cultural and social pressures for conformity in mid-century America could have contributed to his finding, and that the later failures to replicate it were not lab failures, but rather evidence of real social change: “Historical circumstances may have altered this supposedly rock-bottom condition.”53

In other words, the culture of community and conformism that peaked in America from the 1950s to the 1960s was not a figment of the imagination of social critics, but was embodied in the actual behavior of ordinary Americans. The history of “the Asch social pressure effect” is a rare instance in which changing lab results were evidence not of scientific incompetence, but of wider social and cultural change.

In sum, reformers in the 1950s were properly worried about the constraints that conformity placed on individualism and (as we shall see in Chapters 6 and 7) about the persistence of racial and gender inequality. Those combustible concerns, ignited by the sparks of the 1960s, would help to reverse the fundamental trends of the first two thirds of the century, and set us on a different course. That new course would indeed bring more cultural freedom and diversity, though at a cost to the earlier communitarian values, a cost mostly unnoticed as one century unspooled and gave way to the next.

THE RISE OF INDIVIDUALISM IN THE 1960s AND BEYOND

The sharp critiques of the 1950s from J. D. Salinger and James Dean to David Riesman and William Whyte were couched in social-psychological terms. They did not frame their complaints in terms of political ideology—Riesman’s book was subtitled “A Study of the Changing American Character” and Dean’s “rebel” famously had no “cause.” It was constraint in American society and repression in the American psyche that these cultural critics worried about, not constraints on the American marketplace nor repression in American politics. At virtually the same time, however, a pair of seemingly independent developments extended the critique of America of the 1950s into the realm of political ideology. Strikingly, this occurred simultaneously on both the Right and the Left, giving rise to the New Right and the New Left.

On the Right the challenge had originated with Ayn Rand and Friedrich Hayek and eventually included orthodox economists like Milton Friedman. These “libertarians,” as they began to be called, appealed to younger conservatives because their ideas seemed fresh and attractive in an era of flatness and tired “big government.” Hayek (Road to Serfdom, 1944) and Rand (The Fountainhead, 1943; Atlas Shrugged, 1957) reacted against “collectivism” gone wrong under communism and Nazism. Hayek was the better thinker, but Rand was a better novelist. Atlas Shrugged is sometimes said to be the most widely read book of the twentieth century, trailing only the Bible.54

Rand had a genius for quotable, controversial aphorisms: “Nobody has ever given a reason why man should be his brother’s keeper” and “Altruism is incompatible with freedom, with capitalism and with individual rights.”55 Gordon Gekko’s “Greed is good” from the 1987 film Wall Street simply echoed Rand. Rand’s libertarianism was so accessible that it became virtually biblical to successive generations of conservative political leaders—from Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan to Alan Greenspan and former speaker of the House of Representatives Paul Ryan.

Atlas Shrugged was the source for a right-wing meme that would endure well into the twenty-first century: “makers” and “takers.” (Rand called them “producers” and “looters.”) According to this meme, society is composed of two classes of people: those who make stuff and those who take stuff. The takers take from the makers, usually using the power of government. The makers, like the eponymous Atlas, bear the entire weight of society. All that is required for freedom and prosperity is for Atlas to “shrug” off the feckless takers. A direct line runs between Atlas Shrugged and Mitt Romney’s infamous observation more than half a century later in the 2012 election campaign that 47 percent of the country is a “taker class” that pays little or nothing into the federal government but “believe they are entitled to healthcare, to food, to housing, to you name it.”56

Rand’s influence has become especially pronounced in Silicon Valley, where her overarching philosophy that “man exists for his own sake, that the pursuit of his own happiness is his highest moral purpose, that he must not sacrifice himself to others, nor sacrifice others to himself,” as she described it in a 1964 Playboy interview,57 has an obvious appeal for self-made entrepreneurs. In 2016 Vanity Fair anointed her the most influential figure in the technology industry, surpassing Steve Jobs.58

The New Right, inspired by Rand’s extreme libertarianism, stressed the virtues of individualism, unfettered capitalism, and inequality over egalitarianism and collectivism. In this light the twenty-first-century revival of the term “survival of the fittest,” which we noticed in Figure 5.1, is unsurprising, since it was the slogan of choice for the libertarians of the first Gilded Age.

Gradually, individual “choice” became the touchstone for all conservatives. As Paul Ryan put it, “In every fight we are involved here on Capitol Hill… it is a fight that usually comes down to one conflict: individualism versus collectivism.”59 To be sure, free market fundamentalism, undergirded by libertarianism, was not the only route followed by post-1960s conservatives; others explored themes of law and order, racism, and evangelical Christianity. In today’s Trump world what counts as conservatism is much in turmoil, but for the half century between 1960 and 2016 conservatism shifted starkly away from the solidarity and compassion of the 1950s Republicans (later dismissed as “Republicans in Name Only”) to libertarian individualism.

The impact of this cultural shift went well beyond politics. For example, the dominant philosophy of business management during the “we” era (as epitomized by George Romney) had been that corporate decisions should take into account a wide range of constituencies beyond the owners—employees, customers, suppliers, and even the wider community within which they operated—what would later be called “stakeholders.” But the newer libertarian philosophy of the 1970s argued for sharply narrowing the focus of business management to a single group—the shareholders of the company’s stock—and closely linking the income of managers themselves to the stock price. “Shareholder value” (that is, the stock price) became the single metric for managerial success; this term first appeared (according to Ngram) in 1976 and then exploded in usage after 1980. The CEO of General Electric from 1981 to 2001, Jack Welch, converted that idea from theory to the dominant business culture and by 1999 was named “Manager of the Century” by Fortune magazine.

Meanwhile, in the very same years an equal and opposite evolution was more slowly getting under way at the far-left end of the spectrum, as the Old Left was replaced by the New Left, similarly eager to replace institutionalized solidarity with individual liberation. While the New Right wanted to remove the fetters from capitalist entrepreneurs, the New Left wanted to free people from oppressive community bonds. Francis Fukuyama in The Great Disruption (1999) emphasized that both Left and Right have taken freeing people from constraints as their central goal. For the Left, constraints are on lifestyles; for the Right, constraints are on money.60

Leftist thinkers and activists in the late 1950s and early 1960s pursued the ideal of participatory democracy by turning against highly organized elites. C. Wright Mills wrote The Power Elite (1956) with the goal of mobilizing the resistance of a “New Left.” His ideas were echoed by more abstract thinkers, such as Herbert Marcuse, whose One-Dimensional Man (1964) argued that the political triumph of “technical rationality” had brought about “a comfortable, smooth, reasonable, democratic unfreedom” in American society, as managerial techniques achieved “freedom from want” at the cost of “the independence of thought, autonomy, and the right to political opposition.”61

Unlike the New Right that had attacked solidarity in favor of extreme individualism from the beginning, the New Left in its early years was communitarian in both its philosophy and its strategy. The 1962 Port Huron Statement of the Students for a Democratic Society, drafted by Tom Hayden and widely read on campuses throughout the 1960s, laid out the ideals of participatory democracy, racial equality, economic justice, and peace as a guide to the Left. In historical perspective the Port Huron Statement marked an inflection point on the Left, a high point of communitarianism, condemning “egoistic individualism,” while praising self-expression as against conformism.62

During the second half of the Sixties more individualistic strands in the New Left counterculture became more dominant. The term “New Left” itself exploded into common usage between 1963 and 1968 (according to Ngram). The New Left was more heterogenous and fractious than the New Right, but in general members of the New Left shared disillusionment with the state, and all emphasized deconstruction of repressive institutions and assertion of self-autonomy. Outside the purely political sphere, as we’ll discuss in Chapter 8, the libertine hippie slogan “If it feels good, do it” became the watchword for the Left for the Sixties.

The transition away from the Old Left toward a more individualistic New Left was neatly encapsulated in a 1966 mass meeting at Berkeley about an antiwar campus strike. It was a microcosm of the future of the Left: (1) the original Left, heavily influenced by labor unions and the Civil Rights movement, and (2) the growing hippie and New Left subculture. Todd Gitlin’s autobiographical account reveals who won out in the merger.


In December 1966, Berkeley antiwar protestors tried to evict a Navy recruiting table from the student union. The police intervened. Afterward, at a mass meeting to discuss a campus strike, someone started singing the old union standby, “Solidarity Forever.” Voices stumbled; few knew the words. Then someone started “Yellow Submarine,” and the entire room rollicked into it, chorus after chorus. With a bit of effort, the Beatles’ song could be taken as the communion of hippies and activists, students and non-students, all who at long last felt they could express their beloved single-hearted community. (It did not cross the collective mind that “Yellow Submarine” might also be taken as a smug anthem of the happy few snug in their little Utopia.)63



Most interpretations of the 1960s are framed in terms of the political struggle between the Left and the Right, a struggle in which the initial victories of the Left (the Great Society and the Civil Rights revolution) triggered a conservative backlash, putting in power the Right, which has largely dominated American politics ever since. In Chapter 3 we acknowledged that narrative, but we also argued that the more durable and pervasive change was from communitarianism to individualism, a dimension that is conceptually and empirically distinct from the left-right spectrum. The shift in the Sixties was less from left to right (or the reverse) than from we to I, a shift that was entirely visible on both extremes, as the Old Right gave way to the New Right and the Old Left gave way to the New Left. Both the New Right and the New Left seemed fresh and attractive, whereas the communitarian ideals had come to seem stale and constraining.

For the most part the New Right had much more long-term success than the New Left. The Republican Party in 2018 was much more like the New Right of the 1950s than the Democratic Party was like the New Left of the 1960s. In only one domain did the legacy of the New Left linger and expand into the twenty-first century, and that involves the concept of “identity.”

Here, too, the cultural innovation did not begin in politics, but in social psychology. In 1958 the term “identity crisis” was introduced into the American lexicon by the psychologist Erik Erikson to describe a common phase in human development.64 The new term resonated widely in an America where millions of young people craved independence and sought to craft a personal identity. The term “identity crisis” spread rapidly across America in the next two decades and then began to fade from view. However, by then the concept of “identity” itself had begun to spread beyond developmental psychology to gender and racial identity in the 1970s and 1980s and to identity politics by the 1990s.65

“Identity” itself, unmodified by race, or gender, or politics, rapidly became an important theme in American culture after mid-century, as our trusty Ngram tool reveals with great clarity. The frequency of the word “identity” in American literature increased more than five-fold over the second half of the twentieth century, as Figure 5.8 shows. Identities, of course, can be collective—“we Democrats,” “we whites,” “we women”—but over much of this period “identity” referred as much to personal identity as to collective identity. Of all references to “identity” charted in Figure 5.8, fewer than 3 percent involved “identity politics,” “gender identity,” “racial identity,” “black identity,” “white identity,” “class identity,” and virtually all other demographic identities combined. In short, the rapidly increasing salience of identity in American culture in the second half of the twentieth century began in young adult psyches far from race and gender and class and politics. Although identity was eventually reflected in those spheres, too, at its core it represented an emphasis on “I.”

One final indication of the changing weight that Americans gave in the mid-1960s to the competing claims of the individual and the community involved the balance between rights and responsibility. An emphasis on individual rights, of course, has profound roots in American political culture dating to before our national founding. National commitment to a “Bill of Rights” was demanded by the states as a precondition for ratification of the Constitution. Historically, however, our strong normative commitment to rights has been counterbalanced by strong commitment to our civic responsibilities. “Citizenship offers many benefits and equally important responsibilities,” we tell all new citizens. “Below [in this pamphlet] you will find several rights and responsibilities that all citizens should exercise and respect.”66

We can therefore get some measure of the changing balance between individualism and communitarianism by examining (see Figure 5.9) the changing cultural balance between “rights” and “responsibility” in our national literature.67 Overall, “rights” is a more common word in American English than “responsibility,” but that edge has varied enormously over time. From the Gilded Age to about 1960 American writers put ever increasing stress on “responsibility” (as compared to “rights”)—not just civic responsibilities, of course, but also family responsibilities, religious responsibilities, and so forth. Over that period, as Figure 5.9 shows, the ratio of “responsibility” to “rights” in American publications rose from one to four in 1900, when “responsibility” was a relatively rare word, to four to five in 1960, when “responsibility” was nearly as commonly used as “rights.” By contrast, between 1960 and 2008, “responsibility” became rarer and “rights” more common, so that the ratio of the first word to the second fell back to about one to three.

FIGURE 5.8: CULTURAL SALIENCE OF “IDENTITY,” 1880–2008
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Beginning in the Sixties, “rights talk” (as philosopher Mary Ann Glendon properly dubbed it68) became ever more prominent. Communitarian constitutional scholars have criticized the “rights revolution” on normative grounds, but whether the shift was good or bad is less relevant here than simply the fact and timing of the shift. The emphasis on individual rights—civil rights, women’s rights, gay rights, consumer rights, children’s rights, and so forth—has expanded steadily over the last half century and shows no sign of waning. Though initially framed as a progressive value, “rights” soon became a normative framework accepted across the political spectrum—“rights of the unborn,” “gun rights,” or even “white rights.”69 Figure 5.9 offers particularly crisp evidence of the swing of the pendulum in American culture from individualism to communitarianism from 1900 to the Sixties, and back to individualism from the Sixties to today.

Cultural change in America in the years after the 1960s is vividly portrayed in the sequence of Ngrams that we have offered so far in this chapter. In virtually every case the salience of ideas and themes that emphasize individualism has surged up to replace ideas and themes that emphasize unity, agreement, association, cooperation, compromise, and—lest we forget—conformity. However, some of the most salient evidence of change in the last half century involves generational change, as the generations who came of age during and after the 1960s were more likely to be socialized in favor of individual autonomy. Significantly, studies of how parents have raised their children over this period show that parental values have shifted from obedience to autonomy and self-expression.70

FIGURE 5.9: RELATIVE CULTURAL SALIENCE OF “RESPONSIBILITY” AND “RIGHTS,” 1880–2008
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Anecdotal evidence strongly suggests that Americans have become literally more self-centered. Sales of “self-help” books soared in the 1960s and 1970s.71 “Selfies” have come to dominate our photographic behavior, and we now speak of “sharing a selfie,” although the meaning of the verb “to share” has subtly changed. It once referred to other-directed behavior, or in the words of an older dictionary definition, “to give a portion of something to another.” More recently, however, its meaning has become more “inner-directed” or (according to the Merriam-Webster dictionary online) to “talk about one’s thoughts, feelings, or experiences with others.”72 For many younger Americans, presenting a “curated self” online has become de rigueur. As early as 1979 social observers like Christopher Lasch argued that Americans were becoming increasingly narcissistic.73

The most substantial quantitative evidence on this trend has been gathered by social psychologist Jean Twenge, under the rubric of The Narcissism Epidemic (coauthored with W. Keith Campbell, 2009) and Generation Me (2014). In one of her earliest studies, she cited the astonishing fact that in 1950, 12 percent of students agreed with the statement, “I am a very important person.” By 1990 that figure had risen to 80 percent!74 Twenge’s interest is not in the incidence of a clinically defined personality trait, but in broader social and cultural change: “the fight for the greater good of the 1960s” turning into “looking out for number one by the 1980s.”75 Initially, Twenge’s pioneering work was criticized on methodological grounds, but as she steadily improved the scope of her evidence, the scientific community has revised its assessment, which is now generally supportive. Her latest work definitely suggests a long-term increase in self-centeredness among American youth. “No single event initiated the narcissism epidemic; instead, Americans’ core cultural ideas slowly became more focused on self-admiration and self-expression. At the same time, Americans’ faith in the power of collective action or the government was lost.”76 She and others offer abundant evidence for a monotonic increase since the 1960s in self-focus, which matches our account of cultural change, but virtually no one has extended this analysis to the full twentieth century, largely because of the absence of systematic survey data prior to the 1960s.

That very absence of earlier survey data has required us in this chapter to rely almost exclusively on narratives and Ngrams to trace the pendular swing between individualism and community. However, as it happens, one solid, century-long behavioral measure comes from a very simple choice that faces almost all of us at one time or another: What names do we give our newborns?

Concentration of parental baby-naming choices on fewer names implies tighter social constraints on appropriate baby names, whereas a wider dispersion of parents’ choices reflects a desire to assert individuality. Individualistic people give their children rare names, reflecting a desire to stand out, as opposed to common names, which reflect instead a desire to fit in. Among advanced countries, those whose inhabitants have more idiosyncratic names rank higher on the Hofstede index of cultural individualism, representing “a preference for a loosely-knit social framework in which individuals are expected to take care of only themselves and their immediate families.”77 We borrow our baby names measure of individualism from social psychologists—including Jean Twenge. This measure has been found to correlate strongly with other proxies for individualism in multiple contexts by economists and sociologists, as well as psychologists.78

The advantage of this measure of individualism is that it is based on the actual choices of succeeding generations of all American parents, not on the somewhat mysterious processes that influence American authors’ changing word choices. Strikingly, this objective indicator of cultural change turns out to be remarkably synchronized with the changes as reflected in our Ngram word counts.

Data on baby names year by year since 1879 is readily available from the US Social Security Administration.79 The most sensitive and robust measure of the degree of concentration of parental choices on a limited number of names is the Gini index, a measure of statistical dispersion.80 As Gabriel Rossman of UCLA writes, “Gini is basically a better version of taking the ratio of a high percentile and a low percentile. If you have exactly two people with exactly equal wealth (or exactly two names with equal numbers of babies) then you’d have a very low Gini.”81 When the index (as oriented in this chart) is high, most children are given conventional names like John and David and Susan and Mary. When the index is low, many more children are given unusual names like Silas and Jaden and Harper and Maude. (The basic trend in baby-naming persists even with controls for immigration and “foreign” names.82) Figure 5.10 shows that this unusual measure of conventionality and individualism matches our I-we-I curve almost perfectly over the last 125 years, including even the “pause” in the 1920s. The figure also shows that since the 1920s, boys have been given more conventional names than girls and that this gender distinction has widened over the decades. Nonetheless, the pendular swing from idiosyncratic names to conventional names and back again has followed perfectly the same pattern as more literary measures of culture.

FIGURE 5.10: CONVENTIONALITY (VS. INDIVIDUALISM) IN BABY NAMES, 1890–2017
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PRONOUN USAGE

Social psychologist James Pennebaker in his fascinating book The Secret Life of Pronouns (2011) explains that our usage of the first-person plural and first-person singular pronouns is remarkably revealing. Use of “we” is more common in strong marriages and close-knit teams, for example. Similarly, high-status, confident people, focused on the task at hand, not on themselves, use fewer “I” words. Frequent use of “I” is associated with depression and suicide; indeed, researchers have reported that pronouns are actually more reliable in identifying depression than negative emotion words, like “sad.” On the other hand, in the aftermath of community trauma (such as 9/11; Princess Diana’s death; or a mass campus shooting) use of “I” declines, researchers have found, whereas use of “we” increases. Frequent use of “I” seems to be a signal of individual isolation, whereas “we” is typically a sign of solidarity and collective identification.83

Pennebaker cautions that “we” has multiple meanings—he identifies at least five. “We” can mean “my friends and I, not you,” or the royal “we” (as in “we are not amused”), or “every person on earth” (as in “we face global catastrophe”), or even “you” (as in “how are we feeling today?”). Of course, “we” most conventionally means “you and I.” By contrast, there are not multiple usages of “I,” so it is a cleaner indicator of psychological and cultural focus.84 But comparing “I” and “we” over time provides an unexpectedly clear index of individual and community salience.

In recent years scholars have turned to Ngram to explore the frequency of “I” and “we” across time and space, as a tool for measuring individualism. Patricia Greenfield85 and Jean Twenge and her colleagues86 have independently found evidence for a long-term shift toward language that evinces greater “individualistic and materialistic values” over the last two centuries. On the other hand, both have focused on “I,” ignoring “we,” and neither has focused specifically on the full period of our interest in this book. Both looked particularly for one-way trends (like modernization), not ups and downs, and Twenge did not extend her work back before 1960.

In fact, over the period from 1900 to 1965 the word “I” appeared less and less often in American publications, but after 1965 (as both Greenfield and Twenge reported) that trend reversed itself, and in a paroxysm of self-centeredness the word “I” became ever more frequent. The frequency of the word “I” in all American books actually doubled between 1965 and 2008. “We” is less common in general, and its changes over time are less marked, but Figure 5.11 combines both pronouns by showing the ratio of “we” to “I” over the period from 1875 to 2008 in American literature of all sorts.

Taking that full span of time allows us to see the accelerating individualism of the Gilded Age 1875–1900, supplanting the Lincolnian era of communitarianism. Then comes the reinvigorated communitarian reversal of the Progressive Era in the “we” spurt from 1900 to 1916, the familiar pause of the 1920s and the renewed “we”-ness during the Depression and then World War II. We can see the remarkable increase in “we”-ness in the 1950s and early 1960s, a very abrupt turning point in 1967, followed by what Tom Wolfe would call the “Me Decade.”87 Finally, we can see the long plunge toward ever more intense individualism over the last half century. This chart closely matches the narrative that intellectual and cultural historians have given of the twentieth century. The convergence of these entirely independent streams of evidence gives us considerable confidence in our description of the I-we-I curve in this book.88

FIGURE 5.11: FROM “I” TO “WE” TO “I” IN AMERICAN BOOKS, 1875–2008
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Source: Ngram. Data LOESS smoothed: .20.

As we have done with each of our analytical lenses so far, we can conveniently summarize the main empirical findings of this chapter in a single graph. Figure 5.12 tracks how a composite index of American culture varied along that community-individual continuum between 1880 and 2017. This curve is, in effect, a weighted average of all the principal curves that we have seen in this chapter.89 It shows the by now familiar pattern. Our further statistical analysis confirms that of all the noisy, chaotic, year-to-year fluctuations of these ten cultural indicators over a century and a quarter, 70 percent can be attributed simply to the common I-we-I pendulum.90 In other words, the communitarianism indicators fluctuate across the years in impressive lockstep.

But we can’t ignore the fact that “we” is, as we noted earlier, a slippery pronoun. That possibility is very vivid in the case of Charts 5.11 and 5.12. Was the American “we” of the 1950s and 1960s a truly national “we,” or was it instead a white, affluent, male “we,” excluding blacks, many women, and the poor? To this broad and fundamental question, we devote the next two chapters of this book.

FIGURE 5.12: CULTURE: COMMUNITY VS. INDIVIDUALISM, 1890–2017
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Source: See endnote 1.4. Data LOESS smoothed: .10.




6 RACE AND THE AMERICAN “WE”

Throughout the preceding chapters we have outlined the multiplicity of ways in which America’s trajectory toward economic equality, political comity, social cohesion, and cultural communitarianism combined to produce a clear upswing during the first two thirds of the century, which then abruptly reversed course during the last third. To a remarkable extent, the interconnected phenomena we have examined so far can be summarized in a single statistical trend, which we have come to call the I-we-I curve.

However, the argument that America was for more than six decades moving toward a more equal, cohesive, and expansive “we” must also take into consideration the contested nature of the very concept of “we.” Just how expansive was it, really? What kind of American community were we building toward during the upswing? Did our nation’s “coming together” come at the expense of traditionally excluded groups? How was the upswing reflected—or not—in the experience of people of color1 and women?

THE COLOR LINE

In 1903, W. E. B. Du Bois, one of America’s most influential scholars and activists, wrote, “the problem of the twentieth century is the problem of the color-line.”2 As the nation was poised to begin what would be a sixty-year upward climb toward a more capacious sense of “we,” Du Bois called attention to what would be one of the greatest challenges—and most enduring exceptions—to America’s communitarian ideal.

In the Reconstruction years immediately following the Civil War and the abolition of slavery many African Americans had made remarkable strides toward equality. Finally, they were able to apply their labor toward ownership of land, satisfy a long-felt desire for literacy and learning, organize community associations, help rewrite Southern states’ constitutions, exercise the vote, and achieve elected office—all of which they did in earnest. In fact, during Reconstruction some two thousand black men held government posts ranging from sheriffs and mayors to US senators and congressmen.3

But by the end of the nineteenth century the hope that Reconstruction would bring about racial equality was little more than a bitter memory. Under the banner of Southern Redemption, violent oppression of African Americans raged in the South, intensifying whenever blacks stood up to claim their new rights. Some four hundred black people were lynched between 1868 and 1871 alone.4 The tactic of reclaiming white dominance by violence was augmented in the 1870s, 1880s, and 1890s by more creative measures, such as restrictive Black Codes and the disenfranchisement of African Americans through poll taxes, literacy tests, and election fraud.5 Even so, Northern Republicans could not rally enough white support to continue Reconstruction in earnest.6 Southern manipulation of the legal system and a series of backroom political dealings doomed Reconstruction to failure. As America moved through the Gilded Age, Northerners increasingly looked the other way as over eight million African Americans slid into a state-sanctioned and violently enforced form of second-class citizenship.7 In establishing the doctrine of “separate but equal,” the 1896 Supreme Court ruling in the Plessy v. Ferguson case dealt a final blow to any hope of genuine equal rights and freedoms for people of color. As the nineteenth century ended, the outlook for African Americans was bleak indeed.

As the new century opened, day-to-day life for black Americans—who were still overwhelmingly concentrated in the South—was defined by what came to be called Jim Crow, a system of laws, customs, and codes that institutionalized discrimination and disadvantage. Stark segregation and social exclusion were the norm. All public amenities and institutions including restrooms, public conveyances, and schools were separate and woefully unequal. Violence and brutality—aided and abetted by law enforcement—were the punishment for even the smallest transgression, real or imagined. And the convict-lease system exploited blacks’ labor to enrich railway contractors, mining companies, and plantation owners as well as the states who received generous revenue from renting out their prisoners.8 Economic prospects were grim, with most black laborers trapped in the abusive systems of sharecropping and tenant farming, which offered no hope of landownership, and no path out of abject poverty.9

Thus, in the opening decade of the twentieth century, by almost every measure, the black-white gap in America was enormous. Life expectancy for people of color in 1900 was just 33 years, compared to 47.6 years for whites.10 Black children were only about half as likely as white children to be enrolled in school,11 and the schools they attended were dismally underfunded and overcrowded, which, combined with the legacy of slavery, resulted in a black literacy rate of just 55.5 percent, compared to 93.8 percent for whites.12 Only about one fifth of African American household heads owned their own homes in 1900, less than half the rate of white homeownership.13 And while the census did not record labor earnings by race until 1940, in their definitive history of inequality in America, Peter Lindert and Jeffrey Williamson have used other data to offer a reconstructed picture, estimating that blacks earned less than half as much as whites at the beginning of the twentieth century.14

The absolute standing of both black and white Americans generally improved in the ensuing 125 years, as indicated in Chapter 2, but this fact tells us little about racial equality. Thus, in attempting to understand how racial equality evolved over the course of the twentieth century, in this chapter we will examine relative comparisons of black and white well-being, rather than the absolute standing of blacks. When the relative standing of blacks improved, that implies that blacks were making even more progress than whites, thus narrowing the racial gap; and when the relative standing of blacks failed to improve, that implies that the racial gap was not narrowing, even though in absolute terms they (like whites) might have been better off than before.

Jim Crow, which was the defining experience of life for most African Americans during the first two thirds of the twentieth century, constituted a glaring exception to the many ways in which, during that same period, the nation was moving toward a more expansive American “we.” Accordingly, when it comes to trends in racial equality over the course of the twentieth century, a commonly held view is that all was discrimination, exclusion, and inequality until the lightning-bolt changes of the mid-1960s. This could be described as a sort of “hockey stick” story, which, charted against our now familiar inverted U-curve, would look by contrast like a flat line indicating virtually no improvement for six decades, followed by a sharp, dramatic upturn after mid-century.

In many ways the “hockey stick” image is accurate. The persistent exclusion of people of color from the white American mainstream after the abolition of slavery is an indelible blot upon this nation’s history. However, the story is more complex than it appears. As we looked closely at a variety of measures spanning the twentieth century, two surprises emerged. First, progress toward equality for black Americans didn’t begin in 1965. By many measures, blacks were moving toward parity with whites well before the victories of the Civil Rights revolution, despite the limitations imposed by Jim Crow. And second, after the Civil Rights movement, that long-standing trend toward racial equality slowed, stopped, and even reversed. Unlike the “hockey stick” image, these trends embody a too-slow but unmistakable decades-long drive toward equality, followed by a period in which Americans took our collective “foot off the gas,” so that progress slowed and even in some cases reversed.15 Let’s examine these long-term trends in racial equality in four key areas: health, education, economics, and voting.16

Health

Due to a combination of environmental factors, poverty, discrimination, and a lack of healthcare access affecting nearly all African Americans, there were substantial health gaps between black and white populations at the beginning of the twentieth century: Black Americans were expected to live only 69 percent as long as their white counterparts, black death rates were 1.4 times as high as white death rates, black infants died 1.8 times more frequently than white infants, and black mothers died in childbirth 1.8 times more frequently than white mothers. But all of these gaps narrowed steadily, albeit unevenly, for the first half to two thirds of the century. Figure 6.1, charting the relative life expectancy of blacks versus whites over the twentieth century, is one illustration—relatively continuous progress toward equality between the races was made from 1900 through the late 1950s.17 During this period white life expectancy rose steadily, of course, as we described in Chapter 2, but black life expectancy rose even more rapidly. To be sure, we must not ignore that throughout the entire period black lives have been shorter, but it is significant—indeed, unexpected—that the racial gap was steadily narrowing from 1900 to 1960.

FIGURE 6.1: LIFE EXPECTANCY, BLACK-WHITE RATIO, 1900–2017

[image: Image]

Source: National Center for Health Statistics, “Death Rates and Life Expectancy at Birth.”

Though black Americans had made important gains during the first two thirds of the century, thereafter, progress virtually halted. By 1995 the life expectancy ratio (whites living 10 percent longer than blacks) was exactly the same as it had been thirty-five years earlier. Despite modest relative progress in the two decades since then (now whites live on average only 5 percent longer than blacks, partly because of a surprising increase in premature deaths among working class whites), this is a clear “foot off the gas” phenomenon.18

Other measures of relative health outcomes between racial groups over the course of the twentieth century echo this pattern. Nationally, the black-white ratio of age-adjusted death rates shows a marked improvement during the first half of the century, followed by steady worsening between 1955 and 2000. The gap in infant mortality between blacks and whites narrowed sharply from 1915 to 1945, widened somewhat from 1945 to 1965, then shrank sharply until 1970, after which progress toward racial parity suddenly halted. Today black infants are more than twice as likely to die within their first year of life as white infants, just as they were in the early 1960s.19

Overall, nationwide data for the entire twentieth century show, surprisingly, that the black-white health gap significantly narrowed from 1900 to the late 1960s, during America’s broader upswing, but thereafter remained stubbornly stuck. And the timing of this stagnation in progress corresponds remarkably closely to the larger turn from “we” to “I,” which we have seen again and again throughout this book. Why and how were blacks narrowing inequality gaps with whites in the pre–civil rights period, and why did that progress slow and even stop afterward? Later in this chapter we shall explore this puzzle and others like it.

Education

Just as with health and health care, at the beginning of the twentieth century African Americans faced enormous disparities in both educational outcomes and access, as compared with white Americans. (Recall that more than 90 percent of African Americans in 1900 lived in the South.) The vast majority of black elementary school students and about half of older black schoolchildren had no access to education whatsoever, and what schools did exist were racially segregated and of far inferior quality to their white counterparts. But by the end of the century, the racial gap on most absolute measures of educational inputs and outcomes had narrowed dramatically, and school segregation, especially in the South, had plummeted. However, just as with health outcomes, the particular shape of the trends toward educational equality over the course of the century reveals some surprises.

The first half of the twentieth century brought significant improvements in the relative racial equality of educational access. School attendance rates provide one example. According to education scholar James D. Anderson, in the South the elementary school attendance gap between blacks and whites was virtually eliminated between 1900 and 1940, as shown in Figure 6.2.20 To be sure, this schooling was racially segregated and very unequal in quality, as the US Supreme Court would belatedly recognize in Brown v. Board of Education in 1954.

FIGURE 6.2: GROWTH IN SOUTHERN ELEMENTARY SCHOOL ATTENDANCE RATES BY AGE AND RACE, 1900 AND 1940
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Source: Anderson, The Education of Blacks in the South, 151, 182.

Parity in educational access was not similarly achieved in high school attendance, but the racial gap did narrow significantly during that same period—from Southern high school attendance rates of 4 percent for white youth and just 0.39 percent for black youth in 1890 (a ratio of ten to one) to 54 percent for white youth and 18 percent for black youth in 1933 (a ratio of three to one).21 By 1960 Southern high school attendance rates were at 82 percent for whites, and 69 percent for blacks (a ratio of 1.2 to one).22 Looking at Southern school attendance rates by race and sex across age groups (from age 5 through age 20) and regardless of school grade, economist Robert A. Margo has found a similar narrowing of the racial attendance gap between 1890 and 1950.23 And though we did not find comparable data on black-white college attendance ratios, absolute enrollment numbers for black students in the South expanded dramatically over this time period, from 2,168 enrolled in college in 1900 to 29,269 in 1935,24 to 63,000 in 1952.25

Comparable data on school enrollment and attendance by race in Northern states during the first half of the twentieth century is harder to come by. It does appear, however, that absolute black enrollment rose in Northern states as a result of the Great Migration (a phenomenon which we will discuss in detail below), perhaps contributing to a narrowing of attendance gaps nationally. For example, in his case study of black education in Philadelphia—a major destination for black migrants—historian Vincent P. Franklin found that the number of black public schools in that city expanded from nine in 1910 to fifteen in 1937. And between 1910 and 1950, African American enrollment in all public schools in Philadelphia grew by 677 percent.26

A slightly different measure of educational equality is educational attainment—not how many schools existed or how many students attended them, but how many individuals obtained degrees. On this measure, reliable national data are more readily available. As with rates of attendance, the fastest and most dramatic progress toward parity between blacks and whites finishing high school was achieved before 1970. In this case, however, progress began somewhat later, as illustrated in Figure 6.3. But after 1970, the relative rate at which blacks were completing college dropped, then flatlined, and never recovered its previous upward trajectory. In fact, today black Americans are completing college at a lower rate compared to whites than they were in 1970. The relative rate at which African Americans were finishing high school was less severely stalled, but still markedly slower after the Civil Rights revolution than before—and it still has not achieved equality today.

It is important to keep in mind that as we showed in Chapter 2, overall educational levels (white and black) rose steadily among successive cohorts of young Americans from roughly 1900 to roughly 1965. In this chapter, however, we are focused on racial differences against that backdrop, so we focus on the relative standing of blacks compared to whites, such that equality means a ratio of 1.0. Figure 6.3 shows that despite the fact that white educational attainment was rising throughout this period, between 1940 and 1970 black educational attainment was rising even faster, so the black-white gap was narrowing, as blacks began to catch up with whites. But after 1970 that “catch-up” progress drastically slowed (in the case of high school) and actually ended (in the case of college)—well before racial parity had been achieved.

FIGURE 6.3: RACIAL EQUALITY IN EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT, 1920–2018
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Source: National Center for Education Statistics, Table 104.20; Current Population Reports, Series P-20, various years; Current Population Survey, 1970 through 2018.

Of course, quantity is not the same as quality. Racial disparities in educational quality were stark at the beginning of the century. Indeed, immediately following Reconstruction, measures such as the black-white ratio in per-pupil spending and the black-white ratio in school year length had worsened significantly. However, even those trends began to reverse early in the century—around 1910.27 According to Lindert and Williamson, by measures of per-pupil spending and teacher-student ratios, educational quality for African Americans slowly improved from 1910 to 1950 within the South.28 Furthermore, between 1940 and 1954, aggregate Southern spending on black schools increased 288 percent, as compared with only 38 percent for white schools.29 Teacher salaries in the South similarly converged, with black educators making 85 percent more in 1950 than they had in 1940, closing the black-white teacher earnings ratio by 23 percentage points.30 Southern black educational facilities remained systematically substandard,31 but overall, despite Jim Crow, such inequalities were shrinking.

Thus, the quantity and quality of education available to black Americans expanded dramatically in the first half of the century, a surprising fact that corresponds to the larger story of America’s turn from “I” to “we.” However, the vast majority of schools during the first half of the twentieth century were racially segregated—by law in the South, and often de facto in the North.32 School segregation has had a particularly detrimental effect on racial equalization not only because of resource disparities, but also because for most of the century white schools generally offered a liberal arts curriculum, whereas black schools usually provided only vocational training, resulting in the tracking of African Americans into inferior jobs, a fact which has lifelong consequences.33

Nevertheless, looking at the national trend toward school integration over the course of the twentieth century, change began much earlier than is often believed.34 School integration seems to have increased from very low levels at the beginning of the twentieth century to higher (but still inadequate) levels until 1960, because of blacks’ movement out of the completely segregated South into the somewhat less segregated North. Then, for the next decade, that long, slow increase sharply accelerated, largely because of the effect on the South of the Supreme Court’s decision in Brown v. Board of Education.

Remarkably, however, even the sharp upward trend toward school integration, which began after Brown, leveled off in the early 1970s, after which a modest trend toward re-segregation began.35 Thus, in the same moment that a near century-long trend toward racial convergence on measures of quantity and quality of education halted, the national project of desegregation also stagnated and even began to reverse course. And troubling disparities between majority-white and majority-black schools (in class sizes, per-pupil spending, teacher pay, and curricular tracking) persist today.36

Thus, measures of the drive for racial equality in the quality, quantity, and integration of education also show a clear “foot off the gas” pattern, with progress being made in the first two thirds of the century, followed by stagnation beginning in roughly the 1970s—precisely when America began its downward plunge from “we” to “I.”

Economic Outcomes

Overall, African American incomes rose relative to white incomes for the first two thirds of the century. Although there is very little literature examining economic outcomes by race in the decades between 1900 and 1940, what data do exist suggest modest progress toward racial parity in income during this period.37 And most scholars agree that income levels by race converged at the greatest rate between 1940 and 1970.38 According to economist Thomas N. Maloney, the black-white wage ratio for males jumped from .48 to .61 during the 1940s, an increase of 27 percent, which is remarkable given that it occurred during the Jim Crow period,39 but which can in large measure be explained by a massive black exodus from the South, which was accelerating during this time.40

The most recent scholarship on racial convergence in income equality indicates that the leading cause of the gains black Americans were making during these decades was in fact the Great Convergence, which we discussed in Chapter 2. The very same factors that were creating income equalization across the American economy at this time were also driving equalization between white and black workers, especially as black workers moved to places where they could access better jobs. In fact, far from leaving African Americans out, the Great Convergence disproportionately benefited them (partly because they had so much ground to gain), so that the racial gap in earnings narrowed significantly during America’s “we” decades.

Conversely, according to sociologist Robert Manduca, “black-white family income disparities in the United States remain [in 2018] almost exactly the same as what they were in 1968,” and “a key and underappreciated driver of the [persistent] racial income gap has been the national trend of rising income inequality.”41 In other words, racial disparities in income narrowed during America’s “we” epoch and have stopped narrowing during America’s “I” epoch.

Of course, absolute equality was and remains a distant goal. In fact, progress toward income equality between blacks and whites—as we have now seen in many other measures—flatlined or outright regressed after the late 1970s, as Figure 6.4, as well as much other data, suggests.42 As Robert A. Margo writes, the black-to-white income ratio improved on average 7.7 percentage points per decade between 1940 and 1970. This was by no means a rapid enough convergence, but had this rate of change continued, the income ratio “would have been 0.88 in 2010, instead of its actual value of 0.64.”43 The critical result of widening, rather than further narrowing, of the national income gap during America’s “I” decades is that the difference between median black and white earnings today is “as large as it was in 1950.”44

Furthermore, labor force participation rates among African Americans have continued to decline and incarceration rates among young black men have exploded in recent decades, factors which many scholars feel bias the black-white income ratio upward—meaning that the reality of the stagnation since 1970 may be even worse than it appears. After correcting for these factors, many economists have argued that there was essentially no relative economic progress for black men between 1970 and 2010—a bleak picture indeed.45

FIGURE 6.4: BLACK-WHITE INCOME EQUALITY, 1870–2010
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Source: Lindert and Williamson, Unequal Gains (2016), 190.

One countervailing phenomenon, however, is that gains in professional sector employment for African Americans accelerated in the latter third of the century, thanks to antidiscrimination measures and growing educational mobility, improvements that were concentrated in the South. But the resultant emergence of an upwardly mobile black middle class coincided with the deepening poverty of a downwardly mobile black “underclass,” creating significant intra-racial divides between the richest and poorest African Americans. There is great political disagreement about the meaning of this divergence. Nevertheless, even taking into account the growth of the black middle class, black Americans have, on average, experienced flat or downward economic mobility during the last third of the century.46

Thus, America’s upswing toward greater and greater economic equality was, on average, disproportionately helpful for African Americans, and our downturn toward greater and greater economic inequality was, on average, disproportionately harmful to them.

FIGURE 6.5: BLACK-WHITE HOMEOWNERSHIP RATIO, 1900–2017
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Source: 1900–1970, IPUMS; 1973–2017, Current Population Survey. See endnote 6.47.

Because wealth is highly correlated with income and employment, it may not be surprising that racial equality in homeownership charts a similar trajectory, as shown in Figure 6.5. The first notable increase in relative homeownership rates (shown here as the ratio of black homeownership rates to white homeownership rates) occurred between 1900 and 1910, and is largely attributable to black farmers moving out of tenancy and into farm ownership in the South—a phenomenon that occurred essentially against all odds during the hostile climate of Jim Crow.47 But this ratio also improved significantly between 1930 and 1970,48 because as blacks migrated northward (a phenomenon discussed in detail below) they increasingly gained access to affordable homes previously occupied by whites, who, especially after 1940, were migrating to the suburbs in large numbers.49 Of course, black Americans’ access to mortgages and more desirable neighborhoods was limited by redlining and related practices during these decades. But, notably, just as it became illegal for lenders and realtors to discriminate on the basis of race, gains in black homeownership stalled, then declined slowly, finally taking a nosedive in the wake of the 2008 financial crisis. In 2017 black-white inequality in homeownership was as high as it had been in 1950.

Ironically, policies meant to encourage low-income homeownership in the 1970s were in fact exploited by racist practices in the real estate industry to suppress black homeownership, which is one explanation for the stagnation.50 And, more recently, when subprime lenders went looking for borrowers in the 1990s, they disproportionally targeted black Americans, who refinanced or bought homes under predatory lending conditions. When the bubble burst in 2008, many lost those homes to foreclosure, which is reflected in the recent downturn in homeownership seen in Figure 6.5.51 In short, the black-white wealth gap remains enormous, since homeownership accounts for much of the wealth of ordinary Americans.52

Once again, we see the unexpected pattern of change in black-white ratios of material well-being over the last 125 years: Incomplete, but substantial progress toward racial equality over the half century before 1970, but then a surprising halt to this progress over the subsequent half century.

Voting

At the dawn of the twentieth century, African American political involvement was abysmally low by virtually every measure. In the South, political disenfranchisement was a cornerstone of white supremacy and Jim Crow.53 Between 1867 and 1908, nearly 620,000 black registered voters were purged from the Southern rolls, leading to a drop in voter registration rates of 84.5 percent.54 Given that nearly nine in ten black Americans lived in the South as of 1910,55 this regional pattern of disenfranchisement dominated the national portrait for the first two decades of the century.

But the period from 1920 to 1956 saw a surprising increase in the number of registered black voters in the South as well as a reduction in racialized voting restrictions, which resulted in regional progress toward greater equality of political access between blacks and whites. Scholars attribute these developments to a combination of the NAACP’s legal campaigns, the Urban League’s black voter registration drives, and the widespread repeal of poll taxes in the face of opposition from poor white Southerners.56 There was a particular surge in black voter registration in the 1940s, thanks in part to the lowering of the voting age in 1943 and the 1944 Supreme Court ruling in Smith v. Allwright, which outlawed white primaries. The number of registered Southern black voters increased more than seven-fold from 1940 to 1956. Although these new voters accounted for only about a quarter of the Southern black population, progress toward equality was on the rise at mid-century.

Race-based disenfranchisement was far less common outside the South, so it is likely that the northward migration of large numbers of blacks after 1915 augmented the trend toward greater political participation already under way in the South. In her case study of political participation in Chicago, for example, political scientist Dianne Pinderhughes has found high levels of voter registration and voter turnout in presidential elections between 1920 and 1940 among black residents, even compared to other native-born and immigrant groups.57 Turnout in presidential races among registered voters in black wards reached over 70 percent at its peak in 1936.58 Pinderhughes attributes these high levels of black voter participation to mobilization by African American church networks, to the symbolic importance of political participation for former residents of the Jim Crow South, and to the competitive incentives for politicians amidst the political realignments of the Great Depression.59 Taken together, the evidence suggests a significant national increase in black voting in the first half of the twentieth century.

Political access and representation of African Americans nationwide at mid-century was still far less than that of whites, with much progress to be made. More rapid improvements would come after 1965. However, progress toward black political participation long before the landmark 1965 Voting Rights Act is often obscured by the magnitude of that historic victory. Yet in a now familiar pattern, after the Voting Rights Act black voter registration in the South virtually flatlined, fluctuating between roughly 55 percent and 65 percent after 1970, as shown in Figure 6.6; in fact, black voter registration in the South in 2018 was slightly lower (65 percent) than in 1970 (66 percent).60

FIGURE 6.6: BLACK SOUTHERN VOTER REGISTRATION RATES, 1940–2018
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Source: Voter Education Project; Current Population Survey. See endnote 6.60.

National voter turnout by race over the course of the century is harder to track, especially before 1948. However, the data indicate that nearly all of the gains toward equality in voter turnout occurred between 1952 and 1964—before the Voting Rights Act passed—and that modest gains made between 1964 and 1968 then almost entirely halted for the rest of the century—a shocking fact, entirely consistent with the other “foot off the gas” phenomena we have observed, as well as our now familiar turning point from “we” to “I.”

What is striking about these trends in African Americans’ progress toward equality in health, education, economic outcomes, and voting is both how similar they look to one another, and how different they look from the “hockey stick” story often assumed in discussions of the history of race in the twentieth century. In actuality, undeniable and often quite significant progress toward equality between black and white Americans was made before the 1960s Civil Rights revolution. During the period when much of America was marching toward a stronger sense of “we,” black Americans were also moving into that “we” in important ways. 61

Just what might explain this unexpected pattern, and how much of it was due to efforts by blacks themselves, are important topics to which we will shortly return. But first we need to explore the manifest limitations on black Americans’ progress toward racial equality.

THE PERSISTENT REALITY OF EXCLUSION

The picture of progress over the first two thirds of the century we have just seen obscures the ongoing inequality of social and political access between the races. Many of the strides African Americans were making toward parity with whites during that time were taking place in separate and persistently unequal spheres. Equalization is thus an inadequate marker of inclusion, for the “we” America was building toward in that period was still highly racialized.

The unequal status of black Americans was readily apparent in their ongoing lack of political representation, despite their increasing political participation. This is clearly reflected in the number of black members of Congress, which did not rise significantly until after 1965, as Figure 6.7 illustrates—a clear “hockey stick” pattern of change.62

Black Americans’ exclusion from the mainstream was a concomitant of a widespread culture of white supremacy, as historian Henry Louis Gates, Jr. has documented in vivid detail in his book Stony the Road: Reconstruction, White Supremacy, and the Rise of Jim Crow (2019). The most prominent example of this was the rebirth of the KKK in 1915 in response to the film Birth of a Nation. Scientific racism, the belief in the biological inferiority of nonwhite people, pervaded the academy and popular culture for decades before and after Reconstruction. Racist depictions of African Americans in entertainment and advertising, narratives of black men as sexual predators, and gruesome postcards celebrating lynchings were common in the South, but also the North, for much of the twentieth century.63 Only in the 1970s did representation of people of color in the media begin to break with the viciously racist stereotypes of the 1950s and 1960s.64 And racial intermarriage was feared and decried—as well as outlawed in many states—until the Supreme Court declared such legal restrictions unconstitutional in 1967, unleashing another long-delayed change.

FIGURE 6.7: BLACK AMERICANS IN US CONGRESS, 1883–2019
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Source: Congressional Research Service. See endnote 6.62.

Another important example of racial exclusion is that of job quality and job security. Even as the postwar boom was lifting the employment prospects and pay of all workers, whites were moving into more secure, unionized jobs, while blacks were employed largely in what historian Thomas J. Sugrue has called the “meanest and dirtiest” jobs, thanks to employer discrimination and union local exclusion, among other factors. These jobs were more vulnerable to economic shocks and offered less long-term security, making it more likely that African Americans would suffer in tough economic times, which, as the century wore on, they did.65

But by far the most consequential form of racial exclusion has been residential. Black migrants tended to settle in majority-black neighborhoods upon arrival in new cities, as was typical for most ethnic groups in the first third of the century, resulting in the creation of distinct pockets of black settlement in Northern cities. But as the century rolled on and various white neighborhoods lost their distinctive ethnic character, racial segregation instead deepened. African American homeownership was on the rise during this time, as we saw in Figure 6.5. But black families attempting to buy homes in white neighborhoods were met with massive resistance. White residents used a variety of tools to preserve the racial character of their neighborhoods and confine black residents to ghettoized enclaves, including restrictive housing covenants, violence, and such real estate practices as racial steering. When black residents did manage to successfully relocate, block-busting and white flight ensued, causing entire neighborhoods to flip their racial makeup in an incredibly short period of time. This process began the expansion of systematic residential segregation between 1920 and 1940. Indeed, some recent research, using more fine-grained measures of segregation, suggests that in all areas of the country, North and South, urban and rural, segregation doubled nationally from 1880 to 1940.66

But residential segregation truly accelerated and consolidated between 1940 and 1970, thanks to overlapping federal policies,67 discriminatory realtor practices, and organized white resistance to the second wave of the Great Migration—a phenomenon one group of scholars has termed “collective action racism.”68 In the process, financial considerations came to further strengthen white homeowners’ opposition to residential integration, even when they otherwise harbored no racial animosity. As one white resident put it, picketing outside the house of the first black family to move onto his block, “He’s probably a nice guy, but every time I look at him I see $2,000 drop off the value of my house.” By 1970, in the average metropolitan area, an astonishing 80 percent of black Americans would have had to move to a different census tract in order to achieve racially integrated neighborhoods.69 As a result, at a time when white Americans were increasingly purchasing high-quality homes in suburban rings, black Americans remained disproportionately confined to older properties in the urban core.70

Meanwhile, black males were being subjected to increasingly high rates of incarceration for most of the century, a reality which, like residential segregation, has brought devastating consequences to the African American community. As Figure 6.8 indicates, racial inequality in incarceration rose steadily from 1926 to 2000, especially (but not only) during the War on Drugs.71 Prison reform in the last two decades has gradually reduced this inequality, though it is still much higher today than it was during the first half of the century. In other words, incarceration is quite unlike the other trends we have examined—racial inequality on this metric rose almost uninterruptedly throughout the twentieth century.

Thus, even as black Americans were moving toward equality of outcomes with their white counterparts in health, education, income, and voting—a surprising fact that is often underemphasized in the story of race in America—they were nonetheless being systematically excluded from equal opportunity, equal access, and the cultural mainstream in many ways. But the surprising timing of trends toward equalization brings us to our next question: How did black Americans achieve measurable progress toward equality during a period marked by ongoing—and often severe—segregation and exclusion?

FIGURE 6.8: BLACK-WHITE INCARCERATION RATIO, 1926–2017
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Source: US Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics. See endnote 6.71. Data LOESS smoothed: .35.

THE GREAT MIGRATION

The first explanation encompasses one of the most dramatic demographic shifts in American history. Beginning around 1915 and continuing until roughly 1970, some six million black Americans—a large fraction of all black Americans—fled the violent oppression of the Jim Crow South to the relative freedom and safety of Northern industrial cities and the West. In 1915, only 10 percent of African Americans lived outside the South, but by 1970, that number had grown to 47 percent.72 This vast outmigration was often triggered on a local level by white terrorism, but was fueled over time by flooding and crop failures in the South, labor shortages in Northern factories following World War I, significant changes in the South’s “King Cotton” economy, and campaigns undertaken by the black press to convince African Americans of the better life that awaited them outside the South. As a result, growth in the African American population in Northern cities was rapid and dramatic. The number of blacks in Cleveland, to take one typical example, was just under 8,500 in 1910. By 1920 it had jumped to almost 35,000, and by 1930 had reached nearly 72,000.73

Though the prospects for blacks in Northern cities were in no way equal to those of whites, for those who migrated the difference from the rural South was stark. Consider the experience of Price Davis, an African American who moved from North Carolina to New York City during the Great Migration:


Everything changed. The whole atmosphere changed. I got there at Washington, D.C., changed buses and a black woman come up and she told me… “You can sit wherever you want to sit on the bus.” I said, “I can?” She said, “Yeah”… I did not move to the front but I did not sit in the back. I moved middle ways. When I got to New York, got a cab and went to Harlem, I looked around. I saw a black policeman directing traffic. I said, “Oh, my God, this is the Promised Land!”74



Of course, in countless ways, the North was no “Promised Land.” In many Northern cities Jim Crow was a culturally sanctioned reality, often enforced with violence. The Chicago race riot of 1919—which lasted six days and left thirty-eight people dead—is just one example. And recent scholarship has also documented the many ways in which segregation was in fact also legally codified in the North.75 And yet, despite persistent racism and ongoing inequalities, the North was a place where African Americans could begin to live in relative peace and comfort, access better educational opportunities, own their own businesses, vote, and hold elected office.

The Great Migration was in one sense a double migration, because blacks were moving not merely from the extremely racist Jim Crow South to the somewhat less racist North, but also from impoverished and even primitive rural areas to metropolitan areas with modern amenities. In other words, as blacks moved from farms to cities in both the South and the North, they moved not only out of places in which they were treated as worse than second-class citizens, but also into places that had an infrastructure of public goods. Though still largely segregated, black Americans’ overall access to institutions such as public hospitals and public schools increased dramatically as they migrated.

And their earning power greatly increased. The labor demands created first by the war effort and then by the Immigration Act of 1924, which dramatically slowed the inflow of workers from Europe, opened opportunities for black Americans to find employment in Northern industrial cities. In fact, many Northern factories sent representatives to Southern states specifically to recruit black laborers. In 1915, a factory wage in the urban North was typically two to three times what blacks could earn in the rural South—and the difference was even greater for the few who managed to enter skilled trades and professions.76

Furthermore, as more and more African Americans migrated, they were also better positioned to benefit from a period of unprecedented national economic growth as well as the dramatic upward wage compression that took place from 1940 to 1970, phenomena which we touched on above and discussed at length in Chapter 2. The Great Convergence led to disproportionate gains for those who were worst off to start with, especially African Americans.77 In fact, relative income gains during this period were even more dramatic for black women than black men, the former of whom had actually achieved greater median incomes than white women by 1970.78

And though largely isolated from the white mainstream, black artists, businesses, schools, theaters, nightclubs, literary societies, churches, and voluntary associations proliferated in migrant destinations, providing a strong sense of identity, community, and support for the millions starting anew in strange cities. In this way, blacks contributed significantly to the overall mushrooming of associational life in America over the first half of the century, which we discussed in Chapter 4.79

In short, the narrowing of the black-white inequality gap was one of the intentions of the black migrants, and it had the intended effect. However, improvements in the relative well-being of black Americans during the first half of the century came not only because of the more benign environments migrants encountered in the urban North, nor simply as a result of the postwar economic boom. They were also driven by slow but measurable changes in the South. Because of the economic pressure the outmigration exerted on the Southern economy, whites in the South initially resorted to the usual tactics of intimidation and violence to keep vital black labor from fleeing northward, and when this failed, began exploring ways to incentivize blacks to stay by responding to local African American mobilization and making life in the South more livable.80 To take just one example, there were no public four-year black high schools in the entire states of Georgia, Mississippi, South Carolina, Louisiana, or North Carolina in 1916, but by 1926, every major Southern city had established at least one public high school for black students.81 As Isabel Wilkerson, a master chronicler of the Great Migration, put it, “the former Confederacy was made better in part by the pressures put upon it by those who made the sacrifice to leave it.”82

The Great Migration has been called the great untold story of racial reorganization in the twentieth century. It is considered “untold” in part because many of the migrants chose not to share stories with their children of their lives under Jim Crow—or their heroic efforts to escape it—preferring instead to make a clean break from the centuries-long trauma that had prompted their move out of the South.83 But it has also been underemphasized as historians have foregrounded the landmark victories of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, and the subsequent legislation and federal programs that built upon it.84 And yet, its impact cannot be overstated. Wilkerson describes its significance this way:


The history of African-Americans is often distilled into two epochs: the 246 years of enslavement ending after the close of the Civil War, and the dramatic era of protest during the civil rights movement. Yet the Civil War-to-civil rights axis tempts us to leap past a century of resistance against subjugation, and to miss the human story of ordinary people, their hopes lifted by Emancipation, dashed at the end of Reconstruction, crushed further by Jim Crow, only to be finally, at long last, revived when they found the courage within themselves to break free.85



Indeed, the movement of millions of black Americans, intent upon claiming their place within the American “we,” played a critical role in catalyzing a slow but steady trend toward equalization of outcomes between whites and blacks over the first half of the century, as depicted in the foregoing figures. This is largely because, though far from perfect, life was better in almost every way for black Americans outside the South.86 In the North and West, African Americans were also far more able to engage in mutual aid; organize cooperatives and institutions that brought social, educational, and economic advancement; develop a powerful voice through art, literature, and activism; build political power; and advocate for change87—acts of courage and persistence that, perhaps more than anything else, explain the progress outlined above.

In short, the Great Migration, in which millions of black Americans uprooted their lives for a chance to improve their lot, was a powerful force for narrowing racial disparities, even though in the places they resettled the treatment of blacks was still far from equal to whites.

PUBLIC AND PRIVATE INITIATIVES

A second explanation for the surprising strides toward equality made by black Americans during the first half of the century lies in interventions undertaken by the white establishment. Early in the century, philanthropic foundations channeled resources toward institutions serving African Americans by funding black nursing schools, upgrading black hospital facilities, paying the salaries of black doctors hired by public health departments, launching highly effective initiatives for disease eradication, and subsidizing patient care.88

And from 1914 to 1932, a school construction program by the Chicago-based Rosenwald Foundation partnered with black communities to support the building of 4,977 schools for rural black youth, expanding elementary education to 883 counties in fifteen Southern states.89 By the time this program came to a close, as many as 36 percent of Southern black school-aged children might have attended one of these schools. This program alone was very effective at closing the racial gap in years of schooling completed—for cohorts born between 1910 and 1925, roughly 40 percent of the total progress was due to Rosenwald schools. The program has also been shown to have had significant positive effects on literacy and cognitive test scores of rural Southern blacks. 90

Some historians have argued that such initiatives were undertaken by white elites for selfish reasons, complicating the idea that these efforts were driven by an ethic of inclusion.91 Nonetheless, their effect was to dramatically improve life expectancy, infant mortality rates, school enrollment rates, and educational attainment for African Americans, thereby narrowing racial disparities in overall well-being.

Federal interventions, too, played an important role in driving the steady equalization of outcomes between the races in the first two thirds of the twentieth century. Beginning in the Progressive Era, Northern reformers championed public initiatives that had disproportionately positive effects on the health and well-being of blacks, who were by far the most underserved Americans. Programs to improve water and sewer systems,92 provide education and treatment for diseases such as tuberculosis,93 and bring healthcare to rural regions94 are but a few examples. Furthermore, historians have noted that the turn of the century was a “golden age” for public education generally, with Progressive reformers leading the charge toward expanding funding for schools—a phenomenon which, particularly in the Northern cities to which African Americans were migrating, was at least partially responsible for the increases in attendance rates early in the century.95

Historian Edward Beardsley has also shown that World War I was a key turning point in increasing federal intervention in the South, as the military induction process increased awareness of just how large regional health disparities were, and the wartime commitment to federal spending in the name of national defense provided political cover for public health initiatives benefiting Southern blacks. Federal dollars arrived to support the draining of wetlands that harbored malarial mosquitoes, mandatory testing programs for venereal disease, bureaus of child hygiene, and TB sanatoria, all of which disproportionately improved black health outcomes.96 The New Deal also brought rural health cooperatives that extended care to black agricultural workers, as well as sanitation projects, and Works Progress Administration-funded school inspection and child nutrition programs.97 Federal investments expanded further as part of mobilization efforts during World War II, including massive subsidies extended to black medical schools and, in 1946, the Hill-Burton program, providing $75 million in grants to states for hospital construction based on need, the greatest of which was concentrated in the rural South.98

Some scholars are dubious about the impact of federal programs on the welfare of blacks, because many were systematically denied benefits. The 1935 Social Security Act included matching funds for maternal/infant care and aid for dependent children, for example, but excluded agricultural and domestic workers, categories that accounted for two thirds of all black Americans.99 And Southern state health officials often made little attempt to reach black recipients even when they did qualify for aid: Edward Beardsley has calculated, for example, that New Deal spending on disabled children in Georgia reached 40 percent of qualified white residents, but only 2 percent of black ones.100

THE LONG CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT

All of the factors outlined above—migration into better circumstances, the opening up of industrial jobs, pressure on Southern states to improve conditions, the efforts of private philanthropists and public reformers, the creation of the modern welfare state, and the war efforts and postwar boom—combined to produce slow but steady improvements in the relative well-being of black Americans during the first half of the twentieth century.

And yet, by far the most consequential force for positive change was the organizing and advocacy of blacks themselves. The simultaneous upward climb toward racial parity but persistent exclusion from the mainstream that they experienced during the first two thirds of the century fueled a growing activism among African Americans who resisted oppression and called for true equality and full inclusion. As more and more blacks migrated out of the South, black institutions in the North such as churches, colleges and universities, advocacy groups, and political organizations gained power and influence. A new ability to focus cultural and political narratives, organize community action, partner with white allies, and catalyze activism around racial justice gave birth to the Civil Rights movement—long before the famed lunch counter sit-ins and legal battles of the 1950s or the 1963 March on Washington.

When recounting the history of the Civil Rights movement, it is common to focus on the decade between the 1954 Brown v. Board decision and the passage of the Civil Rights Act in 1964 and the Voting Rights Act in 1965. However, recent accounts of racial justice in twentieth-century America have come to emphasize the critical agitation for, and progress toward, racial inclusion during the first half of the century.101 The term “long Civil Rights movement”102 has come into use to describe the efforts of two generations of African Americans who not only migrated northward, but fiercely challenged racism throughout the long, dark reign of Jim Crow. Their determined efforts created enough cracks in the exclusionary social, political, and legal structures of this nation to facilitate the dramatic changes of the 1960s—which essentially burst forth as from a dam that could no longer hold.

Though a detailed account of the long Civil Rights movement could fill volumes, it is useful here to highlight a few key actions and victories which took place well before the period we typically associate with watershed change, and which both coincided with and nudged the slow but steady movement toward racial equality discussed above.

The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), one of the most influential organizations in the fight for racial justice, was founded in 1909 under the leadership of W. E. B. Du Bois, who partnered with prominent white Progressives to agitate for change. The new organization advocated boycotts of the 1915 racist film Birth of a Nation with mixed success.103 In 1917, following the brutal St. Louis race riots that left forty-eight dead, the NAACP organized some ten thousand African Americans to march in silence down Fifth Avenue in New York City to protest racial violence.104 It was the very first mass protest of its kind.105 In 1919 the NAACP championed the Dyer Anti-Lynching Bill, which was subsequently endorsed by President Warren Harding and passed the House of Representatives by a large majority in 1922, only to be filibustered by Southern Democrats in the Senate.106 Though legislative victories for racial justice in this era were few, it was a time when civil rights agitators consolidated into a national movement that was gaining influence, exposure, and white allies drawn largely from the ranks of Progressive reformers.

With the stock market crash in 1929 and the subsequent Great Depression, African Americans were the first to lose their jobs and were ultimately hit the hardest. Though still inadequate and (as noted above) unfairly distributed, in absolute terms Roosevelt’s New Deal provided more federal economic support to African Americans than at any time since Reconstruction.107 The New Deal provided jobs for black Americans in the Civilian Conservation Corps, Works Progress Administration, and Public Works Administration, and many of its departmental staffs included advisors for “Negro affairs,” none more famous than Mary McLeod Bethune, who ensured that the National Youth Association offered employment and vocational training to blacks.108 In response to such developments, increasing numbers of African Americans came to see FDR and his New Deal as their best political hope, and helped to ensure Roosevelt’s reelection in 1936 by leaving the Republican Party for the Democrats in record numbers.

Indeed, several scholars have argued that the racial realignment of the nation’s political parties was more gradual and was more driven by grassroots organizing and shifting ideologies than is often believed. Beginning in the early 1940s, Northern Democrats began to champion civil rights legislation, which some scholars consider to have been a “trial run” for later victories. In historical perspective, this development was the direct political consequence of the Great Migration, as white northern Democrats responded to the growing numbers of black voters among their constituents. Bills proposed in this period tackled both political equality (outlawing the poll tax and federalizing soldier voting) and economic equality (mandating fair employment practices and ending discrimination in education by making school lunch funding conditional on states’ compliance with anti-discrimination measures).109 And as we noted in Chapter 3, support for such initiatives was sometimes even stronger among Republicans than Democrats.

The growth of African American activism and the white establishment’s support for equal rights were both accelerated by World War II, which fundamentally changed the tenor of the conversation about black-white equality and racial inclusion in America. As black servicemen came home from fighting for democratic principles, their willingness to submit to undemocratic realities at home frayed, and their motivation grew not only to leave the South in greater numbers, but to join the political effort for change. Accordingly, NAACP membership jumped from 50,000 to 450,000 during World War II,110 and the 1940s brought yet more agitation both at the grassroots and national levels. One example among many was the action of Navy veteran Otis Pinkert, who earned three promotions in the war but on the train ride home was forced to sit in a segregated car. When he got to his hometown of Tuskegee, Alabama, he expressed his anger by picketing a store that sold primarily to blacks but employed only whites. He succeeded in shutting the store down and getting a black manager installed in exchange for ending the protest.111 Similar efforts by returned black servicemen to register to vote, cast ballots, or claim even a modicum of respect after their service to the nation and the world were met with threats and violence, primarily in the South.112 But victories such as Pinkert’s were slowly becoming more frequent, and so fueled courage and conviction on the part of black Americans, who continued to knock on the door of the American “we.”

The desegregation of the armed forces became another focal point for activists during World War II. In 1941 A. Philip Randolph, founder of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, the first predominantly African-American labor union, threatened to bring 100,000 African Americans to march on Washington, following the Roosevelt administration’s disappointing decision to continue segregating the military. In order to stave off the demonstration, FDR issued Executive Order 8802, banning racial discrimination in federal agencies and defense industries employed in the war effort.113

World War II raised the hopes of both blacks and whites for a turning point in the struggle for racial justice. The scientific racism that had pervaded the academy and provided a basis for discrimination had been discredited in the wake of the Holocaust.114 Civil rights leaders and the international press highlighted the hypocrisy of fighting for human rights abroad, while tolerating racism at home.115 Thus foreign policy pressures became a major motivation for postwar and Cold War administrations to act on civil rights. In 1948 Harry Truman had secured election in part by maintaining a strong plank for civil rights in the Democratic Party platform, continuing the process of wooing African Americans to its ranks. He made good on that promise by establishing the President’s Committee on Civil Rights, which ultimately produced a 178-page report advocating sweeping reforms. As a result, Truman issued the long-awaited ban on segregation in the military.116

In 1944, after studying race relations at the behest of the Carnegie Foundation, Swedish economist Gunnar Myrdal published an unsparing account of white racism entitled An American Dilemma. The book’s emphatic message was that the time was ripe in America for an inevitable reckoning between the reality of discrimination and the “American Creed” of democratic equality. “Not since Reconstruction has there been more reason to anticipate fundamental changes in American race relations, changes which will involve a development toward American ideals,” Myrdal wrote, optimistically.117 The book was a best-seller and Myrdal’s analysis was well received by both African American and white intellectuals. “The near unanimity in support of Myrdal’s message,” historian James Patterson writes, “reflected the rising expectations among liberals for racial and ethnic progress at the close of the war.”118 This optimism was also fueled by the unprecedented political comity of the postwar era, which we discussed in detail in Chapter 3. The liberal consensus was increasingly responsive to civil rights activists who insisted that the time for more proactive steps to ensure racial equality was at hand.

In addition to an increasing political focus on civil rights, a growing cultural focus on racial tolerance was also taking hold at mid-century. One example was a book cover distributed to students by the Institute for American Democracy, an offshoot of the Anti-Defamation League. It featured a DC Comics image of Superman advising a group of kids against discrimination:


“And remember, boys and girls, your school—like our country—is made up of Americans of many different races, religions and national origins so… if YOU hear of anybody talk against a schoolmate or anyone else because of his religion, race, or national origin—don’t wait. Tell him that THAT KIND OF TALK IS UN-AMERICAN!” 119



In its promotion of Myrdal’s ideal of the “American Creed,” it is a classic example of the liberal antiracist optimism that characterized mid-century America.

Though exaggerated, that optimism nonetheless met with judicial and legislative successes. Supreme Court decisions in 1950 striking down segregation in state universities opened a pathway for change that led pioneering African American lawyer Thurgood Marshall to look for a case that would raise the issue of segregated elementary and secondary education. In 1954 that case produced the landmark decision in Brown v. Board of Education.120 Of course, the Supreme Court’s mandate to desegregate schools with “all deliberate speed” left significant room for foot-dragging, and President Eisenhower wasn’t exactly zealous in defending Brown. But shortly thereafter, Congress passed the first federal civil rights legislation since Reconstruction—the Civil Rights Act of 1957, which was hailed at the time by The New York Times as “incomparably the most significant domestic action of any Congress in this century.”121 The act aimed primarily to ameliorate the fact that, despite significant gains to that point, a meager 20 percent of black Americans were registered to vote. Though it only had a limited impact on black voting,122 the policy established the United States Commission on Civil Rights, the activities and reports of which contributed to a shift in public opinion, and further opened the way for subsequent legislative victories.

The Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., who by the late 1950s had emerged as a powerful civil rights leader, began forcefully and eloquently calling for an end to America’s hypocrisy. Though King remains the most venerated leader of the Civil Rights movement, other black leaders, such as Ella Baker and Fannie Lou Hamer, along with the efforts of many African American organizations, including the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), brought about unprecedented protests ranging from nonviolent sit-ins at Southern segregated lunch counters starting in 1960; Freedom Rides by integrated teams of students in 1961, which attempted to force the implementation of laws requiring the integration of interstate transit; the 1963 March on Washington, when some 300,000 civil rights advocates assembled to call for immediate federal action; and Freedom Summer of 1964, when young black and white activists joined forces in an effort to register African Americans to vote.

John F. Kennedy became president at the crest of this wave of activism. However, JFK was slow to prioritize civil rights, focusing instead on national security at the height of the Cold War.123 Nevertheless, he soon began actively identifying the Democratic Party with the Civil Rights movement, moved more blacks into the federal government, and encouraged the Justice Department to take a more active role in prosecuting voting rights cases. Zeroing in on domestic issues and the “dreams” Kennedy was not able to accomplish, his successor, Lyndon Johnson, quickly put civil rights at the center of his agenda. As a Southerner and master coalition-builder, he secured passage of the watershed Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Voting Rights Act of 1965, and the Fair Housing Act of 1968, as well as a raft of Great Society programs aimed at lifting all Americans, especially black Americans, out of poverty. He also secured the appointment of Thurgood Marshall to the Supreme Court in 1967, the Court’s first African American justice, another landmark of racial inclusion.

Though victories were painfully slow and met with resistance at every turn, the groundwork for the revolutionary breakthroughs of the 1950s and 1960s had been laid throughout America’s ascent from a selfish and fragmented “I” society toward a more altruistic and cohesive “we” society. Of course, it was largely African American activism that pushed for an expansion of America’s “we” to include blacks, a fact of which President Johnson was well aware: “The real hero of this struggle is the American Negro,” he said in his 1965 speech to Congress. “He has called upon us to make good the promise of America. And who among us can say that we would have made the same progress were it not for his persistent bravery, and his faith in American democracy?”124 The critical influence of the long Civil Rights movement—and the Great Migration, which fueled it—was to challenge the nation at last to bring about equality and inclusion for all.

CHANGING WHITE ATTITUDES

The Civil Rights revolution was a culmination of a multiplicity of forces lifting African Americans toward equality and inclusion throughout the century. Yet another such force was a marked decline in racist attitudes among whites during the first two thirds of the century.

Scholars of public opinion broadly agree that, concurrent with the Great Migration and the long Civil Rights movement, a substantial decline in explicit or “traditional” white racism started well before mid-century and continued into the 1980s.125 The earliest public opinion polls beginning in 1942 show that this shift toward support for racial equality was manifested in the realms of schools, transportation, public accommodations, residential choice, black presidential candidates, and interracial marriage, to name a few (see Figure 6.9). Research in the mid-1960s showed that white support for the principle of racial equality was highest among younger, well-educated adults—that is, the parents of the boomers. By the 1990s support for the principle of racial equality among white adults had become so nearly universal that pollsters stopped asking these questions, except about racial intermarriage. Responses to that question showed that the long-term trend toward greater support for the principles of racial equality continued into the twenty-first century.

FIGURE 6.9: WHITE SUPPORT FOR SELECTED PRINCIPLES OF RACIAL EQUALITY, 1942–2011
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Source: Schuman et al., Racial Attitudes; Krysan and Moberg, Portrait. See endnote 6.125.

This trend is especially clear in examining cohort data, which tracks generational changes over time. From generations who were raised at the beginning of the twentieth century to generations who were raised at mid-century, there was a steady progression toward less prejudice—with each generation adopting a more liberal and inclusive view of race relations. And since the most prejudiced cohorts of whites had been socialized in the earliest decades of the twentieth century, we can be reasonably sure that the underlying trend was already underway when the curtain lifted on public opinion as measured in contemporary surveys.

Thus, as more prejudiced cohorts died out and less prejudiced cohorts came of age, white adults as a group became far less likely to tell pollsters that their black counterparts were inherently or biologically inferior, and far more likely to say that they supported integrated social spaces and institutions, at least in principle. As with all generational change, this one occurred less by changing minds, and more by changing the generational composition of the adult population.

This massive change in white attitudes on the principles of racial equality was significant in the sweep of history, and it was an important part of the backdrop to both the Civil Rights movement and America’s upswing. On the other hand, as the Civil Rights revolution moved forward, issues of implementation of those principles by government policy, such as affirmative action, came to the fore, and on those issues white resistance was both more substantial and more resistant to change, a fact to which we will return below. And even progress in white support for the principles of racial equality slackened as the twentieth century ended, partly because the engine of cohort replacement generated less aggregate progress after the pre–World War II generations had passed from the scene.

In other words, the intergenerational shifts in attitudes slowed after the 1960s: The parents of the Boomers were much more liberal on questions of race than their own parents had been, but the Boomers were not so much more liberal than their parents, and the difference between the Boomers and their children was even less than the difference between the Boomers and their parents. The intergenerational motor of change in white racial attitudes was slowing and, with a lag, that slowing showed up in a declining rate of change among whites as a whole.

Thus, most of the fading of traditional white racism throughout the twentieth century occurred prior to the 1970s, lending credence to the idea that racist attitudes were liberalizing even as America’s “we” was expanding. Indeed, a 1964 Gallup poll showed that Americans favored the Civil Rights Act by a nearly two-to-one margin (58 percent to 31 percent), and in April 1965, fully 76 percent expressed support for the forthcoming Voting Rights Act.126 This gradual embrace of principles of integration and inclusion—decades in the making and almost certainly influenced by both the Great Migration and the activities of the long Civil Rights movement—was an important factor in Johnson’s ability to secure the breakthrough legislation that ended de jure segregation.

At a critical juncture in his quest to secure the passage of the Voting Rights Act, President Johnson gave a speech to Congress in which he anticipated the difficult road ahead in fully securing racial equality and inclusion in America. “Even if we pass this bill the battle will not be over,” he warned. But “we shall overcome,” Johnson concluded, emphatically embracing a popular anthem of civil rights demonstrators. In so doing he had, both rhetorically and legislatively, folded the black “we” into the American “we” as never before—leaning into the liberalizing attitudes of white Americans, and adding his hope to Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “dream” that the strength of this widening “we” would hold.127

WHITE BACKLASH

Substantial progress toward white support for black equality was made in the first half of the twentieth century, progress visible both in contemporary surveys and in generational analysis. When push came to shove, however, many white Americans were reluctant to live up to those principles. But as La Rochefoucauld has said, “Hypocrisy is the tribute that vice pays to virtue.” It would be wrong to dismiss the massive change in white acceptance of the principle of racial equality over the course of the full twentieth century, but it would also be wrong to assume that that conversion was translated directly into practice.

Tragically, just as the Civil Rights movement began to see major success, and especially as the government undertook affirmative actions to bring about integration, the fragile national consensus that had enabled that change began to erode. While equality and inclusion sounded good in principle, white Americans quickly began to voice concerns about the pace of change. Although clear majorities supported the 1964 Civil Rights Act, a national poll conducted shortly after its passage showed 68 percent of Americans wanting moderation in its enforcement. In fact, many felt that the Johnson administration was moving too fast in implementing integration. Remarkably, the proportion of survey respondents expressing this view jumped from 34 percent in March of 1965 to 45 percent in May, as the 1965 Voting Rights Act moved through Congress.128

Government enforcement of the new legislation was also increasingly met with organized resistance and violent backlash on the part of disaffected whites. Sociologists Doug McAdam and Karina Kloos call this the “white resistance movement,” and argue that it developed first in the South in the early 1960s, then spread to the rest of the country in the mid- to late 1960s, “in opposition to the African American freedom struggle in both its traditional civil rights and increasingly threatening ‘black power’ incarnations.”129

This “white resistance” was virulent, and often violent. Nineteen-sixty-five saw “Bloody Sunday,” when state troopers attacked, whipped, clubbed, and tear gassed demonstrators attempting to march from Selma to Montgomery, Alabama. Then, in 1968, King, who had led African Americans to unprecedented victories by calling for love, nonviolence, and mutual understanding, was silenced by a bullet. MLK joined Medgar Evers, Jimmie Lee Jackson, and scores of others killed in the 1950s and 1960s in response to their nonviolent agitation for racial justice.130 The nation experienced an intense outpouring of grief, anger, and yet more violence as riots broke out in more than 130 cities across the country.131

The backlash was not confined to the South, nor merely a phenomenon of mob violence—it quickly took on serious implications for political candidates as well. According to McAdams and Kloos, by the mid-1960s “the degree of racial polarization in the country had grown to such an extent that for a candidate to openly court the black vote was to invite significant defections among his or her white constituents,” who increasingly saw Great Society programs through a racial lens.132

The Kerner Commission, appointed by President Johnson in July 1967 following riots in Detroit and Newark, reported in February 1968 that the riots were indisputably the result of African Americans’ justified outrage at rampant racism, police brutality, and inescapable poverty. But Johnson rejected the commission’s recommendations of sweeping reforms to end the ghettoization of African Americans and increase federal investments in poverty reduction, suggesting that his fine-tuned political sensitivity had detected a sea change in white attitudes in the seven months after he created the commission.133

Indeed, in 1968, just months after Dr. King was killed, Alabama governor George Wallace (who just three years earlier had presided over Bloody Sunday) ran for president and captured 13.5 percent of the popular vote. Nearly 10 million Americans across regional lines had voted to elect an unrepentant segregationist to the highest office in the land,134 casting a pall over all the victories that had marked the first two thirds of the twentieth century and exposing the fact that, for all that had been achieved, Americans’ commitment to extending the full rights and privileges of citizenship to all was still gravely compromised.

Even though Wallace had siphoned off a significant percentage of Republican voters, Richard Nixon’s shrewd exploitation of what McAdam and Kloos call “the politics of racial reaction” made possible his 1968 presidential victory. His “much-ballyhooed ‘southern strategy,’ ” they write, “is more accurately seen as a reflection of the emerging dynamic than a bold new direction on his part.” They go on to argue that Wallace’s surprising success was “nothing short of a revelation to political strategists in both parties,” who thenceforth understood that grasping the critical balance of power meant appealing to a growing white backlash. Accordingly, President Nixon began to shift his rhetoric to a racially conservative stance and appointed conservative judges who began to roll back civil rights victories. He thereby successfully won over Wallace’s supporters, capturing every Southern state and winning a landslide reelection in 1972. As we noted in Chapter 3, this was the key turning point in the U-curve of party polarization.135

As the 1970s wore on, politicians increasingly understood that while Americans could abide the slow, steady, and separate progress of black Americans, when progress demanded a reorganization of power structures, reallocation of resources, reformation of cultural norms, and genuine integration, backlash would ensue. This was nowhere more evident than in controversies over government-mandated integration of schools by busing, which met intense white resistance. But backlash was also manifest as whites fled to the suburbs to avoid the neighborhood integration encouraged by the 1968 Fair Housing Act.

Indeed, when examining attitudes toward policies meant to establish racial equality (often called “racial policies” for short), scholars have found not only that white respondents remain widely opposed, but also that their support has been generally trending downward since 1970. White support for policies that ban discrimination and legal segregation in the realms of schools, public accommodations, and employment has slipped since the early 1970s.136 Meanwhile, white support for affirmative action programs that provide compensatory government assistance or preferential treatment to black Americans has remained very low since 1970, whether respondents are asked about direct spending, government aid, school admissions, or employment practices.137

Similarly, in the post–civil rights era, although white respondents indicated increasing levels of support for integration when small numbers of black individuals were involved (that is, when there were only a “few” black children in an integrated school or only a single black family next door), they were far less supportive when large proportions of black individuals were involved, suggesting limits to their commitment to racial tolerance.138

When asked about the causes of racial inequality, very few white respondents at the end of the century were still citing the “low ability” of black Americans. Yet their most common alternative explanation was neither racial discrimination nor low opportunity—responses that had been in decline during the last decades of the century—but “low motivation,” a perspective that seems to simply transmute racist attitudes from innate to non-innate grounds.139 And though measures of traditional white racism generally show century-long generational declines, cohort analysis shows a slowing of this process in recent decades.

Thus, despite the very real trend toward liberalizing attitudes about racial inclusion during the first two thirds of the century, this progress was very clearly followed by a significant white backlash against the measures required to make inclusion a reality.

AMERICA TAKES ITS FOOT OFF THE GAS

Nevertheless, in the wake of watershed judicial and legislative victories between 1963 and 1966, African Americans moved more rapidly toward social, legal, and political inclusion than ever before. This was particularly true in the realms of political representation, racial intermarriage, the integration of public spaces and institutions and the media, and the entry of black Americans into professional schools and upper-middle-class occupations.

And, as we discussed above, though blacks had not achieved equality, by the mid-1960s their incomplete advance toward parity with whites in health, educational attainment, income, homeownership, and even voting had already been under way for decades. We might reasonably have expected, therefore, that as exclusionary laws changed, and more and more barriers to full inclusion came down, preexisting trends toward equalization between the races would continue or even accelerate. However, the disheartening reality of the last third of the twentieth century was a marked deceleration of progress, and in some cases even a reversal.

During the closing decades of the twentieth century:


	Gains in relative life expectancy for black Americans stagnated, beginning to improve again only at the start of the twenty-first century.140

	The closing of the black-white gap in infant mortality rates plateaued, and in recent years the infant mortality rate for black Americans has increased.141

	Black/white ratios in high school and college degree attainment showed little or no improvement.

	Progress toward income equality between the races reversed, and in the aggregate the black-white income gap widened significantly.142

	Relative rates of black homeownership plateaued and even declined.

	Schools began to resegregate.143

	The trend toward generational liberalization of white attitudes slowed.



In measure after measure, the rate of positive change was actually faster in the decades preceding the Civil Rights revolution than in the decades that followed. And in many cases, progress then stopped or reversed.

In the words of U.W. Clemon, an African American lawyer who won a precedent-setting Alabama school desegregation case over forty years ago—and has recently taken up a remarkably similar legal battle in the very same county—“I never envisioned that I would be fighting in 2017 essentially the same battle that I thought I won in 1971.”144

One important explanation for why America took its “foot off the gas” instead of continuing to press for equality, integration, and a more inclusive “we” is simply that white Americans vocally—and often violently—opposed the measures required to do so. Meanwhile, many black Americans, too, began to lose faith in the promises of the liberal establishment, and in the project of integration, which seemed excruciatingly slow in coming. In 1978 the New York Times reported survey data indicating that even though most black Americans recognized in general the liberalizing attitudes of their white neighbors, 44 percent felt that whites didn’t “care one way or another” about helping them get a “better break.”145

Thus, the cultural shift from “we” to “I” in the mid-1960s was intimately bound up with the white backlash to the Civil Rights revolution, and the shift from Jim Crow racism to a new kind of white racism, sometimes called “laissez-faire racism.” In 1997 Lawrence Bobo and his colleagues argued that “Support for segregation, revulsion at interracial marriage, and belief in the inherent inferiority of blacks were the ideological cornerstones of the Jim Crow era. Collective racial resentments are among the centerpieces of the new laissez-faire racism era.”146 And Donald Kinder and Howard Schuman observed in 2004, citing Mary Jackman, “whites come to champion the idea of individualism… because it provides them with a principled and apparently neutral justification for opposing policies that favor black Americans.”147

The broad national shift from “we” to “I” in economics, politics, society, and culture that we have documented in the previous four chapters clearly harmed blacks as much as whites, and perhaps more. An individualistic America is not more hospitable to racial minorities than a more communitarian America, and indeed sometimes less.

RACE AND THE I-WE-I CURVE

One possible interpretation of America’s broader climb from “I” to “we” during the first two thirds of the twentieth century is that, because it coincided with the stark racism and exclusion of Jim Crow, the “we” America was building toward came at the expense of African Americans. Some might argue that it was, quite simply, a white male “we” under construction in this period—one that had no room for anyone else, and whose strength was ultimately derived from its exclusivity.

However, this view fails to take into account the ways in which blacks were moving toward equality with whites during that same period, as well as the slow but significant victories of the long Civil Rights movement, which prevailed upon the white establishment to widen the “we” in important (though ultimately insufficient) ways across many decades. As one writer reflecting upon race relations in America put it, these changes were “at once not enough of a difference and all the difference in the world.”148 By the late 1960s the work of widening was not nearly complete, but America had come closer to an inclusive “we” than ever before in its history.

Indeed, the fact that landmark civil rights legislation, which would permanently alter legal race relations in America, passed at the very peak of the I-we-I curve suggests that an expanding sense of “we”—which we have argued was taking hold in many ways in the run-up to the 1960s—was in fact a prerequisite for the dismantling of “the color line.” Without what historian Bruce Schulman calls the “expansive, universalist vision” America had been building toward in the preceding decades,149 it is hard to imagine that such watershed change—so long and so violently resisted—would have been possible.

Furthermore, the “foot off the gas” phenomenon we have noted—in which progress toward many measures of racial equality was in fact faster before roughly 1970 and then slowed, stalled, and reversed thereafter—largely coincides with the nation’s larger shift away from a widening “we” and back toward a narrowing “I.” Long-delayed moves toward racial inclusion had raised hopes for further improvements, but those hopes went unrealized as the nation shifted toward a less egalitarian ideal. Thus, the idea that a supposed white male “we” had to be dismantled in order to pave the way for racial progress is unsupported by the data, when viewed from the perspective of the full century. For as that “we” came apart, racial progress in many important realms came to a halt.

Of course, the very real white backlash against black liberation is an important part of the story of how and why America turned from “we” back to “I.” In fact, it is certainly possible that America’s larger turn toward “I” was, in important respects, a response to the supreme challenge of sustaining a more diverse, multiracial “we” against a backdrop of deep, historically embedded, and as yet unresolved racism. For example, economist Charles Ballard argues that a “protracted backlash against the civil rights movement” has been crucial in producing the more general anti-egalitarian surge over the past fifty years.150 And sociologists Doug McAdam and Karina Kloos make a similar claim with regard to the effect of racial resentment on the larger turn away from political liberalism and big government.151 Furthermore, historian Bruce Schulman argues that the embrace of identity politics and culture in the 1970s, which we discussed in the preceding chapter, fueled the rise of a competitive ethos and the abandonment of a broader cooperative ethic in the public square. The result, he believes, was a fractured notion of citizenship—based less on broad commonality and more on claiming rights and privileges associated with a narrowed sense of group identity.152

If rising inequality, declining social capital, paralyzing political polarization, surging cultural narcissism, and a fractured notion of the common good (the defining elements of America’s broader turn toward “I”) had somehow been the necessary price to pay for finally achieving black-white equality, some might say it was worth it. But the fact is that this equality has yet to be realized, despite the shift from “we” to “I.” And that shift has harmed African Americans just as much—if not more—than everyone else. Furthermore, much of the twentieth century’s progress toward equality took place not amidst America’s fracturing “I” moment, but rather during its long, earlier move toward an imperfect but nonetheless more expansive “we.”

In 1945, forty-two years after W. E. B. Du Bois first described the “color-line” as the defining problem of the twentieth century, African American sociologists St. Clair Drake and Horace R. Cayton published Black Metropolis, a groundbreaking study of the contradictions and complexities of life on Chicago’s South Side in the throes of the Great Migration. They painted a vivid and often damning portrait of life in a starkly segregated corner of America—but one that was nonetheless filled with people pursuing, and in ways never previously possible, participating in, the American Dream. Though exclusion from mainstream America still defined the black experience at mid-century, great changes were well under way. “The color-line is not static,” the authors concluded. “It bends and buckles and sometimes breaks.”153

And so one lesson of the complex history of race in twentieth-century America is perhaps simply this: “We” can be defined in more inclusive or exclusive terms, and that inclusiveness can gradually change over time. But a selfish, fragmented “I” society is not a favorable environment for achieving racial equality. Furthermore, any attempt to create an American “we” that is not fully inclusive, fully egalitarian, or genuinely accommodating of difference will contain the seeds of its own undoing. Finding new and ever-more inclusive ways to achieve Martin Luther King, Jr.’s unrealized vision of the “beloved community”—a true multiracial and multicultural “we”—is as urgent as ever, and will play a critical role in determining whether America is ultimately able to reverse its downward drift and move forward into another upswing.




7 GENDER AND THE AMERICAN “WE”

In the foregoing chapter we considered the question of how the experience of African Americans did or did not map onto our nation’s twentieth-century upswing, asking the critical question of whether the evidence suggests that America’s “we” decades came at the expense of people of color. In this chapter we turn that same question to the experience of women. How does looking at the century through the lens of gender confirm, contradict, or complicate the story of America’s I-we-I century?

As we saw in our examination of African Americans, writing in the aggregate about any subgroup within our diverse nation is a perilous endeavor, because it inevitably obscures important geographic, economic, cultural, and idiosyncratic differences of experience. This is especially true when the group we are considering is “women,” who represent roughly half the population. Furthermore, in defining such a broad group upon which to train our interest, we also must acknowledge the fact that this group contains within it every other marginalized group, introducing the issue of intersectionality, and the possibility that layered forms of discrimination may produce experiences and outcomes not fully captured by data that utilize a single form of categorization.1 Thus, reminding the reader that this study is an exercise in macrohistory, and thereby inevitably involves the simplification of complex stories, we offer a broad-strokes account of how the remarkably robust phenomenon of our now familiar inverted U-curves was reflected and/or refracted by gender.2

AMERICAN WOMEN AT THE DAWN OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

Though women have been calling for equality and inclusion since the creation of the American republic,3 the founding of the American women’s movement is widely considered to have taken place at Seneca Falls in 1848. At what became the first national gathering addressing women’s rights, almost three hundred people convened at a church in upstate New York to discuss “the condition and rights of women,” and passed resolutions calling for equal rights in twelve areas, including ownership of property, education, access to employment, the ability to participate in the public sphere, and—most controversial of all—the right to vote.4 Thus, Seneca Falls launched what has been called in retrospect the “first wave” of the American women’s movement.5

According to historian Christine Stansell, by 1900 “many of the demands broached at Seneca Falls had been tentatively won: college education, access to the professions, eased restrictions in property rights, [and] child custody.”6 Of course, the benefits of these changes accrued primarily to the most privileged women and did nothing to address ongoing racial and ethnic discrimination. Furthermore, at this time women were widely expected to fulfill narrowly defined roles as wives and mothers, and marriage and employment were largely considered mutually exclusive. Still, opting out of marriage during the opening decades of the twentieth century became increasingly attractive for middle-class, educated “New Women,” who had a desire to put their education to use outside the home and eagerly took advantage of emerging opportunities to do so.

Overall, however, only about 20 percent of women participated in the formal labor force as the century opened.7 The majority of these working women were single, poorly educated, and from low-income households, and thus seeking wage labor out of necessity.8 Their experience diverged markedly from their more privileged counterparts, and they often faced extremely adverse working conditions, as exemplified by the devastating fire at the New York City Triangle Shirtwaist Factory in 1911, which took the lives of 146 people, most of them immigrant women and girls. The fight for better pay and conditions for working-class women was thus an important early component of women’s activism.

But tragedies such as the Triangle fire also galvanized a new generation of middle-class female reformers, who began to argue that as more and more women entered the industrial economy, issues of labor, poverty, and class should play a crucial role in women’s emancipation. And many female activists, inspired by the communitarian ideals of the Progressive movement, began to recast the long and still ongoing fight for women’s suffrage as something that could not be separated from the larger goals of creating a wider American “we.”9

However, this Progressive vision that many female reformers began to champion, as well as the rights-based narratives being put forward by their more feminist sisters, was nonetheless highly racialized. The racism that came to characterize the early-century women’s movement was especially striking, given that many early feminists had initially found common cause with enslaved African Americans, and had found their voice as passionate participants in the abolitionist movement that preceded the Civil War. But in 1870 the Fifteenth Amendment, which legally gave the vote to black males, had been ratified, and despite the fact that granting the vote to women had been demanded and vigorously debated alongside the issue of black male suffrage, “sex” was conspicuously absent from the protected categories of the amendment. This fact incensed some white suffragists and had the effect of driving a wedge between the movements for racial justice and gender equality, and even caused a rift among suffragists themselves.10 Thus, the early-twentieth-century women’s movement was diverse and multifaceted, encompassing many different subgroups, whose activism and agendas converged and diverged variously over time.

Yet another example of this reality is the younger, more spirited generation of feminists who began to fill the ranks of the women’s suffrage movement at the turn of the twentieth century, and who were not afraid to employ more controversial and confrontational tactics to advance their cause. They helped push the seventy-two-year struggle to success, and the Nineteenth Amendment, which granted the vote to women, was finally ratified in 1920.11 This watershed victory, along with progressive child labor legislation, protective laws for and increasing unionization of female workers, the opening of new opportunities for education and careers, and slowly changing cultural ideas about sexuality and womanhood, meant that many American women felt a new optimism about the future of their gender. “The twentieth century was expected to bring, if not utopia, then still something grand and shining between men and women,” writes Stansell. “Here was a feminism that promised to propel women into a dazzling future with enthusiastic men at their side.”12

While the goal of full and harmonious gender equality is still an elusive one, over the ensuing century women have nonetheless achieved substantial gains—women’s roles in society have been vastly recast and reimagined, rights and opportunities have been greatly expanded, female labor force participation has tripled, many battles for safer and more equitable working conditions have been won, job categories previously closed to women have opened, and women have even surpassed men in educational attainment and voting rates. While these gains were highly uneven across different groups of women, economic historian Claudia Goldin has referred to these and other century-long trends as “a grand gender convergence.”13

So how, exactly, did this progress unfold? Popular historical narratives about the forward march of gender equality in the twentieth century generally take one of two forms:


	A “first wave” of feminist activism achieved significant gains, by far the greatest of which was the right to vote. But according to this narrative, these gains were followed by a decades-long period of stagnation and even retrenchment in women’s activism and thus gender equality, necessitating a “second wave” of mobilization, which began in the 1960s. As this story goes, the “feminist revolution” of the 1960s and 1970s is what finally made possible the widespread progress we see today. A related but slightly different version of this narrative downplays the achievements of early-twentieth-century women’s activism, arguing that it made very little difference for most women’s lives, and that almost all of the appreciable progress toward equality and inclusion for women can be attributed to the 1960s women’s movement.

	A second narrative (which we find more persuasive) suggests that the story of women’s march toward equality and inclusion is in fact more complex than the oft-repeated first narrative might suggest. While some indicators quite clearly fit a story of long-delayed progress, many other measures indicate that women were in fact making steady progress toward equality and inclusion throughout the century—which progress neither stagnated between two waves of activism nor was held at bay until the 1960s. And, despite the fact that gender parity has yet to be achieved on many dimensions, there has been little appreciable slowing down of progress in recent decades, unlike the phenomenon that we saw over and over again in the case of race. On the contrary, once women began to move toward educational, economic, and political equality (whether early in the century or much later), that progress largely continued unabated.14



Thus, a closer look at several different empirical measures of gender parity across the full century will not reveal one simple story, but may correct some common misconceptions about the rate and timing of women’s remarkable but still incomplete march toward full and equal participation in the American “we.”

WOMEN IN EDUCATION

As we discussed in Chapter 2, in the early 1900s the availability of free high school education vastly expanded nationwide, as reflected in the precipitous increase in overall graduation rates depicted in Figure 7.1.15 Both attendance and graduation rates were higher for girls than boys, particularly in the early decades of the century. In 1900, fully 60 percent of all high school graduates were female, and according to economic historians Susan B. Carter and Mark Prus, when it comes to attendance, “girls outnumbered boys by over four to three among whites and over three to two among blacks through the second decade of the twentieth century.”16

The fact that many young men were attracted to the burgeoning industrial sector at a young age often meant they dropped out of school, contributing to the early-century female edge. But another reason that so many girls attended secondary school in the opening decades of the twentieth century was that the rapidly expanding clerical sector offered clean, respectable, and less physically demanding jobs to young women who had a secondary education. In fact, by the 1930s, most clerical jobs required a high school diploma, creating a clear economic incentive for completion of secondary school. Thus, structural changes to the economy slowly created a greater return on education, particularly for white females.17

When the Depression forced large numbers of young men out of work, however, many of them returned to school, and the size of the female lead began to shrink. The gap spiked during World War II, while young men went off to war, but then returned to its long-run equilibrium. As Figure 7.1 demonstrates, for the remainder of the century, slightly more than half of all high school graduates were women—a fact which still holds true today. Notably, this stability in the gender ratio among high school graduates had persisted through a century of uneven, but remarkable growth in the rate of high school graduation. Slightly more than half of high school graduates were women in the 1880s and 1890s, when only 5 percent of American youth graduated from high school, and slightly more than half of high school graduates today are women, when nearly 90 percent of young people graduate from high school. Gender equity in high school education has been a constant for a century and a half.

FIGURE 7.1: TOTAL HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATION RATE AND GENDER BALANCE, 1870–2018
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Source: Historical Statistics of the United States; National Center for Educational Statistics.

FIGURE 7.2: GENDER BALANCE AMONG NEW COLLEGE GRADUATES, 1870–2017
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Source: U.S. Census; Current Population Survey; National Center for Education Statistics.

When it comes to college education, however, the story is quite different, as illustrated in Figure 7.2. Men started the twentieth century with a marked advantage over women, whose opportunities to attend college were new and very limited. In 1900, less than 20 percent of college graduates were women, but that fraction climbed throughout the century. As a result, the gender gap in college graduation generally narrowed over the century—with the notable exception of the 1950s, which saw a temporary increase in the gender gap. At this time college-going among men increased rapidly, boosted by the GI Bill, while many women forewent or delayed college in order to start families (the Baby Boom).18 In addition, some scholars have also posited that the GI Bill had the effect of privileging male enrollment in higher education, and have documented cases in which spots for women were temporarily restricted in order to make room for war veterans.19 Thus, women as a proportion of undergraduate students declined somewhat in the 1950s, creating a temporary lapse in progress toward gender parity in higher education. But this setback turned out to be temporary and by the 1980s women had caught up to men in college graduation rates, and then began to surpass them. Females are now substantially more likely to obtain a bachelor’s degree than males, a fact which holds across all racial and ethnic groups with the exception of Asian Americans.20 Gender equality was more delayed in postgraduate education, but there too progress became rapid in the second half of the twentieth century, as shown in Figure 7.3.

In sum, starting in the late nineteenth century from a position far behind men in both undergraduate and graduate education, women made substantial progress toward gender equality from about 1900 to about 1930/1940. In mid-century this progress was disrupted by the Second World War and its aftermath, but then progress toward full gender equality resumed and accelerated around 1950 for bachelor’s and master’s degrees and around 1970 for doctoral degrees, and by 2017 fully 57 percent of bachelor’s degrees, 59 percent of master’s degrees, and 53 percent of PhDs were awarded to women.21

The very same pattern applies to professional degrees in fields like law and medicine—long delay in progress toward equality, followed by rapid progress in the last three decades of the twentieth century. To explain this dramatic uptick after 1970, Claudia Goldin identifies several factors that encouraged women to seek higher education, especially career-oriented education: the influence of post-Sixties feminism in encouraging an independent mind-set, an increase in divorce rates and women’s resultant need to support their families economically, the advent of the birth control pill, which allowed delayed childbearing, and young women seeing older counterparts participating in the workforce in greater numbers and with greater longevity. “As a result,” Goldin concludes,

FIGURE 7.3: GENDER BALANCE IN GRADUATE DEGREES, 1870–2017

[image: Image]

Source: U.S. Census; Current Population Survey; National Center for Education Statistics.


[young women] increased their investments in formal schooling, majored in career-oriented subjects, and continued on to professional and graduate schools in far greater numbers. They had longer horizons than did previous generations and an altered identity that placed career ahead, or on equal footing, with marriage.22



In the case of educational equity over the course of the twentieth century, therefore, we see a clear example of long-delayed progress in regard to advanced degrees. But even more striking were women’s essentially steady, century-long gains in both secondary education and college attainment—trends which laid important groundwork for late-century changes in economic equality.23

THE ECONOMICS OF GENDER EQUALITY

Was women’s progress toward educational parity—and even the surpassing of men in high school, college, and postgraduate attainment—reflected in economic outcomes?

One of the most common images that springs to mind when we look back on twentieth-century feminism is Betty Friedan’s portrait of unhappy, unfulfilled housewives—who, by her account, were still largely imprisoned by both motherhood and domestic servitude when she published The Feminine Mystique in 1963. However, powerful as this image has been in shaping twentieth-century gender narratives, in fact, women had been on a steady march into the workplace beginning as early as 1860, as charted in Figure 7.4.24 We see that women’s labor force participation actually grew steadily from 1920 to 1990 (with some acceleration after 1950), progressively closing the gender gap in employment over the span of the entire century. Interestingly, this measure shows no sign of any effect of the 1965–1975 women’s movement on overall female labor force participation.25

FIGURE 7.4: FEMALE LABOR FORCE PARTICIPATION RATE, 1860–2016
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Source: Matthew Sobek, “New Statistics on the U.S. Labor Force, 1850–1990,” Historical Methods 34 (2001): 71–87; Current Population Survey. Data for 1860 exclude slaves.

FIGURE 7.5: LABOR FORCE PARTICIPATION RATES OF MEN AND WOMEN, 1890–2018
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Source: Matthew Sobek, “New Statistics on the U.S. Labor Force, 1850–1990,” Historical Methods 34 (2001): 71–87; Current Population Survey. Data for 1860 exclude slaves.

Over the course of the entire century, more and more women worked outside the home, and women became an ever-larger percentage of the wage labor force, ultimately representing roughly 47 percent of all paid workers today.26 As Figure 7.4 indicates, the entry of women into the workforce began to tail off as the twenty-first century opened, a fact which scholars attribute mostly to the ongoing lack of family-friendly work policies and affordable and/or public childcare options, but also to a recent resurgence of traditional attitudes about male breadwinning and female homemaking, two facts to which we will return. And though much has been written about the cost to women and the economy of this particular slowdown, it did not actually reflect a retrenchment in gender parity, because the male labor force participation rate was also in decline at this time.

In fact, when charting male and female participation in paid work side by side over the full century (Figure 7.5), we see a clear and more or less steady closing of the gender gap, with almost no interruptions. This trend toward growing parity holds for all ethnic groups and ages, with the important exception of women over 55. However, exactly when and how women of different races entered the workforce varies somewhat.27 The trend also holds at every level of family income—however, labor force participation in the twentieth century increased much more rapidly in high-income than low-income households. This is due largely to the opening of white-collar jobs for educated women in the clerical, sales, and service sectors. Significantly, the trend also holds within all marital statuses, with the largest increase in employment rates among married women.28

The shape of these trends seems to tell the story of a steady march toward equality in the workforce between men and women, a phenomenon which started before America’s larger climb toward a more capacious “we,” and continued long afterward. However, data about labor force participation is merely a measure of quantity—how many women had jobs—not quality—how women were being compensated, treated, and fulfilled in their work. Indeed, a crucial component of Friedan’s call to arms was the demand for meaningful work outside the home.

One thought-provoking question when looking at steadily increasing female labor force participation is why more and more women have entered the workplace. Is it indeed to seek fulfillment and meaning, or is it out of growing economic necessity? While we do not have full-century data, the DDB Needham Life Style Survey, conducted between 1978 and 1999, asked women this very question. Their responses are charted in Figure 7.6. Remarkably, in the aftermath of Friedan’s call to arms, the number of women reporting that they worked because they wanted to stayed flat over this period, while the number of women reporting they worked because they had to nearly doubled. This contrast reflects the economic challenges more and more working-class Americans have encountered after the 1970s—America’s “I” decades—which we documented in detail in Chapter 2, as well as the significant increase in single-parent families during this same period, which we discussed in Chapter 4.

Generally speaking, discussions of broad trends in women’s employment have interpreted increasing labor force participation as a mark of welcome progress toward gender equity. One subtle, but important implication of Figure 7.6, however, is to question whether the steady movement of women into the paid labor force during the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s (shown in Figures 7.4 and 7.5) is actually a mark of women moving toward increasingly fulfilling lives. If more and more women are able to enjoy the personal and economic fruits of professional employment, that is no doubt a plus for gender equity. If, however, poor women from minority communities are increasingly forced away from their children and into the labor market—as many were by the welfare reforms of the 1990s—it is much less clear that we should count that as a plus for gender equity. It might, on the contrary, be seen as a kind of increased class discrimination analogous to the trends that we examined in Chapter 2 on economic equality.

FIGURE 7.6: WORKING OUT OF NECESSITY OR BY CHOICE AMONG AMERICAN WOMEN, 1978–1999
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Source: DDB Needham Life Style Survey, in Putnam, Bowling Alone, pp. 196–98.

Furthermore, despite a steady, century-long trend toward gender parity in labor force participation, the move toward equal pay has been far less straightforward. Between 1890 and 1955, women did in fact see a steady increase in earnings, leading to a considerable jump in pay equity, as illustrated in Figure 7.7. (The vertical axis is easily interpretable into the “$0.77” dollar that women received in 2012, compared to a “$0.61” dollar in the 1960s.) However, that trend essentially reversed for the three decades thereafter. Only in the 1980s did women begin again to make meaningful progress toward wage equality, but in very recent years this progress has once again stagnated.29

FIGURE 7.7: RATIO OF FEMALE TO MALE EARNINGS FOR FULL-TIME, YEAR-ROUND WORKERS, 1890–2012
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Source: Goldin, Understanding the Gender Gap, 59.

In the case of earnings, the lagged effect of so-called “second wave” feminism and the 1964 passage of Title VII of the Civil Rights Act is much clearer. Title VII officially barred sex discrimination in pay and compensation. The ultimate effects of this change to the law were slow in coming, however, as the chart above indicates—largely because enforcement of the act depended upon women initiating lawsuits alleging discrimination, which often took years to reach a conclusion. Furthermore, by 1969, the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) had received over fifty thousand reports of sex discrimination, and the agency was simply overwhelmed by the task of investigating them all.30 But by 1980, more than a decade of legislative and judicial victories finally began to result in steep progress toward pay equity for women. In addition to diminishing discrimination, the narrowing of the pay gap in the latter decades of the twentieth century also reflects the higher educational attainment of women, including their increasing choice of educational tracks that lead to more lucrative jobs, as well as their ambitious pursuit of entry into traditionally men’s occupations.31

However, in 2017 a typical working woman still made only 84 cents for every dollar earned by a typical working man, a gender wage gap of 16 percent.32 According to the Institute for Women’s Policy Research, “if change continues at the same slow pace as it has for the past fifty years, it will take 42 years—or until 2059—for women to finally reach pay parity.”33 And the situation is considerably more dire for women of color, who generally make far less than the 84 cents, and whose pace of progress toward pay equity has been significantly slower. At current rates, “Black women’s median annual earnings would reach parity with White men’s in 2119, and Hispanic women’s in 2224.”34 Furthermore, the fact that women have achieved—and even exceeded—educational parity with men has not yet had a fully equalizing effect on wages. As the Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce has reported, “at all levels of educational attainment, women earn, on average, 25 percent less than men,” and in general “women have to have a PhD in order to make as much as men with a BA.”35 Thus, despite more rapid improvement during the last third of the twentieth century than ever before, gender wage equality remains an elusive goal.

And despite having entered the workforce in remarkably large numbers, women still shoulder a far greater share of housework and childcare responsibilities than men.36 Some observers emphasize this imbalance, the limits it places upon women’s ability to work long hours, and the frequency with which women must take breaks from work and career to care for children or elders as major reasons for the stubborn continuation of the pay gap.37 Some pay disparity is also clearly due to discrimination, as women are denied advancement or raises. Women today are about twice as likely to report experiencing such discrimination in the workplace as men, 38 and economists often note a certain percentage of the gender pay gap that is “unexplained” by all other factors.

But by far the biggest reason for the narrowing but still significant gender pay gap has been the persistent reality of occupational segregation. Occupational segregation is tracked using a measure called the Index of Dissimilarity, which calculates how equally distributed between men and women is employment in a given job category. If women make up 47 percent of the total workforce, as they do today, then zero occupational segregation (or a zero on the Index of Dissimilarity) would mean that, on average, in every single job category (from nursing, to engineering, to retail, to financial planning) 47 percent of the employees are women and 53 percent of the employees are men. However, as illustrated in Figure 7.8, in 1900 the Index of Dissimilarity was nearly 70, meaning that 70 percent of females would need to move into male-dominated professions (or vice versa) in order to achieve occupational parity. Thus the rate of occupational segregation by gender in the American workforce was extremely high at the beginning of the twentieth century.

But the long-term trend shows very little change until 1960, with slow improvement thereafter, and marked improvement only after 1970.39 This trend is another case in which the 1960s feminist revolution seems to have had an important effect, by finally opening up many job categories long closed to women.40 And yet, still today, nearly 50 percent of all workers would have to reshuffle occupational categories in order to achieve gender parity by profession.41 This fact has important implications for pay disparities, because in general, male-dominated job categories are compensated more highly than female-dominated job categories. Thus, a major reason why women earn less than men is that they are concentrated in jobs that, in general, pay less.42

FIGURE 7.8: OCCUPATIONAL SEGREGATION, 1900–2017
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Source: US Census; IPUMS; American Community Survey. See endnote 7.39.

How did occupational segregation come to be such an enduring feature of the American economy? Burgeoning American industries in the late nineteenth century (such as iron and steel, lumber, mining, and machinery) created very little demand for female labor, leaving women who sought work outside the home to factory jobs producing textiles, apparel, and canned goods—typically in positions with no qualifications for entry, no opportunity for advancement, and payment by the piece.43 However, at the turn of the twentieth century, corporations began to compound in size, retail stores became considerably larger, and sectors such as communications and public utilities expanded dramatically. These structural changes to the economy created a growing demand for clerical workers—most of which was met by women. Women represented 18.5 percent of all white-collar workers in 1900, but that number had increased nearly two-fold by 1930, to 33.2 percent. Similarly, women occupied 20.2 percent of clerical and sales positions in 1900, doubling to 40.4 percent by 1930.44 No longer were women—especially educated women—strictly confined to informal employment, such as taking in laundry or boarders, nor limited in their options for formal employment to grueling, low-level industrial jobs.

However, this “spectacular” transformation in women’s work, as Claudia Goldin calls it, also ushered in an enduring practice of gendering in the workplace that created discriminatory limitations on women’s advancement and pay. Despite the fact that women were increasingly working in the same factories, stores, and companies as men, they were restricted to certain job categories, hired at lower starting rates, and “dead-ended” in positions that offered no upward mobility. Furthermore, even in cases when women could and did advance due to growing levels of skill and experience, their pay increase was far slower than that of men on a similar track, particularly in office jobs and professional and corporate positions.45 And despite the fact that many more women were remaining employed after marriage during this time, many companies nonetheless maintained “marriage bars,” policies which kept married women out of certain positions, or meant that women could lose their jobs or be demoted upon getting married.

During World War II, such forms of occupational segregation and discrimination against women often gave way to the demands of production but, especially in heavy industry, these gains were short-lived. According to historian James Patterson, as the war ended “the biggest losers were the women who had found industrial work during the war: these jobs either disappeared amid the rush of demobilization or were given to veterans who returned to civilian life.”46 Rosie the Riveter was thus able to find better work and better pay during the war, a fact which appealed to women who might otherwise have opted out of work, and raised expectations for equality overall. But once the war was over, returning heavy industry and manufacturing jobs to men required reviving old narratives that such work was “too hard” for women, leaving them to return to segregated industries and more menial positions.

Yet not all wartime occupational gains were wiped out with the arrival of peace. In the 1950s, the debate on female employment shifted from whether or not women, or even married women and mothers, should work at all to the conditions of their employment. And women entered (gendered) professions at a very high rate. Clerical jobs multiplied, and elementary school teachers were in particularly high demand due to the Baby Boom. Blue-collar women in the 1950s moved into some new fields as well—especially as demand in the thriving economy outstripped the supply of male workers. Marriage bars also began to decline in the 1940s and were virtually eliminated by 1950.47 And part-time work became increasingly available after the war, making it easier for women to combine work and family responsibilities.

Thus, despite demobilization, the robust trend toward female employment continued, albeit in once again starkly sex-segregated jobs characterized by inequitable pay. Nonetheless, female labor leaders at this time mostly advocated for the right of married women to work, for maternity benefits for mothers, and for a restoration of the public childcare provision that the war had brought.48 They generally did not challenge the sexual division of labor, and focused their wage demands on equal pay for comparable work, in order to address the fact that in a gender-segregated economy most women simply did not do work that was precisely equal to men’s.49 The postwar era, then, was not a time when all working women returned home, nor was it a moment of quiescence in women’s activism and advocacy for equality—though it is often portrayed that way.

It is true, however, that in the aftermath of the war millions of women did voluntarily quit their wartime jobs, and when surveyed, about half cited “family responsibilities” as the reason.50 But many of these women likely expected to return to work after marriage and childbearing. It may also be true that ongoing occupational segregation and pay inequity, as well as the loss of wartime opportunities, discouraged many women from pursuing careers after the war.51 Furthermore, in the postwar years the cultural value placed upon motherhood and domesticity increased. However, the long-term trend to that point in the century was toward greater and greater numbers of women working outside the home, most of whom were much more concerned with labor conditions than with Friedan’s “problem that has no name.” Nevertheless, a keen disillusionment was certainly felt among a postwar generation of women who faced a strong cultural expectation to find fulfilment either at home or in underpaid, sex-segregated, dead-end employment—factors which both fueled the unprecedented birth rates responsible for the Baby Boom generation, and likely contributed to the rise of critiques such as The Feminine Mystique.

Moreover, women who tried to combine a career with homemaking still faced an uphill battle at mid-century.52 As noted above, despite women working more and more over the course of the century, the expectation that housework and childcare were primarily the woman’s responsibility remained basically unchanged, creating what many call the “double shift,” where women essentially worked two jobs—paid employment outside the home and an unpaid job inside the home.

Alongside the multiple forms of discrimination that have limited women’s choice, compensation, and fulfillment in the workplace, sexual harassment is also a long-standing issue. The prospect of unwanted sexual advances in the workplace and the expectation of sexual favors in exchange for career advancement has long been a concern for advocates of women’s rights. According to legal scholars Janet Halley, Catharine MacKinnon, and Reva Siegel, “women in the early feminist and labor movements never managed to organize a sustained assault on the set of practices we have come to call ‘sexual harassment,’ but they did articulate an indictment of the practices that anticipated many of the arguments that women in the modern feminist and labor movements voiced in the 1970s.” It was the efforts of these early feminists to bring attention to the issue that finally brought about a legal ban, which was included in Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act. But it was pioneering female lawyers, advocates, and theorists in the 1970s who helped bring to light women’s stories and to properly define sexual harassment and fine-tune the concept’s application in courts of law.53

Indeed, consciousness around the discriminatory realities women faced in the economy began to rise just as the Civil Rights movement entered its most visible and successful phase, and in the 1960s a reinvigorated women’s movement was born. Though landmark legislation finally pronounced economic discrimination against women illegal, as noted above, it took a decade or more of legal action and advocacy before real changes in workplace discrimination, gender pay inequity, occupational segregation, and sexual harassment were truly seen and felt. It also took time for women to see returns on newly mandated educational equality, created by Title IX. The effects of these transformations were uneven among different categories of women, but where they took hold, the effect was indeed dramatic.

Where they didn’t take hold was mostly among poor women and women of color, many of whom today fill the ranks of service jobs long considered “women’s work,” thereby feeding into ongoing gender and racial wage gaps.54 Thus, any narrative of economic change that hinges on second wave feminism seems to best fit the experience of upper-class white women. Furthermore, because of an ongoing lack of affordable and/or public childcare and eldercare options, as well as the continued gendering of housework and care work, women entering higher-paid professions largely rely on lower-class women and women of color to provide domestic labor and childcare—meaning that class inequality has to a large extent underpinned the expansion of gender equality in the workplace.55 Just as Chapter 2 showed the growing importance of class divisions in the economy as a whole over the last half century, there is at least some evidence that the same is true among women. But the solutions to this particular problem will require a wider societal rethinking of how to collectively manage the human care work women have so long shouldered, in order to allow them full freedom of choice without a further widening of class gaps.

Thus, the picture of progress toward economic equality between men and women over the course of the twentieth century is mixed, and the movement toward gender equality occurred at different rates and times, depending on the measure, and the subgroup of women in question. Nevertheless, women moved toward parity with men in a number of ways during the first half of the century, with accelerating progress thereafter. The “grand gender convergence” of the twentieth century is not yet complete, however, leaving significant unfinished business as we look to the future.56

WOMEN IN THE PUBLIC SQUARE

Though nineteenth-century women had played an active role in public campaigns advocating for causes such as the abolition of slavery, temperance, consumer protection, and improved conditions for the poor and working classes, they were nonetheless adamantly denied the vote and the chance to hold public office.

Not surprisingly, therefore, in their first electoral outing after the adoption of female suffrage in 1920, women’s turnout was 32 percentage points lower than men’s turnout, but in years that followed women quickly began to close that gap, as indicated in Figure 7.9. Thus, women had begun cultivating their political voice as voters long before the women’s movement of the 1960s. This narrowing of the gender gap in voting continued throughout the century, though at a slightly slower pace after 1965, which is somewhat unexpected, given that this was a critical date in extending the franchise to women of color, who had effectively been denied it under Jim Crow. Overall, however, the gender gap in voting has narrowed more or less steadily since the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment, and has resulted in a distinct female advantage in today’s electorate. Women now play a critical role in the outcome of elections, voting at a rate roughly 4 percent higher than men.57

FIGURE 7.9: GENDER DIFFERENCES IN VOTER TURNOUT, 1920–2016

[image: Image]

Source: Corder and Wolbrecht; ANES. See endnote 7.57. Data LOESS smoothed: .25.

In addition to steadily increasing their influence at the ballot box, women have also long engaged in advocacy work to bring about greater gender equality. Despite the very common usage of the “waves” metaphor to describe the shape of women’s political activism over the course of the twentieth century, this framework is in fact increasingly contested.58 Though legislative and judicial victories for women’s equality from 1920 to 1965 were scant, it was in no way a period of dormancy during which women retreated into the private sphere. Women worked through voluntary organizations to pursue their various goals and made inroads into the previously male-dominated political parties, acting as canvassers, campaign aides, convention speakers, and even delegates, though in small numbers.59

Furthermore, women of color and working-class women—whose stories have often been left out of mainstream historical accounts—were especially active during this period, advocating for better working conditions, better pay, union representation, and racial justice. In fact, it was the trailblazing African American attorney Pauli Murray who insisted that the prohibition of sex discrimination in employment be added to the Civil Rights Act. Political scientist Kristin A. Goss has described this underemphasized phase of women’s advocacy as a period of “swells between the waves.” “By almost any metric,” she writes, “the post-suffrage years were boom years for women’s organizations: the number of groups grew, memberships increased, policy coalitions continued to form, and Congress increasingly sought out women’s point of view. Even when one women’s group faded from view, another took its place.”60

This proliferation of women’s organizations also underscores the fact that the women’s movement has never been a monolithic phenomenon with a single agenda. Indeed, for much of the twentieth century, women’s groups were split as to whether they wanted legislation specifically protecting women (which had been the predominant goal of Progressive Era reformers and the early activities of the Department of Labor’s Women’s Bureau, established in 1920) or gender-blind legislation aimed at equal rights. While some women’s organizations ardently supported the Equal Rights Amendment (introduced in Congress in 1923), others felt it would undermine existing protective labor laws, and bring about more harm than good for women workers. However, the 1940s represented a clear shift away from protective labor laws, many of which were abandoned in the interest of wartime production, meaning that the fear of losing them was no longer an obstacle to supporting the ERA. The number of women’s groups endorsing the ERA increased, and soon both parties’ platforms included commitments to equal rights and equal pay for women. The Republican Party was first to endorse the ERA, and by and large was the early leader on issues involving strict gender equality. Prominent female Democrats, on the other hand, were more supportive of laws to protect the health, safety, and economic welfare of women (and workers more generally).61 The tension between prioritizing special protections for women versus equal rights remained salient even into the 1960s, but the balance shifted markedly toward equal rights thereafter. Only at this time, Goss argues, did the women’s movement take on a more narrow conception of women’s identity and female issues.62 Making this shift to a rights-based, identity politics agenda clearly contributed to the achievement of watershed change on questions of equality, but also fundamentally altered the nature of women’s influence on policymaking—for better and for worse.

One of the most important developments in the twentieth-century struggle for gender equality in America was President Kennedy’s establishment of the Presidential Commission on the Status of Women, which occurred in 1961—some five years before the women’s revolution found its organizational footing. The commission, initially headed by Eleanor Roosevelt, put forward a report in 1963 that demonstrated the seriousness of the problem of gender discrimination. Consequently, the Equal Pay Act was passed in 1963, and the Civil Rights Act—with the inclusion of “sex” as a protected category—in 1964. Historian Dorothy Sue Cobble has argued that these early victories “were the culmination of some twenty-five years of political activism” on the part of women.63 The commission’s report was unsparing in its revelations about the still starkly gendered and often inegalitarian state of American life. However, the fact that the status of women was an important national issue before the advent of “second wave feminism” strongly suggests that America’s widening sense of “we” was already—and increasingly—sensitive to the inclusion of women.

That being said, during this time very few women managed to attain public office. In fact, several states refused to recognize that women’s suffrage meant that women could hold office, and disallowed the practice as late as the 1940s.64 As a result, the number of female elected officials was slow to increase. Figure 7.10 charts the number of women serving in the U.S. Congress, which barely budged until 1970. The chart for state legislatures looks very much the same.65 The first female governor was not elected until 1974, and women have been equally slow in obtaining judgeships—it was 1981 when Sandra Day O’Connor joined the Supreme Court. Such advances came more readily after President Carter initiated an affirmative action program to help correct gender imbalances in 1974. By 2003 21 percent of federal judges were women, and 29 percent of state supreme court judges were women.66 The 116th Congress, elected in 2018, is made up of 24 percent women, the highest percentage in U.S. history and a considerable jump from the previous year. And twenty-five of the one hundred U.S. senators are now women.67

FIGURE 7.10: WOMEN IN US CONGRESS, 1917–2019
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Source: Congressional Research Service.

Thus, while women voted at greater and greater rates throughout the century—eventually surpassing men in voter turnout—their presence in elected leadership roles was significantly postponed, at least in part by discrimination, and still is only (at best) halfway to proportional representation. Nevertheless, both before and after suffrage women have organized and advocated for their concerns, and those concerns have increasingly become priorities for both parties. However, women’s issues are not uniform—as a large and diverse constituency, not all women have the same views about how to advance their cause, or which issues should take precedence—a fact which has at times complicated the pursuit of legislative guarantees of gender equality, and even left many women out of the conversation.

CHANGING ATTITUDES TOWARD GENDER EQUALITY

Another part of the oft-repeated story of women’s liberation in the twentieth century is the idea that women were continually oppressed by widespread anti-egalitarian ideas for the majority of the century, and that these conservative attitudes about gender roles began to change significantly only after the women’s movement of the Sixties. Historians who have put forward this view often base their argument on one or two mid-century public opinion polls which, by their interpretation, show strong opposition to feminism and enduring support for traditional ideas about women. However, such a momentary snapshot cannot possibly capture change over time, nor do standard interpretations of these polls reflect the actual nuance of participants’ responses.68 While it is true that attitudinal changes were particularly rapid from 1970 to 1990, the idea that beliefs about gender equality and women’s roles had been basically static until 1970 is simply unsupported by the data. Our analysis actually reveals large gains in attitudes favorable to gender equality in the preceding decades as well.

As we have seen in previous chapters, one of the challenges in determining long-run change in attitudes is that survey data were sparse or nonexistent before polling became regular in the early 1970s. However, it is nonetheless possible to reconstruct something of a “fossil record” of early-century attitudes by breaking down late-century polling data into birth cohorts. This is because scholars have repeatedly shown that an individual’s attitudes about social norms are largely determined by socialization that occurs early in life, and tend to hold fairly steady over that individual’s life cycle.69 Thus, if a person born in the opening decades of the century was asked their opinion about gender equality in 1970, it is fair to assume that, by and large, the opinion they express more accurately reflects the social norms of their youth than the social norms of the moment in which they were surveyed. However, such nuances are not reflected when it is simply reported that, in the aggregate, a certain percentage of Americans surveyed in 1970 held a certain view. Beneath that statistic inevitably lie significant generational differences of opinion. It is also true, therefore, that when it is later reported that the percentage of Americans holding a particular attitude has changed, much of that change is due to changing people (as older generations are replaced by younger generations) rather than changing minds. We saw evidence of this “cohort replacement” phenomenon when we examined change over time in attitudes about racial equality in Chapter 6, and a similar trend is visible when we look at change over time in attitudes about gender equality.

To begin with, Figure 7.11 shows how attitudes toward gender roles changed from the 1970s until the early twenty-first century, as measured by the following five survey items.


	If your party nominated a woman for president, would you vote for her if she were qualified for the job? (Yes)

	Women should take care of running their homes and leave running the country up to men. (Disagree)

	Do you approve or disapprove of a married woman earning money in business or industry if she has a husband capable of supporting her? (Approve)

	Most men are better suited emotionally for politics than are most women. (Disagree)

	It is much better for everyone involved if the man is the achiever outside the home and the woman takes care of the home and family. (Disagree)



At first glance, this chart would seem to indicate that the women’s revolution of the Sixties had the effect of changing many minds about these questions.

FIGURE 7.11: SUPPORT FOR GENDER EQUALITY, 1972-2014
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Source: General Social Survey. Data LOESS smoothed: .33.

However, when the same data are broken down by birth cohort (and for simplicity combined into a single index), as in Figure 7.12 below, it becomes clear that, in fact, there were and are significant intergenerational differences of opinion.70 Men and women born and socialized in the first several decades of the twentieth century (represented in the lowest line of Figure 7.12) were, even when interviewed a half century later, much more traditionalist in their view of gender roles than men and women born and socialized just prior to World War II (in the next two lines up). In turn, that group (broadly speaking, the parents of the Boomers) were more traditionalist than the Boomers (the fourth and fifth lines from the bottom) were. But the difference, in turn, between the Boomers and their children was much smaller. In other words, the Boomers, raised in the 1950s and 1960s, were much more egalitarian in their view of gender roles than their parents, raised in the 1920s and 1930s. And in turn that cohort were much more egalitarian than their parents, raised around the turn of the twentieth century.

The implication is that in terms of the socializing environments of successive generations, most of the rejection of the more traditional gender division of labor actually occurred before the 1970s, not after. Conversely, Figure 7.12 shows the surprising fact that on average Millennials (born in the 1980s, roughly speaking) are no more supportive of gender equality than Boomers (born in the 1950s, roughly speaking), since their lines have entirely overlapped in the twenty-first century! In effect, just as the rings of a tree trunk display differences in climate in previous decades, thick rings indicating periods of rapid growth, so the successive curves in Figure 7.12 reflect differences in the social climate in previous decades, with wider gaps indicating periods of rapid change.

FIGURE 7.12: SUPPORT FOR GENDER EQUALITY, BY BIRTH COHORT, 1972–2014
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Source: General Social Survey. Data LOESS smoothed: .5.

Though it is often reported otherwise, this form of analysis reveals that much of the change in attitudes about gender equality from the Seventies onward actually occurred by subtraction. That is, people who came of age in the first quarter of the twentieth century were much less supportive of gender equality than people who came of age after them (reflecting generational differences in socialization), which implies that feminism was gradually but steadily gaining acceptance during the first half of the century. People who came of age in the 1960s were much more supportive of gender equality than their parents, who were themselves more so than their parents had been at the same age. And as those older generations passed away between the 1970s and the 1990s, their departure from the population meant that the Americans who remained were by default—that is, without any individual changing his or her mind—becoming progressively more liberal in their attitudes toward gender. In other words, the Grim Reaper did a lot of the work of increasing Americans’ overall support for women’s liberation during the closing decades of the century.

Historians have noted changes in gender socialization over the early decades of the twentieth century and have provided some interesting examples of and explanations for it, including changing ideas about parenting, the advent of clubs like Girl Scouts (a Progressive Era invention), which encouraged female achievement, the rise of companionate marriage (discussed in Chapter 4), an increasing preference for small families, and the political socialization of women (and men) through activism. Another explanation for women’s increasing commitment to gender equality in the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s is a theory developed by political scientist Roberta Sigel called “relative deprivation.” Essentially, as women became progressively more conscious of their abilities and ambitions, they felt increasingly shortchanged by social norms and began adjusting their own views as a result. Sigel makes this argument specifically about women in the 1980s, but it likely applies to women throughout the century.71

Of course, many things besides birth cohort have influenced attitudes toward gender in recent decades, including many individual men and women changing their outlook through consciousness-raising. Many people during the last half century actually were changing their minds in a more egalitarian direction. This “period effect” is indicated by the shape of the parallel curves, which, had there been no mind-changing, would have been perfectly flat. As second wave feminism marched on, significant numbers of people within each cohort gave progressively more egalitarian responses to the questions. This change is visible in Figure 7.12 in the gentle rise in support for gender equality visible within each birth cohort between the mid-1970s and the mid-1990s. Thus, the second part of the explanation for the total growth in support for gender equality in the 1970s and 1980s is in fact the influence of the women’s movement, which does appear to have created a widespread change in cultural norms. However, to highlight this period effect alone means that we lose the surprising but quite clear evidence of even more substantial changes that began decades earlier in the twentieth century.

Finally, the above charts also show that the pace of change toward a liberalization of attitudes dramatically slowed down as the twenty-first century arrived. The differences in outlook on gender roles between the Millennials and the Gen-Xers are modest and inconsistent. In fact, among post-Boomer generations, egalitarian attitudes even seem to have retreated somewhat, a fact which has been confirmed by targeted polling of Gen-Xers and Millennials. This is one gender-based measure we found that shows the “foot off the gas” phenomenon we saw over and over in the case of race.72

We can summarize our basic findings about the timing of change in gender attitudes across the last 100 years by displaying how, on average, the attitudes of successive cohorts differed from one another. This is shown in Figure 7.13, which presents the same data as Figure 7.12, but in a slightly simplified fashion. All four phenomena described above are apparent: The steady century-long trend toward liberalization of attitudes about gender, the ever-so-slightly increased pace of that liberalization among Americans who came of age during the 1960s, the gradual slowing of the pace of that liberalization after 1970, as post-Boomer cohorts entered adulthood, and the slight but surprising reversal of this trend in recent years.73 Figure 7.13 suggests that the bulk of progress in Americans’ support for gender equality over the last 100 years occurred among Americans socialized before 1970. In effect, the women’s movement seems to have lit a match to what was already well-cured kindling.

A recent study of over forty years of survey data tracking high school seniors’ responses to various questions relating to gender roles and egalitarian attitudes found that youths’ attitudes became increasingly egalitarian with regard to women having equal opportunity to work and lead from roughly 1970 to 1990, and then plateaued. And with regard to gender dynamics in the family, after liberalizing for almost twenty years, young people’s beliefs became markedly more traditional after roughly 1995, with increasing percentages feeling that men should be breadwinners and make the decisions in the home.74 Millennial men are also considerably more likely than Gen-X or Boomer men to say that society has already made sufficient changes in creating gender equality in the workplace.75

FIGURE 7.13: ESTIMATED GENERATIONAL DIFFERENCES IN SUPPORT FOR GENDER EQUALITY
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Source: General Social Survey. Data LOESS smoothed: .33.

Though the slowing down of liberalizing attitudes about gender in recent decades (especially among younger Americans) is quite clear, explanations of why this happened are not totally coherent. Some scholars have suggested that it reflects a new cultural framework on the part of younger women, which extends a feminist rhetoric of choice to include stay-at-home mothering as a legitimately “feminist” option. This theory points to the increasing replacement of an “equal opportunity” framework—common in the 1970s and 1980s—with “work-family accommodation” rhetoric, which advocates for measures that support women who combine work and motherhood, and which is more common in today’s women’s advocacy.76 Other observers argue that post-Boomer women are simply more individualistic, and therefore less concerned with collective action or movement politics as a way of achieving equality or overcoming discrimination.77 Still others attribute the change to the practical difficulties parents face in dual-earner households, especially in the absence of public policies supporting work-family balance.78 Finally, there is also scholarship on an alleged “new sexism” among men since the 1990s.79

Despite these wildly diverse explanations, there is a growing consensus that the mid-1990s was a time when resurgent traditionalism regarding male and female roles, especially with regard to caregiving, came to coexist with more feminist beliefs about women’s equal capacity to work and equal right to choose to earn a living. But exactly how and why this came to be is still not clear.80 And the effect of very recent forms of feminism such as the #MeToo movement remains to be seen.

Though the recent generational trend toward resurgent traditionalism is puzzling, what is by far most striking when viewing attitudinal data broken down by cohorts is the distinct evidence that most liberalization in gender attitudes actually occurred before the 1970s, a fact which complicates a simplistic story of women’s liberation taking off only in the last third of the century. Surprisingly, the vast majority of progress toward mainstream acceptance of egalitarian attitudes toward gender did not begin with—or even much accelerate after—the 1960s women’s movement.81

FROM EVOLUTION TO REVOLUTION

If women had been on a steady march into the workplace, attending high school and college at ever-greater rates, participating in the public sphere more and more, and seeing chauvinistic attitudes gradually fading—all at significant and fairly steady rates over the course of the century—why then did the 1960s feminist revolution feel so urgent? What motivated women to found new advocacy organizations, organize mass protests, and take to the streets to demand liberation?

The first answer is that—much as we saw in the case of African Americans—though significant and often underrecognized trends toward equalization for women had indeed characterized the first two thirds of the century, in many important and often egregious ways, women were still experiencing limitation and exclusion. As outlined above, very little progress had been made by the 1960s for women seeking entry into professional schools and occupations, and very few women held public office, despite high levels of female voting. Occupational segregation, pay inequity, sexual harassment, and job loss due to pregnancy were persistent realities that ever-greater numbers of working women faced every day. And mainstream media depictions of women were narrowly focused on marriage, home, and family. Furthermore, many restrictions on women’s personal freedom and self-determination persisted: in 1960 a woman could not open a line of credit if unmarried, or without her husband’s signature, if married. In many states women were de facto (and in some cases de jure) excluded from jury service; and in still others they could not obtain a no-fault divorce or legally access contraception. Abortions were outlawed, and any open discussion of female sexuality was largely considered taboo. Women were not allowed to attend military academies, or participate in many sports. The Equal Rights Amendment—under debate for forty years—had (and has) yet to achieve ratification. Outright gender discrimination in many domains was still legal, acceptable, and widely practiced. Indeed, in many ways, it was the very progress women had made before the 1960s that fueled a growing discontent with these inegalitarian realities. Ever-greater numbers of women were reaching adulthood educated, ambitious, and independent-minded, only to find their agency and options artificially curtailed.82

A second answer is that, even though attitudes toward women were in fact liberalizing in the first half of the century, in the postwar years, suburbanization, a cult of domesticity promoted by mainstream media and advertising, and a widespread push for cultural conformity had created an image and expectation of womanhood that in many ways contradicted women’s otherwise gradual but significant progression toward equality. The 1950s were in many ways a moment of pause and even retrenchment in an otherwise forward march toward cultural liberalization. Betty Friedan’s critique was thus accurately responsive not only to cultural expectations, but also to real (though temporary) setbacks in educational and pay equity, the postwar resurgence of occupational segregation, and reversals in the public provision of childcare—all of which immediately preceded its publication.

Another important reason is that, as had happened in the nineteenth century, women saw activism for racial equality and inclusion as both an inspiration and a model for seeking gender equality and inclusion. As the Civil Rights movement gained momentum and won important victories in the 1950s and 1960s, feminists were encouraged and emboldened to press their own case. As the entire nation became more rights-conscious, and a culture of protest swept the country, more space opened up for demanding gender rights in the context of the fight for civil rights.

Soon, the National Organization for Women (NOW) was formed to mobilize women and pressure employers to follow—and the federal government to enforce—antidiscrimination measures, and also to draw attention to a wider array of women’s issues including abortion and reproductive health access, violence against women, and lesbian rights. One of the most visible actions NOW organized was the 1970 national Women’s Strike for Equality, which celebrated the fiftieth anniversary of the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment. It drew tens of thousands of women to rallies, marches, and sit-ins across the country with the slogan “Don’t iron while the strike is hot!”

Some of the women’s movement’s most significant legal victories after the formation of NOW included:


	Executive Order 11246, extending full affirmative action rights to women in 1967

	The Equal Employment Opportunity Act of 1972

	Title IX, which was added to the Amendments to the Higher Education Act in 1972 to include gender as a protected class in federally aided education

	The Women’s Educational Equity Act (1974), which outlined federal protections against gender discrimination in education

	Roe v. Wade, which legalized abortion in 1973

	The Equal Credit Opportunity Act of 1974

	The Pregnancy Discrimination Act of 1978

	A 1975 law requiring military academies to admit women

	The initial outlawing of marital rape and legalization of no-fault divorce



But perhaps the most heralded victory of gender activism during the last third of the twentieth century is the transformation of cultural norms and social attitudes about women. Feminist theory exploded at this time, and prompted truly revolutionary debates about power structures and patriarchy, many of which were captured succinctly in the movement’s mantra, “the personal is political.” Many women who lived through this turbulent period experienced it as a complete transformation in how “the second sex” was perceived and what paths were open to them.83 And yet, as the public opinion data presented above clearly show, this change was built upon many decades of slow but steady progress, rather than coming as a bolt from the blue, and also owed much of its punch to the effect of older, more traditionalist generations dying out. Moreover, both legislative victories and changing attitudes toward women were building upon persistent female activism as well as slow and steady transformations in women’s economic, educational, and political status—all of which had in fact been under way for many decades of the twentieth century.

Economic historian Claudia Goldin has described the transformation of women’s roles in American society as occurring in four phases—the first three, which, in her framework encompassed the late nineteenth century to the late 1970s, were what she calls “evolutionary,” and the fourth phase, beginning in the late 1970s and continuing until today, has been what she terms “revolutionary.” “The evolutionary phases led, slowly, to the revolutionary phase,” she writes, adding that “the revolutionary part of the process—like many revolutions—was preceded by fundamental, long-run, and evolutionary changes that were necessary but not sufficient.”84 Though she is referring here primarily to economic indicators, her description certainly applies more broadly—from women’s pursuit of education and political participation, to legal and attitudinal changes touching questions of gender equality. Changes in the first half of the twentieth century were real and quietly transformational and, though inadequate, were a critical part of the story of when and how women succeeded in achieving broader and deeper forms of participation in the American “we.”

WOMEN AND THE I-WE-I CURVE

Throughout this book we have argued that in a great many respects the 1925–1965 period was one of building toward an increasingly encompassing American “we”—a time when egalitarian values triumphed, comity and cohesion improved, an ethic of generosity and solidarity prevailed, and a shared commitment to the common good took hold. However, as we noted in the previous chapter on race, it is critical to consider the very real possibility that the “we” taking shape over the first two thirds of the century was essentially inclusive of white males only. Because African Americans, women, and many other groups have struggled mightily over the past hundred years (indeed, far longer) to attain even basic forms of equality and inclusion, it might be fair to assume that any supposed “we” that was built in the twentieth century was inherently racist and chauvinist.

However, just as we saw in the case of race, when we look at long-run empirical trends in gender equality over the course of the century, it becomes difficult to argue that women were entirely left out of the “we” until late in the century, or completely left behind by a persistently male-centric conception of America that had to be torn down in order for progress to begin. Trends in gender equality certainly do not mirror the I-we-I curve—we have cited far too many examples of ways in which women’s equality and inclusion were held back until the end of the century. And yet, neither does the story of gender in the twentieth century disconfirm our more general conclusions—we uncovered far too many examples of women, too, making steady, appreciable progress toward equality and inclusion during America’s upswing. And the watershed change women experienced alongside African Americans in the 1960s and 1970s was only possible as a culmination of progress decades in the making. Furthermore, the intertwining “I” phenomena of rising economic inequality, rising rates of female-headed households, and concurrent slow progress on wage equality in recent decades have been especially hard on women—realities that to some extent echo the “foot off the gas” phenomenon we saw in the case of African Americans in the same time period.

Overall, America’s “we” at mid-century was never expansive enough, nor is it today. But long-run trends in gender equality offer a slightly more optimistic picture than do trends in racial equality. Women have, by and large, had greater and more lasting success at participating in the “we” and gaining from its benefits than have African Americans generally, or African American women, who experience multiple dimensions of disadvantage.85 Indeed, there is still more work to do for all women to be able to make their full contribution to the American project. And in important ways the path forward remains fraught.

In 1965, the Report on the Status of Women created by President Kennedy’s commission was turned into a widely read, mass-market book. It included both an introduction and an epilogue written by the famed anthropologist Margaret Mead. She noted that the report and its recommendations left two key issues unresolved. First, the question of who would handle the “very important aspects of home life” once women had achieved equal participation in the workforce. Second, the divide between the advancement of educated women and the poverty and stagnation of the women who worked for them. “There will be those who are working very hard at what they want to do, with the assistance of poor help in the home, in the office, and in the laboratory,” Mead rightly predicted.86

Mead was remarkably prescient in her observations. Though the commission’s report was in some ways the beginning of the end of women’s struggle toward equality and inclusion, it also came at a moment in which America was perched on a precipice of history, the downslope of which would increasingly pit the needs and interests of some groups against those of others, and would culminate in a far more divided nation. Unfortunately, there is little evidence that women’s progress toward full equality was accelerated by our national shift toward an “I”-centered America. Creating a community that values the contributions of all, limits the opportunities of none, and offers prosperity without prejudice, will define any lasting renewal of American democracy—for people of color, for women, and for other marginalized groups who still struggle for equality and inclusion. Indeed, for all of us.




8 THE ARC OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

WIDE-ANGLE HISTORY

In this chapter we aim to see the forest, not merely the trees and leaves. We begin with a summary of the broad changes that have animated the four thematic chapters—economics (Chapter 2), politics (Chapter 3), society (Chapter 4), and culture (Chapter 5). We step back from detailed narratives of specific topics, specific variables, and specific decades to ask how America changed over the last 125 years in terms of the balance between the individual and the community. This wide-angle overview will allow us to spot one obvious pivot point over these decades—the Sixties, broadly defined. So in the second half of this chapter we shall zoom in for a close-up view to understand exactly when, how, and perhaps why the pivot occurred.

Most of the topics explored in this book have been actively studied by others in recent years—including a study by one of us, Bowling Alone (2000). Our contribution in this book is different from those previous studies in two respects. First, we explore the last 125 years, not merely the last ten or even the last fifty. Second, we explore four broad dimensions of social change together, not one at a time.

The benefits of this wide-angle, time-lapse approach are familiar in natural science. Early astronomy began studying the universe in a single band of radiation—visible light—at one point in time, viewing the night sky through a telescope. Later astronomers began to study the sky over longer periods of time, and to measure the entire electromagnetic spectrum, creating infrared astronomy, X-ray astronomy, and so on. Recently, multispectral astronomy has emerged, allowing images from separate spectra to be integrated and observed over longer periods of time. For example, our contemporary understanding of supernovae is based on multispectral images collected over time.1

Similarly, by measuring social change over an unusually long period and across multiple dimensions (economic, political, social, cultural) simultaneously, we can detect and investigate previously unnoticed patterns. We greatly value and indeed rely on research that is narrower in time and scope, like studies of economic inequality since the Great Recession, or studies of party polarization after the Southern realignment of the 1970s, or studies of family formation among working-class whites in the last several decades, but we seek to frame such studies in a broader context.

In the previous chapters, we have recounted many diverse historical patterns that seem on the surface utterly unconnected—wages, split ticket voting, baby-naming, club membership, philanthropy, marriage rates, congressional voting, unionization, and even pronoun usage. Our challenge in writing this book was well framed by a popular historian of the first half of the twentieth century, Frederick Lewis Allen.


Sometimes the historian wishes that he were able to write several stories at once, presenting them perhaps in parallel columns, and that the human brain were so constructed that it could follow all these stories simultaneously without vertigo, thus gaining a livelier sense of the way in which numerous streams of events run side by side down the channel of time.2



In our case, we have discovered an unexpected and remarkable synchronicity in trends in four very different spheres over the last 125 years, as summarized in Figure 8.1. We have seen each of these four individual graphs at the end of the relevant chapters; here we simply bring them together in a single chart, allowing us to see just how similar the trends in the four spheres are to one another.

FIGURE 8.1: ECONOMIC, POLITICAL, SOCIAL, AND CULTURAL TRENDS, 1895–2015

[image: Image]

Source: See endnote 1.4. Data LOESS smoothed: .2.

Viewed together, the intertwined curves of Figure 8.1 embody a broad and yet parsimonious narrative of American economics, politics, society, and culture over the last 125 years.3 The Gilded Age had brought great material advance to America, but it had also brought inequality, polarization, social disarray, and cultural self-centeredness. Then in a decade or two at the turn of the twentieth century the Progressive movement—diverse in its politics, its demographics, and its ideologies and with little philosophic coherence except for a commitment to community—undertook initiatives that over time redirected the course of history.

For roughly half a century these separate “streams of events”—sometimes rushing forward together, sometimes tumbling over one another, and occasionally pausing in a stagnant eddy—shaped an America that was more equal, less contentious, more connected, and more conscious of shared values than the America of the Gilded Age. But then—unexpectedly, though not without forewarning—the diverse streams simultaneously reversed direction, and since the 1960s America has become steadily less equal, more polarized, more fragmented, and more individualistic—a second Gilded Age.

That is the core story recounted thus far in this book. This inverted U-curve is admittedly a simplified macrohistory of these 125 years, potentially controversial because it omits much that is important, above all, the nuanced and complicated curves regarding race and gender that we discussed in the previous two chapters. At the same time this simplification highlights trends that helped produce America’s current malaise. In this chapter and the next we step back to ask what it has all meant and may yet mean for our country.

Quantitative analysis confirms that to a remarkable degree the scores of successive charts of change in economics, politics, society, and culture that populate this book reflect a single pattern that we label (in shorthand) the “I-we-I curve.” All these diverse variables are very closely intercorrelated over time. Underneath the many different variables there seems to be a single latent variable represented by the basic I-we-I curve.4

To be sure, this latent variable is not the only thing influencing any given indicator. The year-by-year scores on individual economic, political, social, and cultural indicators are affected by many other influences. The real value of the minimum wage, for example, was affected when Congress happened to adjust it upward, and party-line voting was influenced by which candidates were on the ticket in a given year. The striking fact, however, is that so many diverse indicators, though influenced by many idiosyncratic forces, show strong evidence of the basic inverted U-curve. This commonality strongly suggests that the I-we-I curve traces a fundamental arc of social change in America over the last 125 years, an arc whose influence seeped into the most varied nooks and crannies of American life.

So one big question is: What caused this pattern?

We have looked carefully for systematic differences among these various measures—were some variables “leading” or “lagging” indicators? If so, that might give us valuable clues about what is going on. However, the very simultaneity of these changes makes it virtually impossible to distinguish what might be causing what, just as it’s impossible to tell which bird is leading a flock in flight that simultaneously changes direction.

There are virtually no leading indicators among the dozens of variables that we’ve measured. The only systematic discrepancy that we’ve detected (using high-tech econometric analysis) is, unexpectedly, what appears to be a modest tendency for economic inequality, especially wealth inequality, to lag the others. Initially, we suspected that economic inequality was the master driver of these linked trends, but the statistical evidence suggests that economic inequality is, if anything, slightly more likely to be the caboose of social change than the engine.5

Nor can we argue that politics is the key to the I-we-I curve. One or two of our empirical indicators of depolarization crested before the other curves, but our best single measure of polarization throughout the twentieth century, congressional voting, does not fit the idea that political polarization preceded the other factors we’ve discussed.

Bits of evidence seem to suggest that cultural change might have led the way, contrary to the common belief (perhaps derived from Marxism) that culture is merely froth on the waves of socioeconomic change. Contrary to economic determinism, the turn away from social Darwinism began several decades before the trend toward greater economic equality was firmly in place. Conversely, at the time that the cultural rumbles of the 1950s foretold the turn away from community, the increase in inequality still lay decades in the future. These bits of evidence are tantalizing, but this evidence is too weak to support any definitive claim.

In short, at this stage the available evidence offers virtually no indication of an uncaused first cause of the I-we-I syndrome. All the birds in this flock wheeled around at almost precisely the same time, seemingly leaderless. That fact seriously complicates any effort at causal analysis.

Another obstacle to any straightforward causal analysis is the very breadth of indicators encompassed by our story. Any simple “X → Y” claim would run afoul of the wide range and diversity of our Ys. A specific explanation (X in our notation) that might work for Y1 (say, income inequality) seems unlikely also to explain Y2 (say, club membership), Y3 (say, split ticket voting), Y4 (say, baby names), and so on through the scores of Ys we’ve examined. We shall return to this issue of causation momentarily, but we already see that it is prima facie unlikely to be a simple case of “X → Y.”

This book is about change and turning points in equality, polarization, social solidarity, and individualism, not about static levels. At a turning point what changes is the direction of change, not immediately the level. When you step on the gas, your car does not immediately reach top speed, and when you put on the brakes, the car’s momentum slows, but your speed does not instantly go to zero. The same is true in society; because of social inertia, change rarely occurs instantly.

The Progressive Era, for example, witnessed a sea change away from the increasing inequality and polarization and social fragmentation of the Gilded Age toward equality, comity, and community, but the level of equality, comity, and community did not change overnight. Equality and community in 1920 were still low by the standards of the 1960s, after the underlying trend had run its course. What did change in the 1900–1920 period was the direction of change, and in the long run, that was fundamental.

Similarly, the 1960s represented an unmistakable turning point away from “we” toward “I,” a turning point we shall explore in the second half of this chapter, but in terms of the level of equality, polarization, marriage rates, and the like, 1970 was not dramatically different from 1960. What changed dramatically in the 1960s was the direction of our nation’s momentum, and as we shall see, that change in the direction of change was perfectly visible to Americans at the time.6 “Change in direction of change” sounds esoteric, but in fact turning points are probably easier to sense in real time than more gradual, year-to-year changes between the turning points.

The inverted U-curve at the heart of our narrative is not perfectly smooth or symmetrical. In particular, the trend in the first half of the century was not strictly linear, though it was mostly monotonic, that is, increasing or pausing, but rarely reversing and never for long. The biggest shifts toward “we” occurred before roughly 1920 and then again after roughly 1935, separated by a visible pause centered in the 1920s. This pause during, or just after, the Roaring Twenties can be seen in most of our curves—economic equality, polarization, religious engagement, club membership, family formation, public policy, and even baby names. In other words, if we had stopped to analyze America in the early 1930s, the longer-term trends would not have been obvious or predictable.7

In most conventional accounts of the history of twentieth-century America, the New Deal and World War II together constituted the central pivot point, dividing the twentieth century into “before” and “after.” For many purposes that traditional account captures important features of American history, especially in foreign policy. However, from the perspective offered in this book, twentieth-century American history pivoted in the 1960s, not the 1940s, as we have repeatedly seen in previous chapters.

Given the tensions between community and individualism, it is natural to use the metaphor of a pendulum, swinging back and forth between those two poles. As a pendulum moves steadily in one direction, countervailing forces begin to build up, and the pendulum eventually reverses direction. After the reversal, movement in the opposite direction accelerates, but as the pendulum moves toward the opposite pole, it slows in response to equilibrating forces, until it reaches the other pole and once again reverses. This metaphor leads naturally to a search for equilibrating forces, especially as the pendulum nears one pole or the other. What events rupture people’s confidence in current institutions and behavioral patterns? What events tear us apart or knit us together? Which ideas come to seem outdated, and which ideas now seem fresh and more attractive, and why? Something like that happened during the 1960s, and later in this chapter we will explore those very questions.

Not surprisingly, some acute observers of American history have used this pendular metaphor, as we occasionally do. The economist Albert O. Hirschman in Shifting Involvements wrote about cycles of “private interest” and “public action,” a distinction akin to (though not identical to) our own distinction between individualism and community.8 The former are periods when people care most about personal gain and do not relate to the larger community or support public actions. The latter are periods of collectivist, pro-government thinking and action. Hirschman pointed out that for such a pendular pattern to exist, something outside the private interest/public action framework—some “exogenous variable”—must cause these shifts in involvement. The answer he found was disappointment—namely, that people become disenchanted by one mode of thinking and shift to the other. At some point, the growing imbalance between the vices of one mind-set and the virtues of the other reaches a tipping point, as when adding grains of sand to a balance. The pendular reversal can be seen as backlash to excesses of the previous period. In our case, by the 1960s, communitarian views seemed clichéd and out-of-date, whereas the individualistic views on both left and right seemed innovative. That countervailing pressure can be seen, for example, in the rapid rise of critiques of conformity in the 1950s that we noted in Chapter 5.9

On the other hand, the pendulum metaphor has serious weaknesses for our purposes. In social life, unlike the physical world, there is no mechanical equilibrium. A physical pendulum is moved at a perfectly smooth pace by the law of gravity. By contrast, the curves that we have examined in all four spheres display fits and starts, periods of rapid change and interludes of stasis. More important, as we have discussed in virtually all our chapters, human agency and leadership are essential. Change, whether for the better or for the worse, is not historically inevitable. The pendulum metaphor (like some cyclical theories of history) implies that the pivots in the 1900s and the 1960s (and conceivably one in the 2020s) were (or are) preordained, but we do not believe that. Since our American pendulum is moved by human agency, we doubt that the turning point in the 1960s was ineluctable, as the pendulum metaphor implies, simply because America had reached some maximum possible level of “we-ness.”10

CAUSATION

There’s a lot we don’t know about causation. Precisely because the curves are so closely intertwined, our conventional tools for causal analysis, such as looking at leads and lags, fail us. Moreover, there are almost certainly different causal backgrounds to each of our empirical indicators, and equally certainly, there must be complicated feedback loops. For example, economic inequality at one stage might encourage polarization, while at a subsequent stage polarization might foster inequality.11 Such feedback loops preclude any simple causal story. But causal investigation in science often is the last step, not the first step in understanding, especially where true experiments are impossible, such as in astronomy and much of social science. In such cases, describing a phenomenon and speculating about causes is a significant contribution, and we aspire to that in this book. If future researchers find our description and our speculations plausible, they will doubtless make progress on understanding causation.

Social scientists and historians typically differ in their approach to explanation. When we speak to quantitative social scientists about the I-we-I curve, they often say that they would fully believe our story only if we can identify a “cause” of the curve; but when we speak to historians they usually say that if we did identify a “cause” of the curve, they would not believe our story, because “history is always more complicated than that.” In short, social scientists tend to prefer causal analysis, while most historians prefer narratives.12

Robert Shiller, a Nobel Prize–winning economist, has recently argued that historians may be on to something that social scientists should not ignore. Shiller’s book Narrative Economics opens with him reminiscing about an enlightening undergraduate history class in which he read an account of the 1920s by, coincidentally, Frederick Lewis Allen, the same historian whose image of “streams of events run[ning] side by side down the channel of time” we cited earlier in this chapter. Shiller writes that what he learned in that class about the causes of the Great Depression was far more useful in understanding that period of economic and financial turmoil than standard econometric accounts.13

Be that as it may, this book is primarily about trends and narratives, not certifiable causes. The various trends we have identified are braided together by reciprocal causality, so it is difficult and even misleading to identify causes and effects. In the twentieth century the American experiment followed a long arc of increasing solidarity and then increasing individualism. That arc had implications for equality, for politics, for social capital, and for culture. It led to an increasingly zero-sum, tribal view of society and, eventually, to Trumpism. The trends in economics, politics, society, and culture were entwined in an inextricable, but still interpretable skein.

Some might be tempted to ascribe this syndrome ultimately to cultural dynamics—I to we to I. But what then explains culture? Material conditions? Structural change? Social movements? Politics? Do ideas drive change or respond to it? Max Weber, perhaps the leading social theorist of the last two centuries, saw culture as a historical process that at times leads social change and at other times simply reinforces it. According to Weber, people are very much motivated by material interests. But using a striking metaphor, he argued that culture can act like a switch on railroad tracks: “Not ideas, but material and ideal interests directly govern men’s conduct. Yet very frequently the ‘world-images’ that have been created by ‘ideas’ have, like switchmen, determined the tracks along which action has been pushed by the dynamic of interest.”14

For the reasons just laid out, we eschew broad causal interpretations of the I-we-I curve, but it is useful to summarize briefly some of the causes most frequently suggested by other researchers. These factors are implausible as simple causes for the full set of inverted U-curves, but they may well be implicated in a more complex interpretation.


	When pundits ponder nowadays why our politics are so polarized, or our economy so biased, or our families so weakened, or our churches so empty, or our culture so self-centered, two of the most commonly cited culprits are “young people these days” and the internet. However, amidst the tangle of possible causes that we review in this chapter, one thing is perfectly clear: Neither Millennials nor Twitter and Facebook can possibly be blamed for the I-we-I curve. The longer time frame of our study gives those alleged culprits an ironclad alibi. The declines of the last half century predate the Millennial generation and the internet by decades. But if youth and social networking are not the problem, they may well be part of the solution. We shall turn to that possibility in the next chapter.

	Many accounts of political, economic, social, and cultural decline of the last half century begin with the more cohesive America of the 1950s, and ask why things have gotten worse.15 Was it the Boomers? Working women? The welfare state? The pill? TV? Such accounts contain insights, but that basic framing of the causal question makes sense only if we begin the story in the postwar era. (For example, the impact of TV on the decline of social capital now seems less significant, given the longer and broader perspective of this book, than it did at the writing of Bowling Alone twenty years ago.) Finding a single “cause” that could explain both the ups and the downs of what we are calling the I-we-I curve is more challenging.

	Big, centralized government, with the proliferation of federal bureaucracies and the expansion of public welfare programs, is sometimes said to have undercut the mediating institutions of civil society, “crowded out” private generosity, and sapped individual initiative. This is a common explanation among conservative commentators, who attribute the reversal from we to I in the 1960s to the welfare state.16 Empirical evidence for “crowding out” is modest, for across states in the US and across countries in the world, the correlation between big government and social solidarity appears to be, if anything, faintly positive, not negative.17
However, the more fundamental problem with the big government explanation is that by most measures (all spending, or spending on the welfare state in real per capita terms, or spending as a fraction of GDP; number of government employees) the size of government lagged behind the I-we-I curve by several decades. Federal government spending and the number of employees rose steadily in tandem with the I-we-I curve from 1900 to 1970 and kept rising until they leveled off after the 1980s. That is exactly opposite of the pattern that we would expect if big government killed civil society. In fact, the empirical evidence strongly suggests that government size is a consequence of the I-we-I curve, not a cause. The best evidence is that the size of government responded to changes in Americans’ sense that we are all in this together, and that growth of government did not cause increased individualism.18 Libertarians as a matter of philosophy might prefer increased individualism, but their theory of what caused what cannot be correct.


	What about war as the cause? In 1897 the French sociologist Émile Durk-heim had found that social solidarity rises during wars, lowering (for example) suicide rates.19 Barely a decade later the American sociologist William Graham Sumner argued that “the exigencies of war with outsiders are what make peace inside.… Loyalty to the group, sacrifice for it, hatred and contempt for outsiders, brotherhood within, warlikeness without—all grow together, common products of the same situation.”20
Certainly World War II entailed shared sacrifice and national solidarity among Americans. “Together We Can Do It” became a national slogan during the war, alongside massive civilian service programs and propaganda that emphasized bridging differences, such as Hollywood’s famed multiethnic foxhole.21 World War II no doubt contributed to the shape of the I-we-I curve. However, as we have noted in earlier chapters, the increases in economic equality, political comity, civic engagement, family formation, philanthropy, and cultural solidarity began decades before World War II and continued for decades afterward, so war cannot be the primary cause of the inverted U-curve.


	Economic inequality: Many commentators, focused on trends in health, political polarization, social integration, and trust simply assume, without good evidence, that the hard facts of economics must have driven the soft facts of politics, society, and culture.22 We do not doubt—indeed, we insist—that economic inequality is a central strand in the causally braided I-we-I syndrome. However, as we have seen, economic inequality seems to be, if anything, a slightly lagging indicator, so it can hardly be the master cause of the syndrome.

	Does material abundance or material adversity foster a focus on the self? Does prosperity or hard times encourage social solidarity? It turns out that both sides in this theoretical pairing have persuasive advocates.

	Some argue that affluence encourages a focus on “we,” whereas hard times produce a focus on “I.” In the midst of the postwar boom, a widely read book, People of Plenty by historian David Potter (1954), emphasized that material abundance was fundamental to the consumerist consensus in American society.23 More recently, Tyler Cowen has argued that economic dynamism before 1973 allowed for policies that promoted equality, and conversely, the post-1970s stagnation explains the trend toward inequality and political dysfunction. That stagnation has in turn been explained by the end of a long period (1880–1940) of high innovation and productivity growth.24
When people are affluent and satisfied, so the argument goes, they can afford to be more generous toward others. Without low-hanging fruit, however, politics becomes much more contentious. In times of austerity, constraints on both household and government budgets make people look inward to protect their offspring and insure themselves against growing uncertainty. When material constraints lessen, I can be more generous of spirit, whereas if material constraints tighten, I hunker down and worry about my immediate self-interest.

This argument has been recently reinforced by work by Sendhil Mullainathan and Eldar Shafir in experimental microeconomics, framed in terms of the impact of scarcity on people’s focus of attention.25 The general premise is that folks with scarce resources are prone to tunnel vision, diverting their attention toward their immediate needs and away from everything outside of that tunnel. Conversely, material abundance allows altruism.


	On the other hand, other observers argue, the high joblessness and economic insecurity of the Great Depression coincided with an upsurge of “we’re all in this together” sentiment both in civil society and in public policy. Analogously, economic historian Eric Hobsbawm argued that postwar affluence and economic security led to the rise of “an absolute a-social individualism,” a “society consisting of an otherwise unconnected assemblage of self-centred individuals pursuing only their own gratification.” Affluence undermined collective institutions, eroded moral norms, and ushered in an age that worshipped the self over and against society.26 In a similar vein, political scientist Ronald Inglehart famously argued that it was the “post-materialist” children of the postwar boom (unlike their parents, raised during the Great Depression) who valued individual autonomy and self-actualization.27 Inglehart’s intuition, framed at the peak of postwar affluence, was that as material constraints loosen, people feel freer to focus on self-development and individuality, not merely on satisfying their material needs and getting along with others. On that theory, too, prosperity produces an “I” society.

	In fact, we have been unable to detect any consistent correlation, positive or negative, between prosperity or hard times and the I-we-I curve. Communitarianism rose through both the Great Depression and the long postwar boom, while individualism was high during the economic distress of the 1890s and the 1970s, as well as during the booms of the 1980s and 1990s and 2010s. More specifically, we find no significant year-by-year correlation of the I-we-I curve and the unemployment rate, one way or the other.




	Backlash against gender and racial liberation. As discussed in Chapters 3, 6, and 7, we do find evidence of backlash in explaining the reversal of the I-we-I curve after the rights revolutions of the Sixties. In our judgment it would be going too far to say that race and gender together are the “master cause” of the curve, since both women and African Americans made progress through the long upward curve of “we,” in large part through their own efforts, but backlash is certainly a central part of the explanation for the post-1960s reversal. In this case, feedback loops complicate things, but in the end it is impossible to talk about causation and the I-we-I curve—or anything else in American history—without considering race and gender.

	Finally, a common interpretation of the decline of community in the last half century attributes it to globalization, including both international trade and immigration. (A version of this interpretation seems to underlie President Trump’s policies to “Make America Great Again.”)

	As a matter of fact, the curves for both international trade as a fraction of the total US economy and foreign-born as a fraction of the total US population track the I-we-I curve reasonably closely.

	Imports and exports as a fraction of the US GDP declined sharply from 11 percent in 1900 and 15 percent in 1920 to about 5–7 percent from 1930 to 1969, as Depression-era trade wars and World War II caused the collapse of world trade. Then, however, for the half century after 1970 globalization caused international trade as a fraction of the US economy to increase sharply from about 7 percent to about 27 percent.

	Foreign-born inhabitants as a fraction of the US population fell from a high of about 15 percent in 1910 to a low of about 5 percent in 1965, a decline attributable to the imposition of strict immigration limits by the Immigration Act of 1924. The Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 reopened America to immigrants and the fraction of immigrants (legal and illegal) rose steadily over the next half century from 5 percent to about 14 percent.28




	So judging simply by matching curves, global flows of goods and people are closely correlated with the I-we-I curve. Going behind these crude numbers, however, the hypothesis that either trade or migration “caused” the I-we-I curve is less firmly based on evidence. Most specific studies of international trade offer mixed evidence about the effects of trade on the distribution of income, and that is to speak only about the links of trade to economic inequality. It is even harder to imagine how increasing trade flows could cause people to marry later or attend church less often or give their children unusual names or use the first personal singular more often.

	The argument that immigration encourages self-centeredness seems at first glance more difficult to refute. Indeed, one of us attained some notoriety for suggesting that ethnic diversity causes people to hunker down. But that study added that the linkage works only in the short run.29 In the long run and with proper policies, we argued, social divisions can eventually give way to “more encompassing identities” that create a “new, more capacious sense of ‘we.’ ”

	Indeed something like that happened in the United States during the four decades between 1924, when immigration was shut off, and 1965, when immigration reform reopened America’s door.30 During the long upswing of the I-we-I curve Americans became increasingly comfortable with ethnic diversity and increasingly open to immigration reform. It is no accident that the bipartisan Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 was passed by Congress at precisely the peak of the I-we-I curve. At the time of the law’s passage, fully 70 percent of Americans across party lines favored it.31 Far from immigration preventing a rise in social and cultural solidarity, the opposite seems equally likely: The greater the solidarity of a society, the more open it becomes to immigration and diversity.

	In the case of economic inequality the role of immigration has been much debated, but the argument that over the long run immigration causes inequality is not strong. As Anne Case and Angus Deaton have recently summarized the empirical evidence, “immigration, although it has attracted a great deal of attention, cannot have been the main cause of the long-term stagnation of working-class wages nor for the removal of a ladder up to the middle class.… The National Academy of Sciences, in its 2017 report on immigration, concluded its review of the evidence on wages in the words ‘particularly when measured over a period of ten years or more, the impact of immigration on overall native wages may be small or close to zero.’ ”32






We do not claim that the case for some impact of globalization on the I-we-I curve is open-and-shut, but we do claim that the case for it as the primary cause—a case now being made by white nationalist groups—is implausible.

So far in this chapter we’ve used a wide-angle lens to get as comprehensive a picture as possible of what happened to America between the first Gilded Age at the end of the nineteenth century and the second Gilded Age at the beginning of the twenty-first century. That view has enabled us to spot with unexpected clarity the point at which the balance between the individual and the community shifted. In the second half of this chapter we now zoom rapidly in to focus on the decade—indeed, the specific years—in which that pivot occurred. How did it happen that America came into the Sixties as a “we” nation and came out an “I” nation?

THE SIXTIES AS THE HINGE OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

The Sixties is one of the most debated epochs in American history, but if there is one thing that virtually all scholars agree upon, it is that America changed dramatically in a very short period of time. In such diverse realms as popular music, fashion, the arts, race relations, sexual norms, gender roles, drug use, political institutions, religious practice, and consumption habits, rapid and highly visible transformations took place in the 1960s. The changes in America between roughly 1960 and roughly 1975 were so head-spinning as to be palpable to most people living through them.33

It is customary to use big historical events, like World War II or the Great Depression, as landmarks for understanding big historical trends. But many such trends move slowly in patterns that are less evident to contemporary observers, and are (like some ancient ruins) visible only to observers at thirty thousand feet. The long uptrend in egalitarian community from 1900 to the 1960s was like that, and only recently has the long downtrend after 1970 become apparent to contemporaries. But the actual turning point of the Sixties was manifest at the time.

Political philosopher Mark Lilla has discerned this same before-and-after contrast, though he frames it in terms of presidential leadership, not wider social trends.


The Roosevelt Dispensation pictured an America where citizens were involved in a collective enterprise to guard one another against risk, hardship, and the denial of fundamental rights. Its watchwords were solidarity, opportunity, and public duty. The Reagan Dispensation pictured a more individualistic America where families and small communities and businesses would flourish once freed from the shackles of the state. Its watchwords were self-reliance and minimal government.34



While we agree with Lilla about the contrast in political culture between the 1930s and the 1980s, the evidence in this book strongly suggests that the turning point can be dated much more precisely to the 1960s.

There are major debates among historians about how to evaluate the Sixties, in large part because of disagreements about the preceding era. Historians who view the Fifties as conformist and oppressive welcome the Sixties’ liberation and individualism, whereas those who cherish the achievements of the “mid-century consensus” condemn the chaos of the Sixties. (As we gain greater distance from the Sixties, the debates of historians have obviously become more nuanced and complex than this simple dichotomy.) But the areas of agreement among historians of the Sixties are equally important.35


	Almost all historians agree that a major historical turning point took place between roughly 1968 and 1974—a “revolution,” a “renaissance,” a “fracture,” a “shock wave,” a point after which “everything changed,” creating a “new America.”36 Maurice Isserman and Michael Kazin, for example, argue that the Sixties ushered in a moment of historical rupture on the scale of the American Civil War, dividing the twentieth century into a pre- and post-Sixties world, a change from which “there is no going back, any more than the lost world of the antebellum South could have been restored after 1865.”37

	Most historians also agree on an important distinction between the first half of the 1960s and the second half—“years of hope” and “days of rage,” as Todd Gitlin famously put it.38 Widely shared prosperity, the Civil Rights movement (culminating in the 1964 Civil Rights Act and the 1965 Voting Rights Act), and progress toward equality, democracy, and tolerance (symbolized by the Great Society of 1964–1965 and the immigration reform of 1965) represented the “years of hope.” By contrast, the Vietnam war protests (1966–1970), urban unrest (1965–1969), the rise of the Black Panthers (1966–1968), the “law and order” counterattack (1968–1972), the convulsions of 1968, and the stagflation and rancorous gas lines of the 1970s represented “days of rage.” In the first half of the Sixties various left-wing reform movements coalesced into “The Movement,” whereas in the second half “The Movement” splintered into fractious sects. Meanwhile, on the right during the second half of the decade, the “silent majority” fueled backlash against the liberal establishment, whether over race, “tax-and-spend,” crime, or cultural pluralism. In short, there were two “Sixties,” not one, and the second one spilled into the early 1970s.39

	The vast majority of scholars describe the post-1960s age as an individualistic one, in the sense that American politics, culture, and intellectual life increasingly prioritized the self over and against society. Historian Eric Hobsbawm, for example, argues that “the cultural revolution of the later twentieth century can thus be best understood as the triumph of the individual over society, or rather, the breaking of the threads which in the past had woven human beings into social textures.”40 The result: a crisis of authority in virtually every social institution, from government to religion, from unions to the family, leading to disillusionment and disengagement. Whether they approved or disapproved of the U-turn, most observers and indeed most Americans at the time recognized it.41



In other words, mainstream America entered the Sixties in an increasingly “we” mode—with communes, shared values, and accelerating efforts toward racial and economic equality—and we left the Sixties in an increasingly “I” mode—focused on “rights,” culture wars, and what would be almost instantly dubbed the “Me Decade” of the 1970s. Rather like a swimmer making a flip turn, Americans entered the 1960s moving toward community, but midway through the decade abruptly changed direction and left the 1960s behind, moving toward individualism. In this half of this chapter we seek to document and understand that rapid turning point.

Because the Sixties are darkly associated in historical memory with cultural conflict, political polarization, and economic malaise, we need to remember the sense of optimism and what historian James Patterson terms “Grand Expectations” of accelerating affluence that prevailed as the decade opened. The backdrop was the postwar prosperity, which gathered even more speed in the booming economy of the 1960s. This virtually uninterrupted, generally accelerating, and widely shared boom was the most important feature of the quarter century after World War II, raising aspirations and expectations. Real median family income rose by 30 percent during the Sixties, and the poverty rate was cut from 22 percent in 1959 to 11 percent in 1973.42

The economy was not the only thing booming in the Sixties: The Baby Boom of the 1950s rolled on, reinforcing national optimism, even as the earliest Boomers were thronging into universities. As we showed in Chapter 2, a rapidly growing fraction of this rapidly growing pool of adolescents was converging on overcrowded campuses, a portentous development that would leave its mark on the second half of the decade. Taken together, these economic and demographic booms contributed to the national mood of great expectations.

Moreover, entering the 1960s, the United States was still under the spell of our unparalleled victory in World War II—the so-called “good war” that conjoined our highest national ideals (defeating fascism and spreading democracy) to our unmatched global power—military, economic, cultural, diplomatic. Most Americans were proud of our country and confident about our national institutions. (Recall the evidence on trust in government that we reviewed in Chapter 3.) We could not see over the horizon, however, and few suspected that we were riding for a fall.

To be sure, the Cold War and the threat of thermonuclear war had preoccupied us and shadowed our self-confidence during the 1950s, but John F. Kennedy’s campaign rhetoric in 1960 was rooted in optimism that after the dozy years of Ike, a new generation could, as he said in his acceptance speech at the Democratic convention, “get the country moving again.”43 With the advent of the new administration and its New Frontier almost nothing seemed beyond our power—go to the moon in a decade, bring about enduring global peace, even perhaps shed at last our centuries-old legacy of racism.

In 1958 economist John Kenneth Galbraith (soon to become an advisor to JFK) in The Affluent Society had described the post–World War II United States as flourishing in the private sphere but impoverished in the public sector, with inadequate social and physical infrastructure and persistent income disparities. Even though we now see that America in the late 1950s was near an apogee of shared affluence, Galbraith’s book gave voice to ambitions for further advance and expressed the unfulfilled aspirations of a “we”-focused America. It was the high tide of egalitarian optimism.44 In the first half of the Sixties this increasingly encompassing sense of “we,” coupled with rising national self-confidence, would produce a succession of social movements, though where exactly those movements would lead no one could yet know.

Between March 1962 and February 1963 no fewer than four groundbreaking, best-selling popular tracts described deep social problems in America that the authors argued should (and could) be addressed. Each book helped trigger a major intellectual and social movement that would reverberate well into the next century.


	Michael Harrington’s The Other America: Poverty in the United States (published in March 1962) helped to start the Great Society.

	Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (published in September 1962) generated a half century of environmentalism.

	James Baldwin’s The Fire Next Time (published in January 1963) eloquently implored Americans to transcend “the Negro Problem” and foreshadowed the grim racial strains of the next half century.45

	Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique (published in February 1963) inspired a new feminism that would develop over the next half century, though not always in ways that Friedan would applaud.



These authors (two women, two men; one African American, three whites) and their books were products of the rising tide of “we-ness” during the first half of the century. (Three of the four had been born between 1921 and 1928; only Carson, born in 1907, was of a slightly older generation.) Consistent with the pervasive ethos in which they were raised, all argued for collective action to address shared public problems.46 They were radicals, but not cynics. They were deeply critical of mid-century America, but they assumed that mid-century Americans could be rallied to their causes. They were focused on the ways in which America was falling short of its own ideals, but they did not reject those ideas as bankrupt or give up on shared goals.

These high aspirations also embodied high expectations. America had big problems, but we could fix them. We were poised for further progress. However, if those expectations proved excessive and we encountered turbulence on the voyage, we were (unknowingly) also poised for rancorous disillusionment. This reversal of fortune and mood occurred more rapidly than anyone could have imagined in 1963. Not coincidentally, the four issues highlighted by these books—inequality, the environment, race, and gender—remain the central issues in American politics nearly sixty years later, an agenda left unfulfilled after the turn to “I.”

The change that lay just over the horizon in 1963 would be so momentous that for people living through it, history seemed to pivot almost overnight. An intriguing quantitative measure of how fateful a decade it turned out to be is how many books historians have written focused specifically on the Sixties. It sometimes seems that more books have been devoted to the 1960s than to all the other decades of the twentieth century combined. In fact, virtually every year between 1964 and 1974 (and even a single month) has been the focus of a major book on that year (or month) as one that “transformed America,” or “changed America forever,” or “rocked the world,” or in which simply “everything changed.”


	John Margolis, The Last Innocent Year: America in 1964

	James Patterson, The Eve of Destruction: How 1965 Transformed America

	Jon Savage, 1966: The Year the Decade Exploded

	Victor Brooks, 1967: The Year of Fire and Ice

	Mark Kurlansky, 1968: The Year That Rocked the World

	Rob Kirkpatrick, 1969: The Year Everything Changed

	Andreas Killen, 1973 Nervous Breakdown: Watergate, Warhol, and the Birth of Post-Sixties America

	Jim Robenalt, January 1973: Watergate, Roe v. Wade, Vietnam and the Month That Changed America Forever



In all of American history only the Founding and the Civil War seem to have inspired the same intensity of historiographical interest as the Sixties, a telling pair of parallels.

I, ME, MINE

We often think of the earthquake of the Sixties in political terms, but it was perhaps most palpable in culture, especially pop culture. As we noted earlier, the Sixties cultural revolution took the form of a youthful rejection of the suffocating “we” of the 1950s in favor of liberation and individualism. Ronald Inglehart argued that the material affluence of the 1960s had freed the younger generation to turn to “self-actualization.” “Man does not live by bread alone, especially if he has plenty of bread” was the adroit way Inglehart summarized his thesis.47 And it was a short step from self-actualization to narcissism. Charles Reich’s best-seller The Greening of America proclaimed a revolutionary new “Consciousness III,” a rejection of “society, the public interest, and institutions as the primary reality,” and an embrace of “the individual self [as] the only true reality.”48

This shift was perhaps most obvious in the world of pop music, where the pivot from “we” to “I” was so visible and so quick that we can almost date it to the month. The mid-Sixties rock band Buffalo Springfield caught winds of the change when they sang “Something’s happening here/What it is ain’t exactly clear.” One of the most influential artists of that momentous decade was Bob Dylan, whose roots were in acoustic guitar and folk music, as exemplified by his early hits, “Blowin’ in the Wind” (1963) and “The Times They Are A’Changin’ ” (1964). His contemporaries and collaborators included Joan Baez, Woody Guthrie, Pete Seeger, and Peter, Paul and Mary, all of whom became world famous for their social commentary and calls for brotherly love. The early Dylan, like his peers, was a balladeer for social justice.

But in July 1965 at the Newport Folk Festival, Dylan’s famous mid-concert turn from acoustic anthems to electric rock aroused strong (and mostly negative) reactions, including among his fellow musicians. Nevertheless, in the succeeding years, Dylan moved deliberately from inspiring community-building and social protest to expressing his individuality. It is thus not surprising that Dylan’s popularity persisted long into the “I” period, whereas that of his peers—who did not follow this broader cultural turn—did not.49

The Beatles were another pop phenomenon embodying much more than music—they symbolized a generation coming of age.50 Like Dylan, the Beatles in the early 1960s sang in harmony about togetherness—“I Want to Hold Your Hand” (1963); “All You Need Is Love” (1967); “With a Little Help from My Friends” (1967). But already by 1966 they had become more attuned to isolation and alienation, when they wrote of Eleanor Rigby and Father McKenzie: “All the lonely people / Where do they all come from?”

By 1970 the Beatles had split up and begun to follow distinct paths, morphing from a team making music together into individuals on separate voyages of self-discovery. The last track they finished recording as a band was written by George Harrison, its lyrics serving simultaneously as his personal protest about the group’s fractious dynamics and as a remarkably literal depiction of the broader Sixties’ turn from “we” to “I.”51


All I can hear, I me mine / I me mine, I me mine.



Six months later, John Lennon replied in his solo hit, “God”:


I don’t believe in Beatles / I just believe in me.



The idea of self-love as a virtue, not a vice, became a New Age “thing” in the late 1960s and 1970s. The refrain “learning to love yourself… is the greatest love of all” was originally recorded in a song for the 1977 Muhammad Ali biopic The Greatest. (In later years the phrase would reappear in smash hits by Whitney Houston and Olivia Newton-John.) The lines typified the cultural turn toward individualism. It is impossible to imagine Nat “King” Cole or Ella Fitzgerald or even Elvis Presley rhapsodizing about self-love.

Ironically, Muhammad Ali himself was not an advocate of self-love—quite the contrary. In 1975, speaking to students at Harvard, he uttered what might be the shortest poem in history: “Me? We!”52 He could not have known that as he spoke, a sea change in American culture was under way that would, in effect, reverse the word order and punctuation.

CONCATENATED CRISES

The Sixties was not only a cultural turning point, but a time when a concatenation of multi-dimensional and otherwise unrelated public crises brought many long-simmering conflicts to a boil:


	The assassinations of JFK, RFK, and MLK

	The Vietnam War

	Student upheavals

	The Civil Rights revolution

	The urban crisis and urban riots

	Domestic terrorism and nihilistic violence

	The women’s movement

	The pill and the sexual revolution

	The counterculture and the drug epidemic

	Unprecedented questioning of traditional religious and family values

	A series of environmental crises

	Watergate and Nixon’s resignation

	Stagflation and oil shortages and economic malaise



In a fundamental sense these were all largely independent and unrelated phenomena—whatever “caused” the pill was not what “caused” Vietnam, and whatever “caused” the drug epidemic was not what “caused” the oil shortages. But together, these various crises seem to have had a synergistic effect, producing something like a national nervous breakdown. It was the ultimate perfect storm, and the intensity of the storm itself contributed to the sharp cultural and political pivot.

For some, it all started on November 22, 1963, the day John F. Kennedy was gunned down in Dallas. JFK had embodied the national optimism of the early 1960s, and his assassination was a senseless tragedy that struck deep at the heart of American innocence. But this was only the first of a series of assassinations that would rock America in the 1960s.

Next came Martin Luther King, Jr. on April 4, 1968. King’s eerie prediction that he might not live to see the Promised Land for which he had fought so long and hard compounded the sense of loss. Much of the nation had looked to him as a shining beacon of hope and a stalwart proponent of peace amid what had been, and would continue to be, an ugly and violent struggle to bring justice to the black community.53 The divisions and disillusionment that took over the Civil Rights movement after Dr. King’s death struck deep at our collective resolve to fight the good fight.

Two months later on June 8 Robert F. Kennedy was assassinated in the midst of a presidential bid. RFK is an intriguing illustration of the rapid personal transformations of the mid-1960s.54 His loyal service to Joe McCarthy in the 1950s had represented the intolerant dark side of community, but he was deeply shaken by his brother’s assassination in 1963. In his subsequent turn toward racial and economic justice and away from the Vietnam War, he had become a crusading champion of the downtrodden, and an establishment voice echoing Dr. King’s call for a more encompassing “we.” At the moment of his assassination he was reaching across lines of race, class, generation, and even ideology. “Might have beens” are not evidence, but his example poses an important, if unanswerable question about whether able leadership might have delayed or even averted the pendulum’s reversal. Robert Kennedy’s death struck deep at America’s fraying sense of hope.

As the Sixties wore on, violence increasingly seemed the currency of the day. Vietnam, America’s first televised war, seemed endless as it played out in bloody episode after bloody episode. Mass protests went unheeded by a succession of presidents, and frustrations mounted. The demonstrations at the Democrats’ 1968 Chicago convention found New Deal veterans inside, and young activists outside protesting—while being attacked by working-class cops. The bitter losses of Vietnam struck deep at our belief in American greatness.

The fact of the Baby Boom meant that throughout the 1960s and 1970s, the ratio of adults to children in society was dramatically lower than in the normal population pyramid, leading toward a Lord of the Flies slippery slope.55 Dominated by young, educated whites seeking greater inclusion for themselves and oppressed minorities, violent protests became an epic struggle for control of traditional power structures, which struck deep at our faith in American institutions.

At the same time, the nation’s inner cities were exploding with violence as well. The urban riots that flared from 1965 to 1969—the worst in America in one hundred years—were, on the part of racial minorities, a bitter expression of impatience with the pace of social change and with America’s failure to make good on the promises of civil rights legislation. For the whites and law enforcement officers who fought back, the riots were an occasion to unleash latent anger about the effects of desegregation and the loss of dominance. And for everyone else who watched on TV, they were a terrifying display of the worst of human nature on every side. A mad five-year spasm of brutal, murderous nihilism followed, embodied in the headline-grabbing Charles Manson Family murders (1969), the Weathermen bombings (1969–1974), and the violent actions of Patty Hearst and the Symbionese Liberation Army (1974–1975). Such senseless violence struck deep at our confidence in public safety and the rule of law.

Meanwhile, another, more subtle form of revolt was sweeping the nation. The women’s movement, while it brought long-delayed forms of equality, caused intense debate about the effects on the nuclear family. Simultaneously, the sexual revolution was challenging behavioral norms through popular culture as well as legal reforms. The FDA approved the birth-control pill for contraceptive use in 1960, and in 1965 the U.S. Supreme Court declared it unconstitutional for states to outlaw the use of birth control by married couples. In principle and increasingly in practice, birth control separated sex from marriage.

The change in sexual mores came with breathtaking speed. The fraction of all Americans who believed that premarital sex was “not wrong” doubled in barely four years from 24 percent in 1969 to 47 percent in 1973. For the most part this was a classic case of generational change, as a well-defined cohort of young people, four fifths of whom accepted sex before marriage, barged into a population of their elders, four fifths of whom rejected that idea—producing a revolution in moral views.56 In the eyes of many, women’s liberation and the sexual revolution struck deeply at the most basic unit of society.

Alongside women’s liberation came counterculture. The hippie movement reached its apex during 1967’s Summer of Love. But the movement’s initial focus on “free love,” communal living, and spiritual transcendence soon gave way to increasingly hedonistic exploits, hard drugs, and “do your own thing” permissiveness. The once-so-optimistic communes constructed in the springtime sun of the 1960s collapsed in the winter rains of the 1970s. What followed almost inevitably was a growing disillusionment with the failed ideals of the early 1960s—what Todd Gitlin would call The Twilight of Common Dreams.57 The shocking rejection of the status quo struck deep at cultural consensus, and left an entire generation of adults feeling that “nothing less than the soul of America was at stake,”58 as the groundwork was laid for the “culture wars” of the next half century.

While parents and pundits worried about America’s moral decay, environmental decay was increasingly evident across the nation. The previous decades’ blithe utilization of chemicals and technologies that had been insufficiently tested for safety was shown in the Sixties to have devastating long-term impacts on human health and the environment. Silent Spring struck deep at America’s naive hope of (as the DuPont chemical company had bragged during the 1950s) “better living through chemistry.”

Among the most unsettling of the chaotic events of this troubled era was Watergate. The dark underbelly of American politics was exposed to a shocked public as tales of burglaries, blackmail, enemies lists, covert surveillance, and “hush money” dominated the headlines month after month. As a calamitous bookend to a heart-wrenching decade, Watergate left America stunned, and struck deep at our faith in honorable leadership.59

As the Sixties ended, so, too, it seemed, did America’s promise of prosperity. Given rising public discontent, especially over the Vietnam War, both Johnson and Nixon decided neither to raise taxes nor to choose between guns and butter. That fainthearted policy led to a combination of high inflation and high unemployment that had until then seemed virtually impossible economically, so a new term and a new measure had to be invented. The term was “stagflation,” and the measure was called the “misery index.” Stagflation was compounded by the oil embargoes and resultant gas lines of the 1970s. Economic misery began to accelerate in the late 1960s, by the 1970s rivaling the hardship of the Great Depression and exceeding the distress of the later Great Recession of 2008–2009. These economic crises, extending from the late 1960s to the mid-1970s and thus helping to justify the commonly used moniker “the Long Sixties,” struck deep at America’s self-confidence, and brought down the curtain on postwar prosperity. The I-we-I curve had already begun to turn, but this economic malaise sealed it.

Each of these multiple and intersecting crises rent the apparent economic, political, social, and cultural unity of the Fifties. The speed and thoroughness with which this transformation ultimately overtook America was astonishing to all who lived through it. In the words of one POW who had left for Vietnam in 1965, and returned to America in 1972, “We came home to quite a different world—it was like Rip Van Winkle waking up after nearly six years in a prison camp. It was just unbelievable that our culture had changed to that point.”60

Though many critics had been uneasy about the constraints of the mid-century consensus, few could have foreseen that within a few short years harmony in America would be replaced by cacophony. The Long Sixties seemed to confirm that the earlier consensus had led to a dead end. Everything seemed out of control, leading to a widespread sense of ill-defined discord.61

“Alienation,” “anomie,” “estrangement,” and “malaise” all soared as Ngram buzzwords during the Long Sixties. The mood was encapsulated in 1979 by a nationally televised address by President Jimmy Carter—summarizing virtually all of the events and trends that we have described in this section—a talk that he titled a “Crisis of Confidence” but that was quickly and appropriately dubbed “the malaise speech.” Together, the crises of the second half of the Sixties undermined the national self-confidence of the first half and subtly lowered our collective and egalitarian aspirations.

The 1970s were famously dubbed “The Me Decade” by Tom Wolfe in an evocative 1976 essay.62 Detailing the explosive popularity of the self-help movement and New Age spirituality, Wolfe identified a national turn inward that followed on the heels of the dizzying vertigo of the preceding years. Americans forswore mass protests over big issues in favor of psychotherapists and religious gurus who were supposed to focus on what was wrong with them as individuals. In short, the Seventies were a decade in which people stopped aspiring to fix society and started to think only of fixing themselves.

As historian James Patterson summarized this period,


Many of the would-be Tocquevilles who searched for the essence of the United States in the mid-1970s—and later—were almost as pessimistic as the headline writer who wrote, “THINGS WILL GET WORSE BEFORE THEY GET WORSE.” Americans, they said, had become disoriented, fractious, alienated and divided into ever more self-conscious groups that identified themselves narrowly by region, gender, age, religion, ethnicity, and race.63



The Boomers who had entered the Sixties in idealistic togetherness exited the Seventies in grumpy self-centeredness. As philosopher Richard Rorty wrote in Achieving Our Country (1998), “It is as if, sometime around 1980, the children of the people who made it through the Great Depression and into the suburbs had decided to pull up the drawbridge behind them.”64 The full effects of that momentous directional shift are now abundantly clear as we view subsequent decades from the perspective of the next century.

LESSONS FROM THE SIXTIES TURNING POINT

We saw earlier that it is fruitless to look for a single cause of the we-to-I pivot that occurred during the long Sixties. The various economic, political, social, and cultural trends that we have described in this book had themselves been bound in a self-reinforcing equilibrium for decades, but that equilibrium itself was completely upended by the turmoil described above. The virtuous cycle among the elements of the movement toward an expanding “we” suddenly reversed and became a vicious cycle. Now, growing polarization produced growing individualism, which in turn produced growing inequality, which produced growing social isolation, which produced in turn more polarization, in what seemed to be an endless downward spiral.

But, as we have emphasized previously, the turning point was about more than circumstances and crises. Human agency exercised in response to those crises played a central role. As historian Bruce Schulman wrote,


For the entire postwar era, from the 1940s to the 1970s, reformers had… pushed towards widening the circle of the “we,” downplaying difference and including more in “us.”… But during the early 1970s, Americans retreated from that expansive, universalist vision. Instead of widening the “we,” the nation reconstructed itself as a congeries of many narrower units.65



As we have emphasized in earlier chapters, the reformers of the 1960s had good reasons for seeking to expand individual rights. Indeed, so much was achieved and set in motion in the realm of personal rights in the 1960s that it might be hard not to look at that decade as a time when the yoke of repression and conformity was finally broken, individuals were freed to be who they wanted to be, and America was held to account for its failings in guaranteeing liberty and equality under the law. However, as we have also seen in the preceding chapters, the net effect of these progressive and forward-thinking movements was—often ironically—to emphasize individualism and individual rights at the expense of widely shared communitarian values. The movements of the 1960s to “liberate” individuals in many cases had the unintended side effect of elevating selfishness. The reformers and revolutionaries sought inclusion, but in its pursuit they ushered in alienation. Thus, the Sixties deserve our attention today in large part so that we might learn from the efforts of that generation of reformers—so that today’s pursuit of shared aspirations for a better future does not culminate in another rancorous “Twilight of Common Dreams.”

Reformers in the 1950s had rightly worried about the constraints that conformity placed on individualism as well as the persistence of racial and gender inequality. They questioned who the mid-century “we” really included, and wondered what trade-offs were required for the particular form of “consensus” it represented. Those combustible concerns, ignited by the sparks of the 1960s, were enough to reverse the fundamental trends of the first two thirds of the century, and set our nation on an entirely different course. That new course would indeed bring more individualism, but at a cost to the earlier values—a fact too long ignored.

A thoughtful retrospective on mid-century America makes clear its deficiencies: the shortcomings of a society that undervalued individuality and diversity and gave woefully insufficient attention to racial and gender justice. Nonetheless, the empirical evidence we have gathered in this book also makes clear that we have paid a high price for the Sixties’ pivot—the indefensible economic inequality of the second Gilded Age, the political polarization that is enfeebling and endangering our democracy, the social fragmentation and isolation that ignore the basic human need for fellowship, and most fundamentally, the self-centeredness that itself makes it so difficult to achieve the unity of purpose required to change our national course.

What seems “normal” to any of us depends on when we personally entered the story. To many older Americans today who lived through at least part of America’s upswing and then witnessed the extraordinary reversals outlined above, the extreme inequality, polarization, social fragmentation, and narcissism of today—represented even in the highest offices of the land—are anything but normal. And thus they are understandably eager not to normalize it. Meanwhile, to Gen Xers, Millennials, and younger Americans, deepening inequality, polarization, isolation, and narcissism may seem normal because this is the America into which they were born. The downturn is the only reality they have experienced, and they may not be fully aware of how historically unusual today’s “normal” really is. But as we have abundantly documented, within living memory, all of these troubling realities were in fact in retreat.

One contribution of this book, we hope, is to help narrow the “OK Boomer” generational divide by introducing a new, evidence-based narrative that encompasses the ups and downs of an entire century, thereby setting a clearer agenda for choice going forward. Indeed, bridging this difference in perspective may turn out to be a critical component of constructing a new shared vision of our nation’s future. Just how all Americans might work together to engineer another upswing is the final question this book takes on.




9 DRIFT AND MASTERY

In 1888 American Progressive Edward Bellamy wrote a best-selling novel entitled Looking Backward, 2000–1887. In it, the protagonist Julian West falls asleep in 1887 and wakes up in the year 2000 to find the America he had known completely changed. The cutthroat competition of his own Gilded Age had been replaced by cooperation; and the individualistic “winner take all” mind-set by a deep sense of mutual responsibility and mutual aid. West tours this society with a sense of wonder at the hopeful possibility of democratic citizens choosing to organize their institutions around a shared sense of destiny.

We have now, in reality, lived through more than the 113-year period over which Bellamy imagined “looking back.” However, were his protagonist to walk the streets of today’s America, he would, unfortunately, find himself quite at home—in a reality more similar to his native one than the utopia he had envisioned. Unprecedented prosperity coupled with vast disparities between rich and poor, gridlock in the public square, a fraying social fabric, and widespread atomization and narcissism reign today, just as they did then.1

It is, of course, not surprising that our lived reality has not conformed to Bellamy’s utopian dream. Imaginative fiction is often thought-provoking, but rarely prophetic. What is surprising, however, is that in the half century following the publication of Bellamy’s novel, America did indeed slowly climb closer to his idealized society than ever before. We became measurably more equal, more willing to work together and compromise, more able to come up with innovative solutions to vexing problems, more concerned with the common good. And then we sharply reversed our course, undid decades of progress on those fronts, and re-created a world more starkly similar to Bellamy’s Gilded Age than has existed at any other period in our history.

The stunning similarities between the last American Gilded Age and today have been noted by numerous commentators. And yet, as this book’s introductory narrative laid bare—and as we have now seen through countless hard measures spanning an extensive array of economic, social, political, and cultural phenomena—the parallels are even wider and deeper than many have supposed. Today we find ourselves once again in a moment characterized by profound challenges on nearly every side, and by the palpable risk of plunging even deeper into a national downturn. But we also now have the benefit of not only looking forward to imagine a brighter future, as Bellamy did, but looking backward in search of understanding how one was actually created—on the heels of a moment so very similar to our own.

This book has revealed various sector-specific ways in which America’s highly unequal, polarized, socially disconnected, and culturally self-absorbed late-nineteenth-century society experienced measurable and near-simultaneous upswings toward equality, inclusion, comity, connection, and altruism as the twentieth century opened. Indeed, uncovering the striking confluence of these phenomena—constituting one of the most dramatic and multifaceted turning points in the history of this nation—is, we hope, a significant contribution, providing a new lens through which to understand the twentieth century. However, leaving our story there fails to take full advantage of the lessons of history, which is why we devote one final chapter to exploring how America’s last upswing came to be, and how we might engineer another one today.

FROM DRIFT TO MASTERY

Several years after Bellamy wrote Looking Backward, Walter Lippmann, another American Progressive—barely twenty-five years of age at the time—published a small volume entitled Drift and Mastery (1914). Eschewing the “constructing of utopias” to which his predecessors were often prone, Lippmann instead devoted himself to “an attempt to diagnose the current unrest and to arrive at some sense of what democracy implies.”2

In the utterly new world of the early twentieth century—transformed by urbanization, industrialization, an increasing dependence on wage labor, the mushrooming of corporations and consolidations of every kind, the rewriting of social norms and customs, a rapidly growing and diversifying population, and raging debates about the role of individuals, institutions, and government in managing the challenges these conditions created—what was the democratic citizen to do?

At a time when American democracy suffered from the “drift” of overwhelming despair, Lippmann called for the “mastery” of history by an active, inventive, and disciplined citizenry. Of the prospect of engendering an upswing out of a downward drift, he contended, “it has to be done not by some wise and superior being but by the American people themselves. No one man, no one group can do it all. It is an immense collaboration.”3 Americans, in other words, had to eschew the corrosive, cynical slide toward “I” and rediscover the latent power and promise of “we.”

Unlike Bellamy’s unfulfilled dreams, Lippmann’s prescription hewed remarkably close to what actually happened as America transitioned into the new century. The reformers responsible for turning the Gilded Age into the Progressive Era included immigrants and elites, women and men, blacks and whites, housewives and career politicians, unionists and capitalists, college graduates and factory workers, top-down bureaucrats and bottom-up activists, Republicans and Democrats, and nearly everyone in between. The movement was so diverse as to be barely coherent and was home to contradictory impulses, but together, the Americans who took up the nonpartisan mantle of “Progressives” ultimately put in place a stunningly diverse and sweeping set of reforms and innovations—many of which form the basis of American society as we know it today.

The secret ballot; the direct primary system; the popular election of senators; the initiative, referendum, and recall; women’s suffrage; new forms of municipal administration; the federal income tax; the Federal Reserve System; protective labor laws; the minimum wage; antitrust statutes; protected public lands and resources; food and drug regulation; sanitation infrastructure; public utilities; a vast proliferation of civic and voluntary societies; new advocacy organizations such as labor unions, the ACLU, and the NAACP; the widespread provision of free public high schools; and even the spread of public parks, libraries, and playgrounds all owe their origins to the efforts of a diverse array of Progressive reformers.

On average, since the Bill of Rights, constitutional amendments have been approved once every thirteen years. As a mark of how monumental the innovations of the Progressive Era were, the four amendments that traversed the hurdle-ridden path to ratification between 1913 and 1920 represent the biggest burst of amendments since the Bill of Rights, rivaled only by the three post–Civil War amendments on slavery.

In an attempt to understand its historical significance, many observers today look to the culmination of the Progressive Era—the enumeration of Teddy Roosevelt’s Square Deal domestic agenda (1910), the creation of the Progressive Party (1912), and the passage of sweeping federal legislation (1913–1920)—and conclude that it was a coordinated political project to expand the size, reach, and power of the federal government.4 However, this narrative fails to account for the vast, pluralistic upsurge of cultural critique, impassioned agitation, and citizen-led reform that began long before a Progressive occupied the White House.

In the words of historian Richard Hofstadter, the Progressive movement is best characterized as “that broader impulse toward criticism and change that was everywhere so conspicuous after 1900.” This interpretation maps quite strikingly onto the timing of the broader social, economic, cultural, and political upswing we have documented in this book, which, when observed in the aggregate, shows a clear change in the country’s overall trajectory beginning around 1900. “As all observant contemporaries realized,” Hofstadter continues,


Progressivism in this larger sense was not confined to the Progressive Party but affected in a striking way all the major and minor parties and the whole tone of political life.… While Progressivism would have been impossible without the impetus given by certain social grievances… it was a rather widespread and remarkably good-natured effort of the greater part of society to achieve some not very clearly specified self-reformation.5



Though their initial goals were not always clear or coherent, Progressives had two things in common—a compelling desire to repudiate the downward drift of our nation, and a galvanizing belief in the power of ordinary citizens to do so. In their diverse stories—more so than their specific politics, policies, or programs—we may find a blueprint for how to create a similar turning point today.6

FROM PRIVILEGE TO PASSION

Frances Perkins was born in 1880 in Boston, Massachusetts, to a middle-class Yankee family who valued education and took pride in their colonial roots. As an undergraduate at Mount Holyoke College she had been introduced to Progressive politics by a professor who tasked her students with visiting factories and interviewing laborers about their working conditions. After graduation, Perkins began teaching at a Chicago-area girls school and continued to learn about the plight of the working poor as a volunteer at Jane Addams’s Hull House.

At Hull House she rubbed shoulders with an impressive array of influential Progressives, and saw firsthand the social problems which, until then, she had mainly encountered only in books. She attended fiery labor speeches and thought-provoking lectures, and found herself questioning the detached, conservative politics of her parents and becoming increasingly drawn to fight for the rights of the downtrodden.

Rather than continuing to pursue a respectable career as a teacher, Perkins took a position in Philadelphia investigating the sexual exploitation of immigrant and African American women by illegitimate employment agencies and rooming houses—carefully keeping the details of her job from her family. She studied economics at Wharton, then moved to New York City to earn a master’s degree in political science from Columbia. Once in New York she threw herself into the women’s suffrage movement, attending protests and passing out literature on street corners. She also continued her advocacy for workers’ rights as head of the New York Consumer’s League.

In 1911, Perkins was attending a tea with a group of society women at an apartment just off Washington Square when she heard an uproar on the street below. The ladies all rushed outside to find the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory, just across the plaza, ablaze. Perkins ran to the factory, in the vain hope of offering some kind of help. Hundreds of workers were trapped inside with no way to escape, and a gruesome scene unfolded, as scores of helpless women and girls jumped to their deaths. Just two years earlier, those same women had engineered a strike to call for more humane working conditions, and a remedy to the very safety concerns that caused the fire. They had been met with violent resistance.

The Triangle Shirtwaist fire was a turning point in Frances Perkins’s moral formation, which awakened her to the urgency of fighting for reform. Though her experiences at Hull House had been eye-opening, since moving to New York and circulating once again among the East Coast elite, she had begun to envision her future not as a reformer but as a well-married philanthropist. But the gruesome fire made clear that the factory owners’ greed and legislators’ indifference had directly resulted in the loss of 146 innocent lives—a fact which could never be remedied with mere charity. She immediately abandoned her vision of a life of gentility and committed herself fully to the “calling” of fighting for workers’ rights.

As Perkins plunged into the male-dominated and ethically compromised world of politics, she quickly learned that moral indignation was not enough to win reform. Under the tutelage of progressive Democratic governor Al Smith, she became a shrewd politician, holding several positions in the New York State government, and putting the state in the forefront of legislative reform. She successfully championed more comprehensive factory inspections, safer working conditions for women, reduced working hours, and an end to child labor; and also broke ground on bringing about a minimum wage and unemployment insurance. Perkins became the first woman in American history to hold a cabinet post when she was nominated as secretary of labor by President Roosevelt in 1933, and her expertise and relentless advocacy for labor were instrumental in the design and implementation of the New Deal.7

Frances Perkins was one of thousands of middle-class Americans (a great many of them educated women) who, when face-to-face with the deplorable economic and social conditions of the cities, were galvanized—even radicalized—into action. Jane Addams founded the American Settlement House movement and became a vocal advocate for immigrants and the urban poor; Florence Kelley worked tirelessly for labor reform, children’s rights, and racial equality; Lillian Wald championed human rights and brought healthcare to tenement-dwellers in New York City; and John Dewey reimagined education as a mode of preparation for engaged democratic citizenship. All exemplified the humane and impassioned spirit of the age. All were private citizens who, heeding both conscience and a growing political consciousness, engaged in countless acts of interclass coalition-building, grassroots organizing, and political advocacy. Together, they formed a groundswell of activism upon which enterprising politicians would draw in marshaling support for the programs and policies that undergirded America’s “we” decades.

FROM ISOLATION TO ASSOCIATION

When Paul Harris moved to Chicago in 1896, he was struck by the contrast between the anonymity of life in a busy, congested city and the communal, small-town feel of Wallingford, Vermont, where he grew up. Having recently completed his law degree at the University of Iowa, Harris was one of thousands of enterprising young men just starting out in a new city. “If others were longing for fellowship as I was,” he wondered, “why not bring them together?”8

Harris soon began talking with friends and business associates about the idea of forming an organization for local professionals. In 1905, he and three other men gathered at an office in downtown Chicago for the first meeting of a new club called Rotary—the name came from the group’s early practice of rotating meetings between members’ offices. The initial vision for the club was simply to provide “fellowship and friendship” for urban businessmen, and they eventually developed a tradition of noon “luncheon meetings” to accommodate professionals’ routines.

When Harris was elected third president of the club in 1907, he expanded the mission of the organization to include service. Their very first project was to construct public toilets in Chicago.

Members were explicitly discouraged from doing business at meetings—the group was meant to provide a cultural counterweight to the relentless press of commerce and competition. Harris instead encouraged a communitarian focus on socializing, service, and mutual aid. In the very first publication of The National Rotarian, the club’s newsletter, Harris wrote, “If this Rotary of ours is destined to be more than a mere passing thing, it will be because you and I have learned the importance of bearing with each other’s infirmities, the value of toleration.”9

Over the resistance of his fellow founders, who worried about the expense and administrative burden, Harris insisted that the club be expanded to other cities, and by 1910, some fifteen new clubs had been founded across the United States. In August of that year, a national convention was held in Chicago, where the representatives of the various branches voted to create a National Association of Rotary Clubs. In 1911 the organization adopted the motto, “He Profits Most Who Serves Best,” and in 1950 added a second, “Service above Self.”10

Eventually, the organization expanded internationally, and by the time of Harris’s death in 1947, his humble effort to bring professionals together in service of the community had grown to include more than 200,000 members in seventy-five countries. Over the past one hundred years, it has acted as clearinghouse for billions of dollars in donated funds, utilized in countless humanitarian projects. In 1987 a decision by the U.S. Supreme Court overturned Rotary’s male-only status, and women were finally admitted to full membership. The organization is still active and growing today—now claiming a membership of 1.2 million.

Paul Harris’s Rotary Club was one of hundreds of similar organizations and associations started during the Progressive Era, each an outgrowth of a wider cultural turn away from atomization and individualism and toward “association” and communitarianism. From fraternal orders such as the Knights of Columbus, to cultural organizations such as the Sons of Norway; and from trade unions like the United Mine Workers to women’s groups such as Hadassah—the range of clubs and societies formed by Progressives and their contemporaries was massive. And, much like Rotary, though these organizations often started as social and leisure groups, a great many eventually oriented their activities toward humanitarian efforts, community issues, and even political activism. These groups and their broad-based memberships proved remarkably enduring, creating a vast store of social capital that fueled the nation’s upswing for decades.

FROM DARKNESS INTO LIGHT

Born into slavery in 1862 and freed by the Emancipation Proclamation during the Civil War, Ida B. Wells spent her young life navigating the loss of her parents to disease, and the burden of keeping her siblings from separation by working to support her family. She found a job as an elementary school teacher and in her free time began attending a historically black college in Memphis. In 1884, a train conductor ordered her to give up her seat on a first-class car. Wells refused, citing the 1875 Civil Rights Act, which banned racial discrimination in public accommodations. She was dragged from the train nonetheless. She sued the railroad unsuccessfully, and wrote an impassioned and widely read article about her experience, which launched her career as a journalist relentlessly documenting racial inequality, segregation, and the rise of Jim Crow.

Soon Wells became the editor and co-owner of The Free Speech and Headlight, a newspaper based in Memphis. Shortly thereafter, she received word that friends—also business owners in Memphis—were lynched following a dispute over a game of marbles played outside their store. Wells was galvanized to take up the cause of investigating lynching—interviewing people associated with the atrocities and exposing the real reasons behind the brutal acts. She wrote articles, pamphlets, and statistical reports that decried the “Southern Horrors” of lynching. Wells also encouraged blacks to flee the South to seek both safety and a brighter future in the North, which she did herself by moving to Chicago in 1894.

Wells traveled and lectured abroad and gained many international supporters for the antilynching crusade in America. Some of her counterparts in the U.S., including Booker T. Washington and W. E. B. Du Bois, considered her too radical to be effective. Frederick Douglass, however, praised her groundbreaking work in fearlessly shedding light on the true conditions of blacks in the South. Though she never succeeded in convincing whites to criminalize the practice, the number of lynchings began to decline after their peak in 1892, and by the mid-1920s had been reduced by 90 percent—a fact at least partly attributable to Wells’s consciousness-raising work.11

Wells also fought for civil rights and worked to organize, educate, and build solidarity among African Americans. She helped achieve a successful boycott of the 1893 World’s Fair and was instrumental in the founding of the NAACP. She also opened a black settlement house, which offered social services to African American migrants, and cofounded the National Association of Colored Women’s Clubs, one of the largest civic organizations of African American women in America—still active today. She was also a suffragist, and even ran for a state Senate seat in Illinois once the state granted limited voting rights to women. However, her vocal position against racism and lynching put her at odds with many white leaders of the women’s suffrage movement, including Frances Willard, president of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, with whom she had a public feud. And she directly challenged President Woodrow Wilson’s racial resegregation of federal bureaucracies. Wells was indefatigable in speaking and acting out against discrimination.12

Ida B. Wells’s writing consistently called for honesty and transparency in relation to the realities of life in a segregated America, and she vocally demanded a moral and legal accounting for the injustice and violence done to black Americans under Jim Crow. In so doing, she acted as the conscience of the nation, helped launch the long Civil Rights movement, and laid the groundwork for both black Americans and women to achieve greater equality.

Though her pieces were never published in white-run Progressive magazines of the day, Wells joined the ranks of many Progressive journalists who worked to expose the hypocrisy and brutality of the Gilded Age. Lincoln Steffens uncovered rampant corruption in city politics, Jacob Riis used photojournalism to lay bare the inhumane living conditions in urban tenements, Ida Tarbell exposed the excesses of John D. Rockefeller’s monopolistic Standard Oil company, Upton Sinclair took on the abuses of the meatpacking industry, and Ray Stannard Baker covered both brutal crackdowns on striking workers and racism in the South. Known as “muckrakers,” these writers produced vivid portraits of the human cost of exploitative and unjust systems, fueling a moral awakening that inspired countless activists and reformers, and stirred the public to take action on the most pressing issues of the day.

FROM TYCOON TO TRANSFORMATIVE LEADER

The son of a Confederate soldier whose fortunes were ruined by the Civil War, Tom Johnson worked to support his family at a very early age by selling newspapers on the railroads in Virginia. Though he completed only one year of formal education, Johnson was eventually hired through a family connection as a clerk in a Louisville streetcar business owned by the DuPont family.

Through hard work and ingenuity, Johnson rose through the ranks of the business quickly. An intuitive understanding of mechanics and a flair for invention won Johnson several patents, the royalties from which gave him the freedom to purchase a business of his own. Johnson soon found himself following in the footsteps of other “rags to riches” robber barons of the day. By the 1890s, he owned a controlling share of the street railway lines in Cleveland, St. Louis, Brooklyn, Detroit, and Indianapolis, and had also invested heavily in the steel business, building mills in Ohio and Pennsylvania, which supplied rails for his multiple streetcar concerns. However, when a train conductor recommended he read Henry George’s Social Problems (1883), Tom Johnson developed an unexpected sympathy for radical critiques of the capitalist system.

Henry George was a political philosopher who had published his first book, Progress and Poverty, in 1879, to enormous commercial success. During the 1890s, its sales exceeded all other books except the Bible, and it had an enormous influence on Progressives—a great many of whom credited an encounter with George’s ideas with reorienting their lives toward social and political reform. He argued vehemently for mechanisms to control the astronomical wealth of monopolistic businesses, and their influence on destructive boom-bust cycles in the economy. Tom Johnson was riveted by Henry George’s radical rethinking of wealth and poverty, and he spent much of his fortune promoting the spread and implementation of George’s ideas.

Johnson’s transformation was further spurred by witnessing the Johnstown Flood of 1889, which wiped out an entire community, killing more than 2,200 people. The disaster was caused by a burst dam which had been used to hold a private lake owned by Henry Clay Frick and other business tycoons. The dam had been carelessly constructed and inadequately maintained, and despite several subsequent lawsuits, Frick and his associates were never held accountable. Johnson worked personally to provide relief to the victims but became disillusioned by the inadequacy of charitable responses to problems caused by wider systemic failures. “If we were wise enough to seek and find the causes that call for charity there would be some hope for us,” he wrote, reflecting on the devastation at Johnstown.13

Acting upon his newfound political consciousness, Johnson ran for office, and served two terms as a U.S. representative, and four terms as mayor of Cleveland. And when fights against monopolistic streetcar barons took center stage in the city, he sold off his own interests in the business and eventually advocated for full public ownership. Johnson relentlessly fought the overreach and undue influence of his former business associates in public life, rooting out corruption with an unremitting zeal. He improved housing conditions, sanitation, and policing. He built public parks, civic centers, and homes for the elderly and indigent. He successfully lowered the cost of utilities by taking them public and established the country’s first comprehensive public building code.

Writing in McClure’s Magazine in 1905, muckraker Lincoln Steffens observed, “Tom Johnson is a reformed business man.… He reformed himself first, then he undertook political reform; and his political reform began with the reform of his own class,” and pronounced him “the best Mayor of the best-governed city in the United States.”14 Many of Johnson’s ideas were truly innovative for the time, establishing new forms of municipal governance, and still others were borrowed from fellow reform-minded mayors across the nation.

Johnson exemplified a generation of charismatic politicians who took the cause of Progressive reform into the halls of power. Including innovative leaders such as Wisconsin’s governor and state legislator Robert La Follette, Detroit’s mayor Hazen Pingree, and Sam “Golden Rule” Jones, mayor of Toledo, these political entrepreneurs experimented with and proved the efficacy of municipal and state reforms that became models for other cities, states, and even the federal government to follow. To a remarkable degree, the federal policies and programs for which Progressive standard-bearers such as Teddy Roosevelt were famous were the result of local innovations bubbling up from below.

AN AFFAIR OF THE CONSCIENCE

As all of these stories illustrate, the Progressive movement was, first and foremost, a moral awakening. Facilitated by the muckrakers’ revelations about a society, economy, and government run amok—and urged on by the Social Gospelers’ denunciation of social Darwinism and laissez-faire economics—Americans from all walks of life began to repudiate the self-centered, hyper-individualist creed of the Gilded Age. “It is idle to imagine that changes in our governmental machinery, or in the organization of our industries will bring us peace;” wrote Washington Gladden, an early leader in the Social Gospel movement. “The trouble lies deeper, in our primary conceptions. What we have got to have, if we want the true democracy, is a different kind of men and women—men and women to whom duties are more than rights, and service dearer than privilege.”15

However, nineteenth-century Progressives understood that true moral and cultural reform would necessarily be a “we” effort. It wasn’t enough to point the finger of scorn at the idle rich or the corrupt political machines. Change, they realized, would require more than the identification and expulsion of society’s bad apples. As historian Richard Hofstadter has written, “the moral indignation of the age was by no means directed entirely against others; it was in great and critical measure directed inward. Contemporaries who spoke of the movement as an affair of the conscience were not mistaken.”16 A soul-searching effort on the part of these reformers revealed to them their own destructive individualism, and their own complicity in the creation of exploitative systems—and this realization fueled their passionate efforts to right society’s wrongs.

This soul-searching was both inspired and fueled by ministers and theologians who not only encouraged individuals to change but called upon religious institutions to more actively critique the “social sins” of the age. Social Gospelers such as Walter Rauschenbusch reframed Christianity itself as a social movement—a blueprint for the building of a more just society.

Today we are seeing a similar drive to uncover corruption, expose exploitation, and lay bare the dark underbelly of the “I” society in which we now live. And we are also hearing calls for reform framed in increasingly urgent and moralistic terms. The 2018 March for Our Lives, in which 1.2 million people gathered at over 880 events in the US and across the globe to protest gun violence and school shootings, is but one example. As is the Families Belong Together initiative, calling for an end to the Trump administration’s inhumane treatment of immigrants in border detention facilities. The social media driven #MeToo movement—which is a clarion call for both personal and institutional accountability—is also part of a broader moral awakening in today’s America. And the Poor People’s Campaign, led by Reverend William Barber, describes its efforts to combat systemic racism and intergenerational poverty as “a national call for moral revival.”17

The legacy of the Progressives points to the power of moral messaging, but also challenges us to push beyond the idea that silencing or expelling certain elements of our society, punishing offenders, or replacing one faction’s dominance with another’s, will restore the moral and cultural health of our nation. We must undertake a reevaluation of our shared values—asking ourselves what personal privileges and rights we might be willing to lay aside in service of the common good, and what role we will play in the shared project of shaping our nation’s future.

A CIVIC REVIVAL

Another distinct feature of the Progressives’ story was the translation of outrage and moral awakening into active citizenship. Throughout the Gilded Age, as the economic, social, and political life of the nation reached a level of complexity barely comprehensible to the average person, many felt an acute loss of control, and a resultant malaise. By the mid-1870s, “Americans had entered a period of radical economic and political instability they were ill-prepared to understand,” wrote historian Richard White.18 To a great degree, Progressive Era innovations were a response to this reality—seeking to reclaim individuals’ agency and reinvigorate democratic citizenship as the only reliable antidotes to overwhelming anxiety.

Progressive reformers mustered hope in the face of despair, zeroed in on a vast array of problems, and came up with an astounding number of inventive new solutions which, together, drove our nation’s upswing. But to a surprising degree they did not have a national blueprint in mind at the start. In stark contrast to the prescriptive ideology of socialism, which was also gaining adherents at the turn of the last century, Progressive reformers were instead intensely pragmatic, using the new methods of social science to test the merits of different solutions. Such methods, Walter Lippmann had argued, would be the key to mastery. Indeed, true innovation requires openness to experimentation that is not premised upon ideological beliefs. To structure debates within a gridlocked left/right framework precludes the sheer inventiveness that animated our last upswing and generated solutions that appealed to a broad bipartisan swath of Americans.

Perhaps the clearest example of this is the high school movement, which we have pointed to in previous chapters. Universal, free public high schools were an almost entirely local innovation, created in small towns in the early decades of the twentieth century, although academics in places like Harvard had bruited about the idea in the late nineteenth century. At that time, students who wanted to extend their education past “common school” usually had to pay for private instruction, though some cities had selective secondary schools such as Boston Latin, open only to unusually talented youngsters. But recognizing the growing demand for more educated workers in a rapidly changing economy, a handful of communities in the Midwest began rallying citizens to band together and provide free secondary school for all. In towns that successfully raised taxes to pay for them, public high schools were built and, given the growing economic return on education, the idea spread across the country like wildfire—or in a more contemporary metaphor, went viral. Hence, one of the most powerful forces behind America’s Great Convergence, as well as our ability to out-compete other nations in a globalizing economy during the upswing, was the vastly expanded education of our workforce—something that, amazingly, came almost entirely from the bottom up.

And another key feature of the Progressives was the wide diversity of issues they took on simultaneously. Because so much of the movement was anchored by citizen activism, Progressivism didn’t privilege one type of reform over another, but was instead a holistic reorganizing of society that began at the bottom and was based on a reinvigoration of shared values. As a result, the solutions Progressives championed ranged from free public high schools to women’s rights to trustbusting, and everything in between. As we discussed in Chapter 8, our nation’s recent downturn has encompassed a stunning variety of economic, social, political, and cultural challenges—none of which can be clearly identified as the “cause” of all the others. Our current problems are mutually reinforcing, and their solutions must be so as well. Thus, today’s reformers and policymakers should follow the lead of their Progressive forebearers. Rather than siloed reform efforts competing for resources, the successful engineering of another American upswing will require instead the “immense collaboration” Lippmann and his contemporaries achieved.

“No hard-and-fast rule can be laid down,” wrote Theodore Roosevelt in 1901, “as to the way in which such work [reform] must be done; but most certainly every man, whatever his position, should strive to do it in some way and to some degree.”19 The Progressives cannot offer us a blueprint for what to do to bring about another upswing. Certainly neither the proliferation of high schools nor the reinvigoration of fraternal organizations is the solution to today’s problems. But such successes of the twentieth-century upswing can offer us important lessons in how to achieve monumental change: by starting in our own communities and recognizing the latent power of collective action not just to protest, but to build the foundations of a reimagined America.

A GROUNDSWELL OF AGITATION

Though individual and collective action in neighborhoods, cities, and states throughout the country provided the lifeblood of innovation behind the movement, it quickly became clear to Progressives that local solutions were not enough to tackle problems that were systemic in nature, and often extended beyond the bounds of cities and states.

In her book, Twenty Years at Hull-House (1910), Jane Addams describes an experience early in her tenure as an advocate for the working poor, in which she tried to negotiate directly with a factory owner whose negligence had caused injury to two young boys, and death to a third. She recounts having naively believed that appealing directly to the owner’s conscience would remedy the situation, and was shocked when he refused to do anything. As their experience as changemakers grew, Progressives such as Addams realized that pressure of a different sort would need to be applied, and that government involvement was necessary to ensure fairness, safety, and the common good.

But the idea of large-scale government intervention in society and the economy was still a new and controversial concept at the turn of the twentieth century. Thus, massive grassroots organizing efforts were required to build widespread support for reform legislation. Addams began connecting her efforts on behalf of the poor with those of other settlement workers across the nation, unions began coordinating to bring about larger and more effective strikes, voluntary societies of all stripes utilized their power as federated local chapters to bring about widespread agitation, and suffragists engaged in coalition-building at both the state and national levels. It was when individuals, local groups, and municipal and state actors shared best practices, engaged in complementary bottom-up and top-down strategies, and found common cause with one another that they began to find the full strength of their power.

Today’s social entrepreneurs have produced many organizations and initiatives responding to a wide array of problems, but often they are narrowly focused on priorities and proposals benefiting a specific group or cause, which can feel more like a “War of the ‘We’s’ ” than a groundswell of citizen activism. We have yet to see a truly nonpartisan movement joining these issue-specific efforts together in a compelling citizen-driven call for large-scale reform. Such a phenomenon would require more than fundraising, nonprofit programming, street protesting, or campaign-based organizing—it would involve the sustained and coordinated efforts of groups spread out across the country. And it would require a new narrative bringing siloed efforts together in a broader vision for the future of America, as well as a retraining and retooling of average Americans for active citizenship.20

Another challenge grassroots organizers face today is the critical role of the internet and social media in our modern social and political landscape. The broader effects of these relatively new technologies are still being studied and debated by social scientists, and to a large extent the jury is out on how they affect our communities and our stores of social capital.21 When it comes to political mobilization, the accepted wisdom is that online organizing is vital to any modern cause, but some research indicates that an overreliance on virtual networks creates fragile movements that rarely achieve their broader aims.22 Indeed, some of the most encouraging efforts to employ the accelerating power of the internet have been in the creation of new “alloys” of face-to-face and online networks, which rely on social media to spread their message, but use in-person meetings to build the relationships and skills that undergird action.

According to research by sociologist Dana Fisher there are signs that today’s “resistance” movements are beginning to take on these characteristics. She has shown that since the Women’s March on January 21, 2017, the first mass protest in the Trump era, there has been significant overlap in the various marches, movements, strikes, and coalitions in which protesters are taking part. Participation in demonstrations, which is often prompted by online organizing, also seems to be a catalyst for more localized action when citizens-turned-activists return to their communities. And this movement has so far been led not by far-left political operatives, as many have supposed, but by everyday people working on problems central to their own lives23 and—in a particularly striking echo of our nation’s last upswing—primarily middle-class, middle-aged, college-educated women.24

Sociologist Leah Gose, political scientist Theda Skocpol, and historian Lara Putnam have also found that the growing “resistance” movement—encompassing everything from the Women’s March, to anti-Trump rallies, to mobilizing turnout in midterm elections—has been sustained to a remarkable extent by thousands of grassroots groups in cities and towns of every size, and has effectively combined traditional forms of organizing with robust online networking.25 Whether these groups can succeed in formulating, advancing, and sustaining a wider agenda for change remains to be seen.

A POLITICAL RESPONSE

The grassroots organizing of the Progressives was impressive in its scale, in the sheer number of issues it brought to the fore, and in its successful agitation for legislation that genuinely changed the face of America for decades to come. But critical to the Progressive movement was the way political leaders responded to that groundswell of activism. Without astute political entrepreneurs such as Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson, who effectively translated the popular uprising into policies and programs that garnered bipartisan support, the movement’s legacy would have been much shorter-lived.

But it wasn’t only the Progressive presidents who built upon that groundswell. Even Franklin Roosevelt, who came to national power long after the Progressive Era ended, leaned upon seasoned Progressive reformers to staff his administrations, and capitalized on both the communitarian narrative and the grassroots infrastructure they had created to pull America back into an upswing after the backslide of the Roaring Twenties.

Many of the Progressives’ campaigns were unsuccessful at first, and much of the legislation passed under the banner of reform proved ineffective. But, as political commentator E. J. Dionne has written, “Democracy is a long game. It involves pressuring those who resist reform… and offering proposals future electorates can eventually endorse.”26 Many of the New Deal’s signature programs finally realized what a motley coalition of laborers, union leaders, technocratic managers, settlement house workers, middle-class businessmen, activist women, chastened elites, and many others had spent decades organizing to achieve. And one key to understanding their legacy is recognizing that national political leadership came after sustained, widespread citizen engagement, not before.

Today’s reformers should learn from their forebears, focusing their efforts not only on promoting political candidates, but also on building a grassroots, issues-based movement upon which they and future leaders will be able to draw in order to make lasting change.

A YOUTH-DRIVEN VISION

One final feature of the Progressive movement that is relevant to today’s challenges is its youthfulness. All of the reformers and writers whose stories and ideas we have featured in this chapter were in their thirties or younger when they became powerful voices and forces for change. At age forty-two, Teddy Roosevelt was the youngest person ever to assume the office of president.

Then, as now, these young changemakers felt that they had been born into an America completely different from the one in which their parents had been raised. To a great extent, they believed that the logic of a bygone era could never speak to the challenges of a completely altered world. In many ways, they were right, and their reimagining of what America could and should be set our nation on an entirely different course.

Today’s challenges will be equally difficult to solve—and will therefore require just as much youthful courage, vigor, and imagination to overcome. And so, to a large extent, America’s fate lies in the hands of the post-Boomer generations. Today’s young people did not cause today’s problems. But like their predecessors 125 years ago they must forgo the cynicism of drift and embrace the hope of mastery.

But unlike the reformers of a bygone era, today we have vastly more tools and resources to help us gain a clearer understanding of where we as a nation have been; what we have succeeded in doing once before; and what problems previous generations have left unsolved. By employing those tools to uncover the I-we-I curve, we hope that this book will be an important contribution to bridging today’s generation gap and creating a more fruitful national conversation, which will be a vital component of rebuilding a robust American “we.”

Of course, any slate of reforms consequential enough to create a contemporary upswing in America would require a significant change of course that may seem radical to some—just as it did a century ago. As we pointed out in Chapter 3, the issues that rose to the national agenda during the Progressive Era bear a striking resemblance to those being debated today: universal health insurance; safety nets for the elderly, the jobless, and the disabled; progressive income and estate taxation; environmental regulation; labor reform; curtailing the overreach of big business monopolies; gender equality; and campaign finance reform. Progressives were pragmatic but nonetheless uncompromising in pursuit of programs and policies that deeply and fundamentally reshaped America and set the stage for the upswing. Coming together to find common cause, establish common ground, and develop a shared vision of the common good is vitally necessary, but mere “kumbaya we-ness” will not ameliorate vast economic inequalities, curb deaths of despair, or end racism and sexism.

We are beginning to see a synthesis of the strategic lessons of the Progressive Era, most prominently in activism around climate change—the ultimate “we” issue. Activists are pleading for a moral awakening to the costs of inaction. Citizens, municipalities, and states are experimenting with radical innovations, regulations, and laws to curb the effects of environmental degradation at the local level. Organizers are using both internet-based and face-to-face techniques to mobilize mass protests. And youth have taken the lead in creating an urgent, impassioned call for action.

Will we be able to bring this same urgency to all of the challenges now facing our nation? And will these elements ultimately come together successfully to become a catalyst for a new American upswing?

A CAUTIONARY TALE

This book has argued through both historical analysis and statistical evidence that the Progressive Era was a clear turning point in the history of this nation. The Progressives certainly did not solve all the problems of the Gilded Age, but they did manage to engineer an upswing whose effects compounded over time. The changes they set in motion created an America whose prosperity was more equally shared, whose citizens were more engaged and connected, whose politicians were more able to compromise, and whose culture was more oriented toward a common purpose. And yet, the story of these reformers is not all high-minded heroism and altruism—it also contains important cautionary tales of which we cannot fail to make note as we look to generate a similar turning point in our nation today.

First is a caution to avoid the temptation to overcorrect. Progressivism emerged on the heels of populism and in direct competition with socialism, both of which movements advocated many of the same causes, but fell short of their aims because, among other reasons, they failed to appeal to the full range of American values. By contrast, Progressives managed to fashion slow and steady reforms as an alternative to calls for revolution. Progressive reformers quickly learned that in order to succeed they would have to compromise—to find a way to put private property, personal liberty, and economic growth on more equal footing with communitarian ideals and the protection of the weak and vulnerable, and to work within existing systems to bring about change.27

However, they were not always so wise. The Eighteenth Amendment, which established the prohibition of alcohol, was a far greater incursion on individual liberty than most Americans expected it to be, and was a far cry from the call for voluntary abstinence promoted for decades by the more moderate advocates of temperance. The law had the unintended effect of encouraging black-market production, emboldening organized crime, and engendering widespread opposition. Finally struck down in 1933, Prohibition was the only constitutional amendment ever to be repealed in its entirety.

Prohibition was an overreach into social control by well-meaning reformers who sought to protect women, children, and the poor. It was aimed at a very real problem, but was ultimately an overcorrection—and one that Americans could and would not bear. This was perhaps a foreshadowing of a similar phenomenon that occurred in the 1950s, when a creeping collectivism and the pressure to conform became a source of resentment and a seedbed of cultural and political backlash. The solution to hyper-individualism is never hyper-communitarianism, nor a repudiation of equally important American values such as liberty and self-determination. For solutions to be long-lasting and to hold widespread appeal, they must respect the full range of American ideals.

Second, and even more significant, is the caution never to compromise on equality and inclusion. To a significant degree, segregationism and white nationalism—undergirded by scientific racism—pervaded the thinking of many Progressives, and limited their understanding of which of the downtrodden deserved to be championed, and just who belonged in a widening circle of “we.” The Progressive Era coincided with the rise of Jim Crow; Woodrow Wilson was one of the most openly racist presidents ever to occupy the White House; and much of FDR’s New Deal ultimately discriminated against people of color and women—to name just a few examples. On the other hand, the work of Ida B. Wells and W. E. B. Du Bois intertwined with that of white Progressives such as Jane Addams and Florence Kelley, with whom they partnered to found the NAACP, and who were active and articulate models of a more inclusive Progressive agenda.

In assessing such a widely diverse movement, it is nearly impossible to make statements that apply across the board, but most scholars agree that racism was the norm, not the exception among Progressive reformers. And although it was an incredibly pluralistic movement, Progressivism was nonetheless largely led and implemented by the white middle class, who decided not only who would benefit from its reforms, but also what shape a refashioned America would take. These realities proved problematic because exclusion in any form is antithetical to the founding principles of this nation. But also because—as the story of America’s I-we-I century has taught us—the failure to take full inclusion seriously compromised the integrity of America’s “we” decades and ultimately sowed the seeds of our subsequent downturn.

Thus, a critical reading of the moment when we last turned the corner from “I” to “we” offers lessons about how we can put our nation on an upward course again. But it also cautions us that doing so without fidelity to individual liberty, and an unwavering commitment to equality and inclusion, will ultimately compromise the very best of our efforts. It is therefore imperative that—alongside the remarkable example of moral awakening, civic revival, cross-pollination of ideas, grassroots mobilization, astute political leadership, and youthful mobilization the Progressive Era provides—we also pay close attention to its failures, and seek to correct them as we look to turn the corner again.

No one party, no one policy or platform, and no one charismatic leader was responsible for bringing about America’s upswing as we entered the twentieth century. It was, instead, the result of countless citizens engaging in their own spheres of influence and coming together to create a vast ferment of criticism and change—a genuine shift from “I” to “we.” For Americans living through the turbulent closing decades of the nineteenth century, such a turnaround was by no means inevitable or even expected. And yet it happened, clearly and steadily—a phenomenon that our study has illustrated in graphic detail. With consciences pricked and patriotism rallied, an ideologically diverse generation of Progressive reformers arose who experimented, innovated, organized, and worked for change from the level of the tenement, neighborhood, ward, and union, all the way up to the statehouse, the halls of Congress, the Supreme Court, and the White House. Though historians have debated their motives and their methods, the Progressives’ legacy is nonetheless clear—in hard measures of economic equality, political comity, social cohesion, and cultural altruism they set in motion genuine upward progress that compounded during the first sixty-five years of the twentieth century. “We have felt reality bend to our purposes,” Walter Lippmann had concluded hopefully, just fourteen years into that upswing. “We gather assurance from these hints.”28

The conditions and specific challenges we face today—though often eerily familiar echoes of the past—are of course different in important ways to those faced by Americans in the first Gilded Age. And, accordingly, the paths we follow and the solutions we create will necessarily be different as well. However, looking backward to better understand the mind-set, tools, and tactics employed by early-century reformers may inform and empower us to overcome the drift of our own time, achieve our own form of mastery, and ultimately reverse our course to create a new chapter in the American story. But in engineering a new American upswing, we must set our sights higher than our predecessors did and stay fiercely committed to the difficult but ever-worthy project of fashioning an American “we” that is sustainable because it is inclusive.

A TRADE-OFF BETWEEN INDIVIDUALISM AND COMMUNITY?

What is the proper balance between guarding the interests, rights, and autonomy of the individual on the one hand, and maintaining a strong sense of unity, shared purpose, and common destiny on the other? As the foregoing discussion of the Progressive Era and its modern-day echoes makes clear, this was an urgent question at the beginning of the twentieth century, and it is again today.29

Many American political thinkers have argued that these two values are inherently in competition with one another—pitting social solidarity, equality, shared interests, shared destiny, mutual obligations, and shared values against individual rights, diversity, freedom, “rugged” individualism, and live-and-let-live tolerance. A simplistic embrace of an I/we dualism implies a zero-sum trade-off between communitarian equality and individualistic freedom. While we acknowledge this timeless tension, we do not believe that we must choose one side or the other, or that all virtue lies at one pole.

Furthermore, it is important to make clear that the I-we continuum is conceptually and empirically distinct from the more familiar left-right spectrum.30 Both individualists and communitarians can be found on both sides of the political spectrum, because both individualism and community are foundational American ideals.

As political philosopher Danielle Allen has recently observed,


Political philosophers have generated the view that equality and freedom are necessarily in tension with each other.… As a public, we have swallowed this argument whole. We think we are required to choose between freedom and equality. Our choice in recent years has tipped toward freedom. Under the general influence of libertarianism, both parties have abandoned our Declaration; they have scorned our patrimony. Such a choice is dangerous. If we abandon equality, we lose the single bond that makes us a community, that makes us a people with the capacity to be free collectively and individually in the first place.31



Like Allen, we reject the view that more freedom necessarily entails less equality and community, believing instead with Alexis de Tocqueville that individualism “rightly understood” is perfectly compatible with community and equality.32

As we discussed in Chapters 6–8, from some points of view the post-Sixties trends are welcome—America is now basically a more diverse, tolerant, and open society than it was at mid-century. But from other points of view, the post-Sixties trends have led to a national dead end that few Americans find appealing. And in Chapter 2 we showed that Americans in the first two thirds of the twentieth century enjoyed both rapid economic growth and greater equality and community—the best of both worlds—and conversely, Americans since the Sixties have had both slow growth and less equality and community—the worst of both worlds.

Throughout this book we have argued that although America’s “we” had gradually become more capacious during the first half of the twentieth century, and as we continued the long historical task of redressing racial and gender inequities, we were in 1960 (and still are) very far from perfection on those dimensions. Americans could have and should have pushed further toward greater equality. Therefore the lessons of history that we glean from the I-we-I century are two-sided: We learn that once before Americans have gotten ourselves out of a mess like the one we’re in now, but we also learn that in that first Progressive Era and the decades that followed we didn’t set our sights high enough for what the “we” could really be, and we didn’t take seriously enough the challenge of full inclusion. Therefore, the question we face today is not whether we can or should turn back the tide of history, but whether we can resurrect the earlier communitarian virtues in a way that does not reverse the progress we’ve made in terms of individual liberties. Both values are American, and we require a balance and integration of both.

This task will not be an easy one, and nothing less than the success of the American experiment is at stake. But as we look to an uncertain future we must keep in mind what is perhaps the greatest lesson of America’s I-we-I century: As Theodore Roosevelt put it, “the fundamental rule of our national life—the rule which underlies all others—is that, on the whole, and in the long run, we shall go up or down together.”33
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Rafe Sagalyn has been my good friend and literary agent for a quarter century, and he is always very good at his job. However, in the case of this project his contributions were without parallel—from conception to execution to title. At the very beginning, when I was still unsure whether my statistical curves merited a book, his enthusiasm encouraged me to persevere. When I became unsure whether I was up to finishing a project that was turning out to be much bigger than I had planned, Rafe was the impetus and a continual supporter of my collaboration with Shaylyn. When we found ourselves in a log-jam about the title, Rafe and his colleague Brandon Coward suggested a title that we all now agree is exactly right. For whatever success I’ve had as a writer over the last quarter century, Rafe Sagalyn is a major part of the explanation.

Of course, my deepest professional obligation for this book is to Shaylyn Romney Garrett. Shaylyn is one of the top students among the thousands whom I’ve had the pleasure of teaching over the past half century and among the top collaborators with whom I’ve ever had the good fortune to work. Her very first paper in my class two decades ago considered the Progressive Era and its aftermath, and it is no accident that we return to that topic in this book. Five years after graduating from Harvard she returned as a researcher and writer with me and David Campbell on American Grace. Her contribution to The Upswing began as a talented writer, but her contributions soon became substantive and intellectual. Because of her prior expertise on the Progressive Era, she was instrumental in the formulation of our narrative, including the sections of the introduction and conclusion that emphasize the parallels between the Gilded Age/Progressive Era and the challenges that face us today. Shaylyn has a great future as a writer and a memoirist, and I’m proud of our friendship.

As in all my previous writings, I continue to be deeply indebted to my wife, Rosemary, to our two children (Jonathan and Lara, both now distinguished authors in their own right), and to our seven grandchildren (Miriam, Gray, Gabriel, Noah, Alonso, Gideon, and Eleanor, some of whom have also begun promising careers as writers). As in the past, my family have made important contributions to this book, especially infusing it with more contemporary sensibilities than I could have mustered on my own.

Rosemary is the only person who has read every word that I have ever published and critiqued every page. Everyone needs a best friend, but I have long had the unusual advantage of being married to mine. Rosemary baked every cookie for every seminar I taught, managed every file for every book I wrote, raised our children and grandchildren, remembered every old friend’s name, kept me sane by loving me through every dark moment—all while carrying out a career as a distinguished professional in special education and a real social capitalist—and all this with virtually no public recognition. Hooking up with this remarkable person was the luckiest thing that ever happened to me and the smartest thing I ever did. Everyone who knows us well knows that Rosemary is the senior partner in our relationship, though some of our friends may sometimes have wondered whether I recognized that. I just did.
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NOTES

NOTE TO THE READER

The Ngram evidence used in this book is based on the latest data available at the end of 2019. In July 2020 the Ngram website itself cited in Chapter 5 was revised to include data based on a slightly different methodology.

CHAPTER 1: WHAT’S PAST IS PROLOGUE


	1 Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, 2nd ed., vol. 2 (Cambridge, MA: Sever & Francis, 1863), chap. 8. Several chapters later he warned of the danger to democracy if the collective interest became overwhelmed by an emphasis on individual rights. See Jonathan M. Hansen, The Lost Promise of Patriotism: Debating American Identity, 1890–1920 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), 189–90.

	2 It is of course important to acknowledge that Tocqueville’s observations reflect his background as an upper-class white male, and that his descriptions of American society essentially apply only to white society. But he did recognize the evils of slavery and the fact that it posed a particular challenge to the new republic and its ideals. (See Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, 2nd ed., vol. 1 [Cambridge, MA: Sever & Francis, 1863], chap. 10.) Scholars have debated exactly how Tocqueville’s views on American slavery intersected with his assessment of American democracy. For more on this question, see Sally Gershman, “Alexis de Tocqueville and Slavery,” French Historical Studies 9, no. 3 (1976): 467–83, doi:10.2307/286232; Richard W. Resh, “Alexis De Tocqueville and the Negro: Democracy in America Reconsidered,” The Journal of Negro History 48, no. 4 (n.d.): 251–59, doi:10.2307/2716328; and Barbara Allen, “An Undertow of Race Prejudice in the Current of Democratic Transformation: Tocqueville on the ‘Three Races’ of North America,” in Tocqueville’s Voyages: The Evolution of His Ideas and Their Journey Beyond His Time, ed. Christine Dunn Henderson (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 2014), 244–77.

	3 Since we speak often in this book about the Gilded Age and the Progressive Era, it may be helpful to note that neither we nor most historians are entirely precise about when the Gilded Age ended and the Progressive Era began. Roughly speaking, “Gilded Age” refers to the period 1870–1900 and “Progressive Era” to 1900–1915. Like any historical demarcation, this division is not strict, since developments associated with the Progressive movement had clear antecedents during the earlier period, and developments associated with the Gilded Age persisted into the later period.

	4 In constructing the composite summary curves in Figure 1.1 and similar summary curves in later chapters, in each case we have used two independent methods of longitudinal factor analysis, the dyad ratio algorithm method of James Stimson and the Expectation-Maximization method of James Stock and M. W. Watson. For the Stock-Watson method, see James H. Stock and Mark W. Watson, “Dynamic Factor Model,” in The Oxford Handbook of Economic Forecasting, eds. Michael P. Clements and David F. Hendry (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), and James H. Stock and Mark W. Watson, “Dynamic Factor Models, Factor-Augmented Vector Autoregressions, and Structural Vector Autoregressions in Macroeconomics,” in Handbook of Macroeconomics, vol. 2 (Amsterdam: Elsevier, 2016), 415–525. For the Stimson approach, see James A. Stimson, “The Dyad Ratios Algorithm for Estimating Latent Public Opinion: Estimation, Testing, and Comparison to Other Approaches,” Bulletin de Méthodologie Sociologique 137–38, no. 1 (2018): 201–8, doi:10.1177/0759106318761614; unpublished instructional guide available at: http://stimson.web.unc.edu/software/. For an extended example of the use of the Stimson method, see James A. Stimson, Public Opinion in America: Moods, Cycles, and Swings, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 2019).
The Stock-Watson method is more familiar to econometricians, while the Stimson method is more familiar to political scientists. The Stimson method is better able to deal with missing data (e.g., years for which no measure of split ticket voting is available, because those years had no presidential election), so for calculating the factor scores used throughout the book, we have relied on the Stimson method. However, with our data the two quite different approaches yield essentially the same result in terms of a single dominant factor on which the various measures load very highly.

The curves in Figure 1.1 reflect four separate Stimson-type factor analyses of the key variables used, respectively, in Chapters 2, 3, 4, and 5 on economics, politics, society, and culture. The temporal coverage of each curve varies slightly depending on the timespan of the underlying data; we only included years for which we had nonmissing data for a substantial fraction of the underlying component variables. The summary curve in Figure 1.2 is based on a separate Stimson-type factor analysis that combines all available variables from all four domains. The data points represent standardized factor scores, which can be compared both across the years for a given curve and across the curves for a given year, but do not have a readily interpretable numerical meaning (like percentages or dollars).

We are deeply grateful to Guy D. Whitten, Paul Kellstedt, Janica Magat, and Flavio Souza of Texas A&M University for their invaluable help with this part of the project, though none of them is responsible for the way we have presented and interpreted the results of their work.


	5 One exception is Peter Turchin, Ages of Discord: A Structural-Demographic Analysis of American History (Chaplin, CT: Beresta Books, 2016).

	6 “Bush Hits New Low as ‘Wrong Track’ Rises,” (ABC News, May 12, 2008), http://abcnews.go.com/images/PollingUnit/1064a1Bush-Track.pdf; http://www.pollingreport.com/right.htm. https://www.thedailybeast.com/weve-been-on-the-wrong-track-since-1972.

	7 Kim Parker, Rich Morin, and Juliana Menasce Horowitz, “Looking to the Future, Public Sees an America in Decline on Many Fronts,” (Pew Research Center, March 21, 2019), https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2019/03/21/public-sees-an-america-in-decline-on-many-fronts/.

	8 “Stress in America: The State of Our Nation” (American Psychological Association, November 1, 2017), https://www.apa.org/news/press/releases/stress/2017/state-nation.pdf.

	9 “OK Boomer” is a meme that spread rapidly across the internet in 2019, gaining popularity among younger cohorts as a way to mock attitudes stereotypically attributed to the baby boomer generation. See Karen Heller, “It Was the Year of ‘OK Boomer,’ and the Generations Were at Each Other’s Throats,” The Washington Post, December 24, 2019, https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/it-was-the-year-of-ok-boomer-and-the-generations-were-at-each-others-throats/2019/12/24/a2c2b586-1792-11ea-8406-df3c54b3253e_story.html.

	10 Rebecca Edwards, New Spirits: Americans in the Gilded Age, 1865–1905 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 242.

	11 Alfred North Whitehead, The Concept of Nature: Tarner Lectures Delivered in Trinity College, November, 1919, Tarner Lectures 1919 (Cambridge: University Press, 1920), 143.

	12 The scholarly literature on the Progressive Era is broad and deep. For a sampling of the rich accounts of this period in United States history, see Lewis L. Gould, America in the Progressive Era, 1890–1914, Seminar Studies in History (Harlow, UK: Longman, 2001); Nell Irvin Painter, Standing at Armageddon: The United States, 1877–1919 (New York: W. W. Norton, 2008); Richard McCormick, “Public Life in Industrial America,” in The New American History (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1997); John Chambers and Vincent Carosso, The Tyranny of Change: America in the Progressive Era, 1900–1917 (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1980); Richard Hofstadter, The Age of Reform: From Bryan to F.D.R, 1st ed. (New York: Vintage, 1955); Sean Dennis Cashman, America in the Gilded Age: From the Death of Lincoln to the Rise of Theodore Roosevelt, 3rd ed. (New York: New York University Press, 1993); Steven J. Diner, A Very Different Age: Americans of the Progressive Era (New York: Hill & Wang, 1998); Samuel P. Hays, The Response to Industrialism, 1885–1914, 2nd ed., The Chicago History of American Civilization (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995); Robert H. Wiebe, The Search for Order, 1877–1920, 1st ed. (New York: Hill & Wang, 1966); Paul Boyer, Urban Masses and Moral Order in America, 1820–1920 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992); Edwards, New Spirits; Benjamin Parke De Witt, The Progressive Movement: A Non-Partisan Comprehensive Discussion of Current Tendencies in American Politics (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 2013); Elizabeth Sanders, Roots of Reform: Farmers, Workers, and the American State, 1877–1917, American Politics and Political Economy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999); Allen Freeman Davis, Spearheads for Reform: The Social Settlements and the Progressive Movement, 1890–1914 (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1984); Michael E. McGerr, A Fierce Discontent: The Rise and Fall of the Progressive Movement in America, 1870–1920 (New York: Free Press, 2003).



CHAPTER 2: ECONOMICS: THE RISE AND FALL OF EQUALITY


	1 Steven Pinker, Enlightenment Now: The Case for Reason, Science, Humanism, and Progress (New York: Viking, 2018). The standard (and more nuanced) account of American technological change and economic progress is Robert J. Gordon, The Rise and Fall of American Growth: The U. S. Standard of Living Since the Civil War (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016).

	2 Charles I. Jones, “The Facts of Economic Growth,” in Handbook of Macroeconomics, eds. John B. Taylor and Harald Uhlig, vol. 2A (Amsterdam: Elsevier, 2016), 3–69. Data from 1929 to the present come from NIPA Table 7.1, Line 10. Data from 1870 to 1928 come from Madison project database using the rgdpnapc variable for US per capita GDP. Madison benchmarks with 2011 dollars converted to 2009 values. See also Louis Johnston and Samuel H. Williamson, “What Was the U.S. GDP Then?,” accessed November 25, 2019, https://www.measuringworth.com/datasets/usgdp/.

	3 Jones, “Facts of Economic Growth.”

	4 Nicholas Kaldor, “Capital Accumulation and Economic Growth,” in The Theory of Capital, ed. Douglas Hague (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 1961), 177–222, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-349-08452-4_10. Kaldor wrote, “I suggest the following ‘stylized facts’ as a starting-point for the construction of theoretical models: The continued growth in the aggregate volume of production and in the productivity of labour at a steady trend rate; no recorded tendency for a falling rate of growth of productivity.”

	5 Angus Deaton, The Great Escape: Health, Wealth, and the Origins of Inequality (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2013) and Robert J. Gordon, The Rise and Fall of American Growth have offered abundant evidence for the post-1970 falloff in the long-term annual growth rate.

	6 Maria Cecilia P. Moura, Steven J. Smith, and David B. Belzer, “120 Years of U.S. Residential Housing Stock and Floor Space,” August 11, 2015, PLOS ONE 10.1371/journal.pone.0134135; Stanley Lebergott, The American Economy: Income, Wealth and Want (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2015); Sue Bowden and Avner Offer, “Household Appliances and the Use of Time: The United States and Britain Since the 1920s,” Economic History Review 47, no. 4 (1994): 725–48.

	7 Transportation Energy Data Book, Edition 36, Office of Energy Efficiency and Renewable Energy, U.S. Department of Energy, Table 3.6, https://cta.ornl.gov/data/chapter3.shtml. Given problems of pollution, global warming, and commuting, not everyone would count the proliferation of automobiles as a plus, but Americans seem to prize them as a symbol of material progress.

	8 See Derek Thompson, “The 100-Year March of Technology in 1 Graph,” The Atlantic, April 7, 2012, https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2012/04/the-100-year-march-of-technology-in-1-graph/255573/.

	9 The relevant literature on this topic is massive. Three useful overviews are David M. Cutler and Grant Miller, “The Role of Public Health Improvements in Health Advances: The Twentieth-Century United States,” Demography 42, no. 1 (February 2005): 1–22; “Mortality in the United States: Past, Present, and Future,” Penn Wharton Budget Model, June 27, 2016, https://budgetmodel.wharton.upenn.edu/issues/2016/1/25/mortality-in-the-united-states-past-present-and-future; and Maryaline Catillon, David Cutler, and Thomas Getzen, “Two Hundred Years of Health and Medical Care: The Importance of Medical Care for Life Expectancy Gains,” Working Paper 25330 (National Bureau of Economic Research, December 2018), https://doi.org/10.3386/w25330.

	10 S. H. Woolf, and H. Schoomaker, “Life Expectancy and Mortality Rates in the United States, 1959–2017,” JAMA 322, no. 20 (2019): 1996–2016. Doi:https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.2019.16932; Gina Kolata and Sabrina Tavernise, “It’s Not Just Poor White People Driving a Decline in Life Expectancy,” New York Times, November 26, 2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2019/11/26/health/life-expectancy-rate-usa.html; Olga Khazan, “Poor Americans Really Are in Despair,” The Atlantic, June 19, 2018, https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2018/06/poor-americans-really-are-in-despair/563105/.

	11 For data on suicide increases, see Holly Hedegaard, Sally C. Curtin, and Margaret Warner, “Suicide Mortality in the United States, 1999–2017” (Hyattsville, MD: National Center for Health Statistics, 2018), https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/products/databriefs/db330.htm. On drug overdose deaths, see Holly Hedegaard, Margaret Warner, and Arialdi M. Miniño, “Drug Overdose Deaths in the United States, 1999–2016” (Hyattsville, MD: National Center for Health Statistics, 2017), https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/products/databriefs/db294.htm. Information on mortality due to cirrhosis comes from Elliot B. Tapper and Neehar D. Parikh, “Mortality Due to Cirrhosis and Liver Cancer in the United States, 1999–2016: Observational Study,” BMJ, July 18, 2018, k2817, https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.k2817.

	12 Anne Case and Angus Deaton, Deaths of Despair and the Future of Capitalism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2020).

	13 Julia Haskins, “Suicide, Opioids Tied to Ongoing Fall in US Life Expectancy: Third Year of Drop,” The Nation’s Health, vol. 49 (March 2019): 1-10.

	14 Noreen Goldman, Dana A. Glei, and Maxine Weinstein, “Declining Mental Health Among Disadvantaged Americans,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 115, no. 28 (July 10, 2018): 7290–95, https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1722023115. Although the “deaths of despair” narrative largely focuses on poor, middle-aged whites without college degrees, suicide among all racial and ethnic groups and for men and women has gone up since 1999. The CDC report on the rural-urban differences in drug overdose rate demonstrates how opioids such as oxycodone are abused at higher rates in rural counties, although synthetic opioids, such as fentanyl, cause more deaths in urban counties. See Holly Hedegaard, Arialdi M. Miniño, and Margaret Warner, “Urban–Rural Differences in Drug Overdose Death Rates, by Sex, Age, and Type of Drugs Involved, 2017,” NCHS Data Brief No. 345, August 2019 (Hyattsville, MD: National Center for Health Statistics, 2019), https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/products/databriefs/db345.htm.

	15 Mark Strauss, “Four-in-Ten Americans Credit Technology with Improving Life Most in the Past 50 Years,” Fact Tank—News in the Numbers (blog), October 12, 2017, https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/10/12/four-in-ten-americans-credit-technology-with-improving-life-most-in-the-past-50-years/.

	16 Before Emancipation very few blacks had any formal schooling. Under Reconstruction enrollment rates among black children quickly rose to about one third, but by 1900, two decades after the end of Reconstruction, that figure remained unchanged. Robert A. Margo, Race and Schooling the South: 1880–1950: An Economic History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990).

	17 In the short run the rapid expansion of high schools widened the racial gap, since high schools serving blacks, especially in the South, were slower to develop. On the growth of high schools, see Claudia Goldin, “America’s Graduation from High School: The Evolution and Spread of Secondary Schooling in the Twentieth Century,” The Journal of Economic History 58, no. 2 (June 1998): 345–74, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022050700020544. We discuss the high school movement at greater length in the concluding chapter.

	18 The literature on the high school revolution and its effects is vast, but the key work is Claudia Goldin and Lawrence F. Katz, The Race Between Education and Technology (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2008). For a useful overview of statistical evidence of long-term educational change, see also Claudia Goldin, “Education,” in chapter Bc, ed. Susan B. Carter et al., Historical Statistics of the United States, Earliest Times to the Present: Millennial Edition, ed. Susan B. Carter et al. (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006), https://doi.org/10.1017/ISBN-9780511132971.Bc.ESS.01.

	19 Historical Statistics of the United States, Millennial Edition Bc258-264, http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/ISBN-9780511132971; Trends in High School Dropout and Completion Rates in the United States: 2014 (National Center for Educational Statistics, US Department of Education, 2018), https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2018/2018117.pdf; James J. Heckman and Paul A. LaFontaine, “The American High School Graduation Rate: Trends and Levels,” Review of Economics and Statistics 92, no. 2 (May 2010): 244–62, https://doi.org/10.1162/rest.2010.12366. Absolute school enrollment peaked in that decade, as the Baby Boomers passed through, but Figure 2.6 shows not absolute numbers but rates, so the halt in the long rise in high school graduation rate cannot be blamed on simple demographics. On the contrary, as the raw numbers of students declined, one might have expected the rate to increase, in order to fill all those newly empty classrooms.

	20 The reasons behind this recent uptick are not established. See Richard J Murnane, “U.S. High School Graduation Rates: Patterns and Explanations,” Journal of Economic Literature 51, no. 2 (June 2013): 370–422, https://doi.org/10.1257/jel.51.2.370, and Mark Dynarski, “What We Don’t Know About High Schools Can Hurt Us” (Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution, May 18, 2017), https://www.brookings.edu/research/what-we-dont-know-about-high-schools-can-hurt-us/ and the sources cited there.

	21 The “pause” in educational gains in the 1980s and 1990s has also been noted by Peter H. Lindert and Jeffrey G. Williamson, Unequal Gains: American Growth and Inequality Since 1700 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016), 213; 230–32, and Goldin and Katz, The Race Between Education and Technology, though all those authors focus primarily on the “stock” of educated adults, whereas we focus here on the “flow” of graduates among young people, in order to pinpoint more precisely when the slowdown happened.

	22 Upon signing the GI Bill in 1944, President Roosevelt summarized the benefits as covering tuition up to $500 per school year and dispensing a monthly stipend. In 1945, tuition at the University of Pennsylvania cost $400 with a $20 “General Fee.” See also U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, “Education and Training,” About GI Bill: History and Timeline, November 21, 2013, https://www.benefits.va.gov/gibill/history.asp, and Mark Frazier Lloyd, “Tuition and Mandated Fees, Room and Board, and Other Educational Costs at Penn, 1940–1949,” 2003, https://archives.upenn.edu/exhibits/penn-history/tuition/tuition-1940-1949.

	23 We discuss gender and racial differences in educational attainment in Chapters 6 and 7.

	24 In drafting this chapter, we have benefited from the important forthcoming work of Charles L. Ballard, “The Fall and Rise of Income Inequality in the United States: Economic Trends and Political-Economy Explanations,” in Inequality and Democracy in America, ed. Tobin Craig, Steven Kautz, and Arthur Melzer (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, forthcoming).

	25 Lindert and Williamson, Unequal Gains, see chaps. 6 and 7, esp. 173.

	26 The narrowing of the income gap between rich and poor during the first half of the twentieth century has been variously termed “Great Convergence,” “Great Leveling,” and “Great Compression.” We generally use the first label, but all three refer to the same phenomenon. This term was popularized by Timothy Noah, The Great Divergence: America’s Growing Inequality Crisis and What We Can Do About It (New York: Bloomsbury Press, 2017), and Paul R. Krugman, The Conscience of a Liberal (New York: W. W. Norton, 2007).

	27 Lindert and Williamson, Unequal Gains, esp. 194.

	28 Ibid., 196. See also Claudia Goldin and Lawrence F. Katz, “Decreasing (and Then Increasing) Inequality in America: A Tale of Two Half Centuries,” in The Causes and Consequences of Increasing Inequality, ed. Finis Welch (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001), 37–82.

	29 Figure 2.8, focused on the share of total income accruing to the top 1 percent of households, is based on the most recent and comprehensive accounting of income distribution (including capital income and nontaxable health and fringe benefits, as well as state and local taxes) over the last ten decades: Thomas Piketty, Emmanuel Saez, and Gabriel Zucman, “Distributional National Accounts: Methods and Estimates for the United States,” The Quarterly Journal of Economics 133, no. 2 (May 2018): 553–609, https://doi.org/10.1093/qje/qjx043. See this same source for discussion of the various methodological challenges in compiling these trends. The assumptions underlying this approach remain controversial among economists, but an alternative, more conventional approach yields similar long-term inverted U-curves. See Thomas Piketty and Emmanuel Saez, “Income Inequality in the United States, 1913–1998,” The Quarterly Journal of Economics 118, no. 1 (February 2003): 1–39, https://doi.org/10.1162/00335530360535135. For a recent independent review of multiple statistical approaches to historical trends in income inequality that confirms the basic inverted-U pattern shown in Figure 2.8, see Chad Stone et al., “A Guide to Statistics on Historical Trends in Income Inequality” (Washington, DC: Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, August 21, 2019). Generally speaking, conservative analysts argue that mainstream estimates of inequality are too high, but our focus here is not on the absolute level of inequality, but on the long-run trends, up and down, and the basic inverted U curve of income and wealth inequality is essentially accepted by experts of all partisan stripes.

	30 Lindert and Williamson, Unequal Gains, 194–95.

	31 Goldin and Katz, “Decreasing (and then Increasing) Inequality in America,” 37–82.

	32 For an authoritative account of long-run trends in wealth, see Edward N. Wolff, A Century of Wealth in America (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2017).

	33 Emmanuel Saez, “Income and Wealth Inequality: Evidence and Policy Implications,” Contemporary Economic Policy 35, no. 1 (2017), 8.

	34 Piketty, Saez, and Zucman, “Distributional National Accounts.” See also Emmanuel Saez and Gabriel Zucman, “Wealth Inequality in the United States Since 1913: Evidence from Capitalized Income Tax Data,” The Quarterly Journal of Economics 131, no. 2 (May 2016): 519–78, https://doi.org/10.1093/qje/qjw004.

	35 Using a slightly different time series, Edward N. Wolff shows that the distribution of wealth, as measured, for example, by the share held by the top 1 percent, rose significantly between 2013 and 2016. See Edward N. Wolff, “Household Wealth Trends in the United States, 1962 to 2016: Has Middle Class Wealth Recovered?,” Working Paper 24085 (National Bureau of Economic Research, November 2017), https://doi.org/10.3386/w24085.

	36 Saez, “Income and Wealth Inequality,” 13. Gabriel Zucman, “Global Wealth Inequality,” Annual Review of Economics 11, no. 1 (August 2, 2019): 109–38, https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-economics-080218-025852, demonstrates that the top 0.01 percent possess almost 10 percent of total wealth.

	37 Saez, “Income and Wealth Inequality,” 14–15; Chad Stone et al., “A Guide to Statistics.”

	38 Saez and Zucman, “Wealth Inequality in the United States Since 1913,” 523.
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