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Introduction


Until 2016, I’d spent virtually my entire life in a smallish southern Arizona military town about forty minutes from the U.S.-Mexico border. I started my academic journey at Cochise Community College in Sierra Vista, Arizona. I attended college off and on, working full time throughout, eventually earning a BA and an MA at my local land-grant university. However, I had a hard time finding good work in the town I grew up in. Ultimately, I ended up selling shoes at Dillard’s. I was great at it—one of the top salespeople in the store. However, I was passed over for management because I was viewed as overqualified and unlikely to stay, and so I left. In 2016, some thirteen years after graduating high school, I embarked on a PhD in sociology at Columbia University. My program offered a generous graduate stipend—more than I’d ever made doing full-time retail sales or management in Arizona. However, I was also supporting a family of four, and Manhattan is an expensive place to live. Consequently, I continued to work outside jobs while completing my PhD.

Politically, I grew up during the height of neoliberalism. The Cold War ended when I was relatively young. America presided over a unipolar global order, and everything from poverty to AIDS to war itself seemed like it could be solved by the right mix of free markets and technocratic know-how. At the time, Sierra Vista (and Arizona more broadly) skewed decisively “red.” However, having come of age in the aftermath of 9/11 and the War on Terror, I ended up going another direction. I cast my first presidential vote for John Kerry in 2004—and not begrudgingly. It’s humiliating to admit in retrospect, but I believed in John Kerry. At that time, I subscribed to what you might call the “banal liberal” understanding of who is responsible for various social evils: those damn Republicans! If only folks in places like podunk Arizona could be more like the enlightened denizens of New York, I thought, what a beautiful country this could be! What a beautiful world! I had already shed a lot of this in the years that followed—but the vestiges that remained got destroyed soon after I moved to the Upper West Side.

One of the first things that stood out to me is that there’s something like a racialized caste system here that everyone takes as natural. You have disposable servants who will clean your house, watch your kids, walk your dogs, deliver prepared meals to you. If you need things from the store, someone else can go shopping for you and drop the goods off at your place. People will show up outside your door to drive you wherever at the push of a button. It’s mostly minorities and immigrants from particular racial and ethnic backgrounds who fill these roles, while people from other racial and ethnic backgrounds are the ones being served. The former earn peanuts for their work, the latter are well off. And this is all basically taken for granted; it is assumed that this is the normal way society operates.

And yet, the way things are in places like New York City or Los Angeles—this is not how things are in many other parts of the country. For instance, in other American locales, the person buying a pair of shoes and the person selling them are likely to be the same race—white—and the socioeconomic gaps between the buyer and the seller are likely to be much smaller. Even the most sexist or bigoted rich white person in many other contexts wouldn’t be able to exploit women and minorities at the level the typical liberal professional in a city like Seattle, San Francisco, or Chicago does in their day-to-day lives. The infrastructure simply isn’t there. Instead, progressive bastions associated with the knowledge economy are the places with well-oiled machines for casually exploiting and discarding the vulnerable, desperate, and disadvantaged. And it’s largely Democratic-voting professionals who take advantage of them—even as they conspicuously lament inequality.

If relocating to New York put me on the path to this book, the aftermath of the 2016 election radically accelerated my journey. A few months after I arrived at Columbia University, Donald Trump won the presidency. I did not find this surprising at all. I’d spent most of the election cycle, beginning in the primaries, begging anyone who would listen to take Trump’s prospects seriously and respond accordingly.1 However, most of my peers in Manhattan went into election night confident that we were on the “right side of history,” and that the election would probably be a blowout. That is, of course, not what ended up happening. In the days that followed, many Columbia students claimed to be so traumatized by the electoral results that they couldn’t do their tests or homework. They needed time off, they insisted. There were a few things that were striking about these demands to me.

First, these are students at an Ivy League university—overwhelmingly people from wealthy backgrounds. And even if they didn’t come from wealth, they’re likely to leave well positioned. After all, Columbia is an elite school (i.e., a school designed to cultivate elites).2 And this is not a secret. Students choose to attend a school like Columbia instead of their local land-grant university precisely because they aspire to be more elite than most other college graduates (who, as we will see, themselves tend to be far better off than the rest of the population). People from less advantaged backgrounds routinely shed tears of joy when they get into schools like Columbia precisely because they know that they’ve just received a ticket to a different life. Many from privileged backgrounds respond just as emotionally because admission to a school like Columbia is a critical milestone in reproducing or enhancing their social position.

Hence, even in students’ own descriptions about what the impact of the election would be—the poor and vulnerable would be crushed underfoot while elites flourished more than ever—guess what? We’re the elites! Realistically speaking, we’re the type of people who stood to benefit from someone like Trump in these narratives. We certainly shouldn’t be thinking of ourselves as victims, or as the “little guy.” But there seemed to be strikingly little recognition of these realities on campus. Instead, many students seemed to view themselves as somehow uniquely vulnerable to Trump and his regime, as being especially threatened or harmed. They demanded all manner of accommodations for themselves in order to cope with Trump’s victory—and the university eagerly and uncritically obliged.

Meanwhile, there was this whole other constellation of people around the students who seemed to be literally invisible to them. The landscapers, the maintenance workers, the food preparation teams, the security guards. There was no major student movement on their behalf. And these were the people, according to the prevailing narratives, who stood to lose the most from Trump’s victory. While those attending classes at Columbia are overwhelmingly wealthy or upwardly mobile, these workers are generally from more humble backgrounds. They are disproportionately immigrants and minorities. Yet the students didn’t begin by demanding that those people receive a day off, nor by advocating for higher pay and better benefits or protections for those people. Instead, they were focused on themselves.

Nor were these ignored laborers—the people with the most at stake in this election (in the students’ own narratives)—saying they needed time off because they were too traumatized. They weren’t painting themselves as victims. Although the classrooms were full of tears in the days that followed, one never saw, say, the janitors making a scene, sobbing uncontrollably about politics as they scrubbed rich kids’ messes out of the toilets. They just showed up to work the next day and did their jobs. The juxtaposition was sobering.

And I want to be clear, I’m not picking on Columbia students here. When I left campus, walking around the Upper West Side, or other affluent parts of Manhattan, similar scenes were playing out. The winners of the prevailing order were out on the streets, walking around in a daze like a bomb went off, comforting each other and weeping for the disadvantaged, even as they were chauffeured around and waited on—even more than usual—because they were just too distraught to do anything themselves. And they were able to indulge themselves in this way, of course, because the people who were serving them showed up to work per usual.

New York City was hardly unique in this. Other symbolic economy hubs had similar scenes playing out.3 And the same drama that I observed at Columbia was unfolding at colleges and universities across the country.4 This is precisely what I found so troubling, so difficult to shake off: it wasn’t about my own school. It was about this broader disjuncture between symbolic economy elites’ narratives about the world and the realities on the ground.

These contradictions grew especially pronounced in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic and the unrest that followed George Floyd’s murder. Even as they casually discarded service workers en masse to fend for themselves—and increased their exploitation of those “essential” workers who remained (so that they could stay comfortably ensconced in their homes)—individuals and institutions associated with the symbolic economy aggressively sought to paint themselves as allies for the marginalized and disadvantaged. Billions were donated to groups like Black Lives Matter (BLM); antiracist literature shot to the top of best-seller charts; organizations assigned antibias training and appointed chief diversity officers at an extraordinary pace. Meanwhile, many inequalities continued to grow5—indeed, their growth accelerated through much of the pandemic.

Watching this unfold, I couldn’t help but be reminded of Jean Baudrillard’s argument that “the Gulf War did not take place.”6 Sure, there were bombings, there were soldiers—but to call it a “war” would be misleading. It was a spectacle. And behind that spectacle was a massacre. And when it was over, the status quo remained roughly intact (indeed, that was the purpose of the “war”—to protect the regional status quo). Seeing how events played out in 2020 convinced me that the so-called Great Awokening, likewise, did not take place. Indeed, we have never been woke.


Orwell’s Demon

On the Upper West Side of Manhattan, one of the most striking scenes that continued to replay itself throughout the summer of 2020 was that, on many Friday afternoons, demonstrators would gather in the medians on Broadway Boulevard holding up signs declaring “Black Lives Matter” and the like. Although there are plenty of Black people who live and work in the area, the people taking part in these demonstrations were overwhelmingly white—academics and professionals by the looks of them. They would shake their signs as cars drove by, and the cars would occasionally honk as if to signal agreement, and the demonstrators would cheer.

However, on several occasions I observed demonstrators engaging in this ritual literally right in front of—sharing the median with—homeless Black men who didn’t even have shoes. They were crowding the benches that homeless people were using, standing amid the bags that contained their few worldly possessions, in order to cheer on BLM. Meanwhile, the Black guys right in front of them seemed to be invisible. They were a piece of scenery akin to a bench—an obstruction the demonstrators had to work around, lest they fall over while waving their BLM signs at passing cars. In order to remove these obstructions, many from the same demographic as the protesters, perhaps including many of the protesters themselves, would ultimately band together to purge most of these homeless people from the Upper West Side.

During the height of the pandemic, many vacant hotels were converted into temporary housing in order to reduce COVID-19’s spread within New York City’s tightly packed homeless shelters. In an area that voted more than nine to one for Hillary Clinton in the 2016 general election, and that would do the same for Joe Biden in the months that followed, in the midst of a global pandemic, and contemporaneous with a racial justice movement that they wholeheartedly supported in principle, Upper West Side liberals rallied together to declare “Not in my backyard” to the unsheltered—and they successfully pushed the city to move the poor somewhere else.7 And by refusing to host homeless people in their own neighborhoods, Upper West Side liberals ended up pushing these populations into less affluent and less white communities. That is, in order to alleviate risks and inconveniences for themselves, they forced less advantaged people, who were already bearing the brunt of most other pandemic-related risks and disruptions, to also deal with any challenges related to hosting large numbers of unsheltered individuals in their communities. And they did all this while evoking social justice discourse—often pretending their primary concern was for homeless people themselves.8

Watching scenes like these unfold, I couldn’t help but wonder, “Who, exactly, are these street-corner BLM demonstrations for? What is the point of it?” After all, there is not really any plausible story in which getting random cars to honk at their signs would lift anyone out of poverty, save anyone from police violence, or get anyone released from prison. There didn’t seem to be any connection at all between the cause these demonstrators were claiming to support and the means through which they were choosing to “support” it. There was no relationship between the seriousness of the problems they claimed to be consumed with and the ways they went about advocating for those causes: giddily cheering on the street when people honked at their signs. I found this juxtaposition maddening—especially because contradictions like these seemed to be present virtually everywhere I looked. Once I started seeing them, I couldn’t not see them. They seemed to lurk over every scene I observed, every interaction I had, every institution I was engaged with, over my own plans and aspirations in life …

George Orwell once observed that “writing a book is a horrible, exhausting struggle, like a long bout with some painful illness. One would never undertake such a thing if one were not driven on by some demon whom one can neither resist nor understand.”9 As a result of the experiences I’ve just described and many other incidents like them, I became increasingly consumed, possessed even, by a handful of interrelated questions:


	Why is it that the people who benefit the most from what sociologists call systemic or institutionalized racism or sexism also happen to be the people most conspicuously concerned with “ideological” racism, sexism, and so on (i.e., people saying, thinking, feeling, believing the “wrong” things about gender, sexuality, race, and other “identity” issues)? How can elites whose lifestyles and livelihoods are oriented around the production, maintenance, and exploitation of inequality still view themselves as egalitarians?

	If the social justice discourse and the symbolic “justice-oriented” actions that contemporary elites gravitate toward seem to have little to do with tangibly addressing social problems—if they don’t seem to well reflect the will and interests of the people who are supposed to be “helped” by these gestures—what do these conspicuous displays actually accomplish? What functions do they serve? Who actually benefits from these behaviors and how?

	Insofar as social justice discourse is co-opted by elites to serve their interests, how, precisely, does social justice ideology come to serve these alternative functions? How aware are participants with respect to the dissonance between their lifestyles, their behaviors, and their professed beliefs? How do elites reconcile these tensions, to the extent that they perceive them at all?

	Why is it that the “winners” in the prevailing order seem so eager to paint themselves as helpless victims, as marginalized, as vulnerable, and as allies of the same? If it is a genuine disadvantage to be a woman, or a minority, or LGBTQ, or disabled, then why are elites so eager to identify themselves as these very things, or to publicly associate themselves with people who can—even to the point of bending the truth in order to accomplish these goals?

	What’s the deal with the so-called Great Awokening? There seems to have been a rapid and substantial change in norms and discourse, but is there really a “there” there? And if so, what caused it? Why did it happen when it did? Who was affected and how? Is this period of heightened vigilance around “social justice” issues just a phase? Or is it the new normal?



We Have Never Been Woke is my sociological attempt to answer these questions insofar as I am able, by exploring the historical and contemporary connections between social justice discourse, growing inequality, and the rise of a new elite tied to the symbolic economy.



Overview

This book is divided into six chapters. Chapter 1 begins by introducing readers to a constellation of elites I refer to as “symbolic capitalists.”

In sociological terms, a capitalist is not someone who simply favors capitalism, but rather someone who possesses financial resources (capital) that are used to acquire, exert control over, and extract profits from the means of (material) production. Drawing on Pierre Bourdieu, we can define a symbolic capitalist as someone who possesses a high level of symbolic capital and exerts control over, and extracts profits from, the means of symbolic (re)production. If that sounds a little hard to get your head around, don’t worry; we’ll do a lightning run through Bourdieu’s notion of symbolic capital in chapter 1. In the meantime, a less technical way of putting it is that symbolic capitalists are defined first and foremost by how they make a living: nonmanual work associated with the production and manipulation of data, rhetoric, social perceptions and relations, organizational structures and operations, art and entertainment, traditions and innovations, and so forth. Think academics, consultants, journalists, administrators, lawyers, people who work in finance and tech, and so on.

Chapter 1 will argue that what is often referred to as “wokeness” can be fruitfully understood as the ruling ideology of this increasingly dominant elite formation. The genuinely marginalized and disadvantaged in society are not the folks who tend to embrace and propagate these ideas and frameworks. Instead, highly educated and relatively affluent professionals associated with the symbolic economy are most likely to embrace (and enforce) these norms, dispositions, and discourses.

However, symbolic capitalists are not an ideological or political monolith. Many of us are sympathetic to “woke” narratives but do not fully embrace them. Others are explicitly opposed. Some symbolic capitalists (although not many) are even right wing. Chapter 1 will walk through some of these divisions around wokeness to help bring clarity to this highly contested term.

We’ll close with a brief exploration of how and why symbolic capitalists associate themselves so strongly with social justice beliefs and causes. As we’ll see, the symbolic professions have been legitimized from the outset by appeals to altruism and serving the greater good—especially the vulnerable, marginalized, and disadvantaged in society. This mode of legitimation has given rise to novel forms of status competition among symbolic capitalists.

Chapter 2 will explore how some of these struggles for power and status have played out during the Great Awokening(s). The chapter will synthesize many types of data to illustrate that, since 2010, there have indeed been rapid and dramatic shifts in symbolic capitalists’ discourse and expressed beliefs about social justice issues. There have been important changes in our political alignments and behaviors as well. Using these same types of data, however, we can see that the post-2010 Great Awokening is not particularly novel. It’s actually a case of something.

Since the rise of the symbolic professions, there have been three other Great Awokenings. By comparing and contrasting these episodes, we can gain leverage on questions like, Under what circumstances do these Awokenings come about? When and why do they tend to fade? What, if anything, do they tend to change? Does one Awokening inform the next, and if so, how? And so on. Moreover, because social justice discourse is rendered much more pronounced and salient during these periods, Great Awokenings also provide excellent opportunities to study if and how symbolic capitalists leverage social justice discourse in the service of their own ends—in the past and in the present.

However, one challenge in analyzing wokeness as a means of elite legitimation and competition is that most symbolic capitalists decline to see themselves as elites. Since the onset of the current Great Awokening, most discourse about “social elites” in symbolic capitalist spaces has instead conveniently focused on the top 1 percent of income earners. Chapter 3 will push readers to widen their analytic lens. The chapter will illustrate that, if we want to understand how almost anything happens in society today, symbolic capitalists have to be a core part of the story. Other elites—politicians, plutocrats, multinational corporations, and others—largely act with and through us to accomplish their goals. Symbolic capitalists are among the primary “winners” in the prevailing socioeconomic order. We are some of the main beneficiaries of the inequalities we condemn. Our lifestyles and our social positions are premised heavily on exploitation and exclusion—particularly with respect to women, minorities, and the economically vulnerable. We resent social elites, yet we are social elites.

Chapter 4, meanwhile, will provide a deep dive into how symbolic capitalists understand and engage in politics. Our socioeconomic position and unique cognitive profiles predispose us toward political preferences and modes of political engagement that are far out of step with most other Americans’. Consequently, as symbolic capitalists have grown increasingly influential, and as we’ve been increasingly consolidated into the Democratic Party, we have profoundly reshaped that party and the U.S. political landscape more broadly—albeit not in the ways we may like to imagine. By the end of the chapter, readers will have a good sense of why it is that symbolic capitalists’ approach to social justice focuses so intensely on symbols, rhetoric, and culture war issues instead of the “bread and butter” struggles that other Americans are most concerned about.

Chapter 5 will explore the moral culture of symbolic capitalists. Among contemporary symbolic economy professionals, it is not enough to merely present oneself as an advocate for the vulnerable and the downtrodden—many of us also try to present ourselves as literal embodiments or representatives of historically marginalized and disadvantaged groups. Chapter 5 will explore what’s going on here. It will show that, in presenting themselves as racial and ethnic minorities, gender and sexual minorities, neurodivergent, physically disabled, or allies of the same, contemporary elites are trying to harness a novel form of symbolic capital.

There is a widespread perception among symbolic capitalists that Americans who are cisgender, heterosexual, able-bodied, white, and male are responsible for most of the world’s problems. Those who belong to historically marginalized and disadvantaged groups, on the other hand, are viewed as particularly moral. They hold special epistemic authority on issues discursively associated with the groups they identify with. They are perceived as more interesting, and perhaps more innovative, than members of historically dominant groups. They are often eligible for special accommodations and opportunities that others covet. In order to lay claim to these benefits, symbolic capitalists have strong incentives to understand and describe themselves as victims, and to associate themselves, directly or indirectly, with minority identity groups. Many stretch the truth to portray themselves this way. Virtually always, these narratives ignore highly relevant but inconvenient realities—including and especially proponents’ class positions.

Chapter 6 will highlight some of the ways symbolic capitalists leverage wokeness to obscure unpalatable truths from themselves and others. The chapter will do a dive into the cognitive and behavioral science literatures to illustrate how our sincere commitments to antiracism, feminism, LGBTQ rights, and related causes can actually blind us to the role we play in the social order—including and especially as it relates to exploiting and perpetuating inequalities. It will explore how symbolic capitalists deploy social justice discourse to reinforce their own social position, delegitimize rivals, and deflect blame for social problems onto others.

However, before we dive into any of that, it may be prudent to lay out some of the core assumptions undergirding this text, and some of the literatures the book is in conversation with.



Minority Report

I began my academic career as a philosopher. Many people are drawn to philosophy after encountering work by some great thinker who heroically tackled huge questions and tried to wrestle them to the ground as best they could. These works tend to be thrilling and mind opening—ambitious in their scope and argumentation. But when you become an academic philosopher in the United States, you quickly discover that producing work like this is not something you are practically permitted to do. Your readings will focus narrowly on secular, analytic, Western (white) liberals. The work that gets published tends to be extremely narrow in its focus—for example, here’s my interpretation of Martha Nussbaum’s response to Joseph Raz’s critique of John Rawls’s Theory of Justice. I literally published a paper like that.10 It’s pretty good, as far as these things go. But it’s not the kind of work that anyone goes into philosophy to do, I suspect.

Sociology, my current field, is much the same. The discipline started with scholars asking huge questions and producing works that were truly epic in their ambitions (if deeply flawed in some of their assumptions and generalizations). The works themselves were adventurous, with scholars actively building the methodological and theoretical boats they were simultaneously trying to sail in. Today, most work published in the discipline is far narrower in scope, modest in its ambitions, and “safe” in its arguments. Here, too, it’s difficult to publish the kind of work that helped establish the field. There are many good reasons for this and some not-so-good reasons. In any case, for my own first book, I decided to go bold. I set out to write the type of text I would love to read. The type of book that might get others excited about sociology and its potential to explain the world around us. For less specialized readers who are eager to get started on that journey, feel free to skip to the beginning of Chapter 1. What follows is a little bit of “inside baseball” to help situate this text for academic audiences.

My education, teaching, and collaborations cut across a range of fields: philosophy, sociology, political science, communications, psychology, journalism. This book draws on research from all these fields and is designed to be accessible and compelling to nonspecialists too. The upside of this ecumenicism is that the book should be relevant and generative for scholars across a range of disciplines. The downside, however, is that it may be difficult for some readers to “place” this work—to figure out what its intended contribution is, and to which scholarly fields. So let me say a little about this at the top.

Methodologically and theoretically, this work draws heavily from an interdisciplinary tradition called science, knowledge, and technology (SKAT). Work in this field tends to be very “meta.” SKAT scholars think about cognition, talk about discourse, conduct research on the process of research, analyze others’ analyses, theorize about theory, and so on and so forth. The emphasis is less on producing novel empirical studies than on reporting on, contextualizing, synthesizing, and criticizing other research from disparate fields. This integrative work often helps us advance our knowledge (and understand the state of our knowledge) much more powerfully than one-off empirical studies.

This book, to be clear, will include lots of original empirical research. It will also bring together academic scholarship from a wide range of fields, research produced by think tanks, and occasionally, primary reporting by journalists. Putting together this mosaic should allow us to see something new and important that we would not have been able to perceive by examining any of the components in isolation.11 And seeing the world in terms of this big picture can, in turn, change how people subsequently understand and utilize the research drawn on here, or any new pieces of scholarship that others produce that might help us expand the picture further.

Within my home discipline of sociology, this book is most tightly connected to work on the sociology of elites. Most social research attempts to understand and address social problems by focusing on people at the “bottom” of social hierarchies. Sociologists of elites instead turn the scholarly gaze toward people at the top of the social order, studying their lifestyles, behaviors, expressed beliefs, and so on in a similar manner to how others study the poor, the marginalized, and the disadvantaged. This can be a powerful analytic move. However, as sociologist Shamus Khan has emphasized, research in the field has been undermined by a set of persistent blind spots.12

Sociologists tend to focus on elites aligned with industries and political causes distant from our own, while the types of elites that we tend to favor, sympathize with, or receive patronage from are often exempted from similar scrutiny. Moreover, when scholars analyze elites, they focus almost exclusively on folks near the pinnacle of the wealth and earnings distribution. However, the sphere of Americans who can be sensibly discussed as “elites” is much larger than that. Hence, a huge swath of elites tends to be more or less “invisible” in the literature. Scholars also tend to discuss elites in homogeneous terms. Demographically, they are presumed to be whites and men. The growing diversity within elite circles is underanalyzed to the extent that it is acknowledged at all. Socioeconomically, elites are often treated as an undifferentiated mass. In reality, there are many different subsets of elites, each relying on different modes of legitimation and tied to very different institutions. There are many differences in values, priorities, and sources of wealth (and, thereby, material interests) within virtually any stratum of elites, giving rise to myriad forms of intraelite competition and conflict. These differences are too often flattened or ignored.

In defiance of these trends, this book widens the analytic lens considerably beyond the millionaires and the billionaires. However, it also focuses narrowly on a specific elite formation: symbolic capitalists. They have a particular history and occupy a special place in the socioeconomic order. They have modes of legitimation, institutional associations, and perceived interests that tend to diverge systematically from other elites. They have idiosyncratic tastes and preferences relative to other elites and congregate in very particular places. And so, rather than just labeling symbolic capitalists “elites” and then talking about elites in generic terms, this book will go into the weeds about symbolic capitalists in particular.

Another core aspiration of this book is to analyze the political economy of the knowledge economy. That is, the text will help readers better understand the political affiliations and ideological commitments of symbolic capitalists, and how these relate to their personal financial prospects and to the evolving position of symbolic capitalists writ large in the broader socioeconomic order—here building on a series of important works charting the growth of the symbolic professions and their influence over society.

The institutional clout of symbolic capitalists began to grow rapidly during the interwar period (that is, the years between World War I and World War II).13 Shortly after the outbreak of World War II in Europe, American political theorist James Burnham published a milestone book, The Managerial Revolution, analyzing the ascendence of this new elite formation. Somewhat to Burnham’s consternation,14 his book sparked a genre of important texts, many of which I’ll cite in the pages that follow, charting shifts in the global economy and how they relate to the growing cultural, economic, and political power of professionals who traffic in ideas, symbols, and information. Many early works in this literature adopted a critical take on the rise of these elites, their changing role in society, and the ways symbolic capitalists were, in turn, changing society writ large. Later works in the genre have been more sympathetic or even valorizing. Across the board, these books have been written nearly unanimously by white scholars, overwhelmingly white men.15 We Have Never Been Woke is the first major work in this genre, analyzing the symbolic economy writ large, written by an African American.16 And in terms of the influences drawn on, the dimensions of social behavior this book will focus on, and so on, it’s a very different book from the texts that preceded it.

As an example, few works in this tradition or adjacent literatures attend much to what could be called “identity” issues. Conversations about “elite overproduction,” for instance, generally undertheorize the gendered nature of this phenomenon. In previous eras, the elites being overproduced were men. Now, they’re largely women. This is a highly consequential change that has important implications for how unrest tied to elite overproduction plays out. Likewise, conversations about “brain drain” rarely delve into the gender dynamics at play. Yet it is disproportionately and increasingly women being pulled out of communities around the country and consolidated into knowledge economy hubs (while growing numbers of men are floundering)—generating important consequences for both the communities that highly educated workers are flocking to and the areas they are leaving behind. Although more critical works in the knowledge economy genre have flagged how symbolic capitalists are among the primary “winners” in the prevailing order, few have analyzed the specific ways we profit from and perpetuate gendered or racialized inequalities in particular. Even less attention has been paid in this literature to analyzing how symbolic capitalists leverage social justice discourse in the service of their power struggles, or the extent to which changes in social justice discourse and activism relate to changes in the socioeconomic position of symbolic capitalists. This text will help fill in many of those blanks. In the process, we’ll unsettle popular approaches to “identity” as well.

This book takes part in a tradition of Black critique—running from W.E.B. Du Bois through the present—highlighting how liberals exploit social justice advocacy to make themselves feel good, but ultimately offer up little more than symbolic gestures and platitudes to redress the material harms they decry (and often exacerbate). Up to now, this corpus of social analysis has been largely disconnected from research on the sociology of elites, the rise of the knowledge economy, or science, knowledge, and technology studies. Moreover, its critiques of symbolic politics have generally been nonreflexive: white liberals are subject to intense scrutiny while nonwhites of any persuasion are largely excluded from analysis. For our purposes, this is a problem because an ever-growing share of contemporary symbolic capitalists identify as something other than cisgender heterosexual able-bodied neurotypical white men. And symbolic capitalists are constantly inventing new forms of marginalization and novel ways to lay claim to existing minoritized identities. Consequently, to the extent that elites who identify with some historically marginalized or disadvantaged group are exempted from critique, we will be left with an increasingly impoverished understanding of whom the social order serves and how inequalities reproduce themselves over time. Practically speaking, the only way to get around this problem is to eliminate the exemptions entirely.



Analytic (In)equality

A core objective of this book is to explore contemporary inequality. It may be worth saying a few words at the top about how “inequality” is understood here. Racialized, gendered, and socioeconomic inequalities are often discussed as outcomes. For instance, the Black-white wage gap is viewed as an outcome of some other set of factors. However, as sociologist Andrew Abbott argued, inequality is perhaps best understood as a process—one sustained largely as a result of how systems and institutions are structured and reproduced, and the ways in which people act or interact within them across time.17 Systemic racism, for instance, is not a product (outcome) of people holding the “wrong” beliefs or feelings. It is a function of ongoing behavioral patterns and (unjust) allocations of resources and opportunities that systematically advantage some, and disadvantage others, within particular contexts. It is not “caused” by the past so much as it is actively maintained in the present. It persists because it is enacted moment to moment, situation to situation, today.

In equally processual terms, Karen and Barbara Fields defined “racism” as the action of applying a social, civic, or legal double standard based on someone’s (perceived) ancestry.18 This is roughly the definition that we will adopt here. Mutatis mutandis, many other forms of discrimination will be similarly understood. However, it is critical to note that the Fields’ definition of racism was not focused on the application of double standards that specifically favor the historically dominant group. Instead, any racialized double standard is “racist” on their definition, irrespective of its intent or purported beneficiaries.

Consider the myriad cases where policies and initiatives intended to benefit historically marginalized and disadvantaged groups end up primarily serving elites from those groups, while the people from the target populations who actually need help end up benefiting far less, if at all. Here one might think that perhaps we could tweak those programs to better assist those from the target group who are poor, vulnerable, and genuinely disadvantaged, while excluding those who are already relatively well off. But of course, if the main goal is to help those who are in need, it isn’t clear why a factor like race would be used as a criterion at all. Insofar as people from the target group are disproportionately disadvantaged, helping people who are disadvantaged would disproportionately improve prospects for the target group. However, to extend benefits specifically on the basis of race would be tantamount to denying aid to many desperate and vulnerable people on the basis of their race (i.e., because they are not a member of the target minority group); this does not exactly seem like “social justice.”

As Karen and Barbara Fields put it, “Racial equality and racial justice are not figures of speech, they are public frauds, political acts with political consequences. Just as a half-truth is not a type of truth but a type of lie, so equality and justice, once modified by racial, become euphemisms for their opposites.”19 Political scientist Adolph Reed Jr. has likewise emphasized that “the proposition that desert on the basis of special injury should be the standard of eligibility for social benefits is … the opposite of the socialist principle that everyone in the society is entitled to a reasonable and secure standard of living, consistent with prevailing norms for a decent life.”20

In this text, efforts to avoid racialized, gendered, and other forms of double standards will be realized in the form of “analytical egalitarianism.”21 The behaviors of whites and racial and ethnic minorities, men and women, and LGBTQ and “cishet” (cisgender, heterosexual) Americans will be discussed in equivalent terms. This is a commitment that is perhaps more radical than it appears to be at first blush.

Often scholars and essayists analyze and discuss the behaviors of people from more and less “privileged” groups in asymmetrical ways. For instance, when racial and ethnic minorities demonstrate a preference to hire, promote, mentor, and otherwise do business with coethnics, this is frequently analyzed in terms of in-group solidarity or building and leveraging social capital, and these behaviors are lauded. When whites engage in the exact same behaviors, they tend to be analyzed in a completely different way—almost exclusively through the lenses of racism and discrimination—and those who engage in such behaviors are pathologized and denounced. Similar tendencies hold for interpreting the behaviors of men as compared with women, LGBTQ versus “straight” actors, and so on: behaviors that are condemned when carried out by the “dominant” group are interpreted differently, and often praised, when carried out by “others.” Indeed, even when harmful behaviors by other actors are recognized and condemned, responsibility is often still laid at the feet of the historically dominant group. For instance, hate crimes committed by African Americans are regularly attributed to white supremacy; women’s abuse and exploitation of other women (or men) is blamed on the patriarchy. As I’ve discussed elsewhere at length,22 while these tendencies may be well intentioned, they are also profoundly condescending—and the tortured explanations they produce tend to obscure far more than they elucidate about why certain phenomena occur, or how social orders persist, and who they serve (or don’t).

Critical discussions of “elites” likewise tend to focus primarily on whites and men, especially those who are cisgender and heterosexual. Elites from other groups are often passed over in silence or are explicitly exempted from critique (and even celebrated!). People railing against the “1 percent,” for instance, tend to be focused on Jeff Bezos and Elon Musk, not Oprah Winfrey or Jay Z (who are also billionaires). That will not be the case here. Behaviors, lifestyles, and relationships that are exploitative, condescending, or exclusionary do not somehow become morally noble or neutral when performed by members of historically marginalized or disadvantaged groups. Indeed, it is primarily others from these same populations who end up on the receiving end of these elite predations. But it deserves to be emphasized that it would not somehow be “better” if the people condescended to, exploited, and excluded were whites, men, or cisgender heterosexuals instead. The problem is not that the “wrong” people are being preyed on; it’s the preying on per se.

In “the Discourse,” people often seem less concerned about poverty as such, or exploitation as such, than with the fact that poverty or exploitation disproportionately affects people they strongly sympathize with, to the perceived benefit of those they do not sympathize with. That is, people don’t seem to be concerned with suffering so much as they hate that the “wrong” people are suffering. This book will spend significant time highlighting the plight of women, ethnic and racial minorities, and LGBTQ Americans within the symbolic economy. This is not because the suffering of people from these groups matters more than the suffering of those who are white, men, cisgender, or heterosexual. Rather, the goal is to sharpen the contradiction between symbolic capitalists’ expressed positions with respect to feminism, antiracism, and LGBTQ rights and how they behave “in the world.”

For now, the key point is that elites who are women, men, nonbinary, cisgender, trans, straight, queer, white, minorities, newly affluent or born so—insofar as they occupy similar positions in similar institutions and live similar lifestyles, engage in similar behaviors, and reside in similar places—will be discussed in the same way. Indeed, as Adolph Reed Jr. explained, elites from historically marginalized and disadvantaged groups do not just share similar material interests and lifestyles with their peers from historically dominant groups, they tend to share similar worldviews as well: “As black and white elites increasingly go through the same schools, live in the same neighborhoods, operate as peers in integrated workplaces, share and interact in the same social spaces and consumption practices and preferences, they increasingly share another common sense not only about frameworks of public policy but also about the proper order of things in general.”23

As a function of this convergence, the expressed will and interests of elites from historically marginalized and disadvantaged groups are often significantly and demonstrably out of step with most others’ in the populations they purport to represent. Nonetheless, said elites often portray advancing their own interests as somehow being a “win” for the groups they identify with writ large. As philosopher Olufemi Taiwo points out, these “gains,” while comforting to imagine, rarely translate into meaningful uplift for others in the “real world”:


One might think questions of justice ought to be primarily concerned with fixing disparities around health care, working conditions, and basic material and interpersonal security. Yet conversations about justice have come to be shaped by people who have ever more specific practical advice about fixing the distribution of attention and conversational power.… Elites from marginalized groups can benefit from this arrangement in ways that are compatible with social progress. But treating group elites’ interests as necessarily or even presumptively aligned with full group interests involves a political naiveté we cannot afford. Such treatment of elite interests functions as a racial Reaganomics: a strategy reliant on fantasies about the exchange rate between the attention economy and the material economy. Perhaps the lucky few who get jobs finding the most culturally authentic and cosmetically radical description of the continuing carnage are really winning one for the culture. Then, after we in the chattering class get the clout we deserve and secure the bag, its contents will eventually trickle down to the workers who clean up after our conferences, to slums of the Global South’s megacities, to its countryside. But probably not.24



Unfortunately, elites from historically dominant and historically marginalized groups share an interest in obscuring or ignoring this nonrepresentativeness. Insofar as they affirm their preferred narratives about the world, elites from majority groups have a strong interest in “consecrating” elites of other backgrounds as “authentic” voices for “their people.” Elites from historically underrepresented backgrounds have strong material and emotional incentives to understand themselves in this way as well. As a result of this overlap, as we will see, elites from historically marginalized and disadvantaged groups end up playing a pivotal role in legitimizing broader elite attempts to enrich themselves and undermine rivals in the name of social justice.

Consequently, while we will spend significant time in this text exploring how socioeconomic inequalities are reproduced, racialized, and gendered within institutions, we will not spend much time singling out whites, men, cisgender heterosexuals, the able-bodied, and others for unique condemnation. Being an elite from a minority population doesn’t negate the fact that one is an elite. Identifying with a historically disadvantaged or marginalized group neither entails nor should be held to imply that one is personally marginalized or disadvantaged—especially not in conversations about elites. Elites are, definitionally, better off than most.

By virtue of their social position, elites tend to benefit significantly more than others from inequalities, and actively reinforce and perpetuate those inequalities in order to preserve or enhance their elite status. Nonetheless, elites who hail from historically underrepresented populations often conspicuously denounce those same inequalities, attempt to exempt themselves from responsibility for social problems, and try to deflect blame onto others. Of course, this is precisely what elites from historically dominant groups do as well. It’s one more thing they share in common. Indeed, it’s something they collaborate on, as we will see.



Coda: We Have Never Been Woke

As symbolic capitalists have grown in power and influence, we have dramatically reshaped the symbolic landscapes of the institutions and societies we preside over. Many of these changes have been unambiguously positive. Overt and casual sadism against members of historically marginalized and disadvantaged groups is less common and less tolerated. There is increased awareness of the potential for unjust bias and discrimination even when people do not harbor ill will against members of minority populations. There is greater representation of nonwhites, women, LGBTQ people, and people with mental illnesses and physical disabilities in virtually all cultural domains. There is greater recognition and accommodation of the unique challenges faced by members of these populations. As the work of Michele Lamont has powerfully illustrated,25 these changes matter. They have been transformational for how beneficiaries understand themselves and the ways they experience the institutions and societies they are embedded in. Myself included.

However, it hasn’t all been good news. Lamont’s work has also highlighted that, even as identity-based stigma and discrimination have steeply declined in recent decades, socioeconomic inequalities and segregation have increased just as dramatically.26 And as formal barriers preventing people from flourishing have been dismantled, there is a growing sense that those who are unsuccessful deserve their lot. There is diminished solidarity across lines of difference, and a reduced willingness to make redistributive investments that serve others instead of oneself or the groups that one personally identifies with.27 And, as we will see, most of the benefits from the symbolic shifts highlighted by Lamont have accrued to a fairly narrow band of elites who happen to identify with historically marginalized and disadvantaged groups. The most vulnerable, desperate, and impoverished in society have not been able to profit nearly as much. In many respects, their lives have been growing worse—including in the symbolic realm. Meanwhile, heightened demographic inclusion has been accompanied by a growing homogenization of identity, and increased parochialism against divergent perspectives (including and especially with respect to minority group members who reject institutionally dominant narratives on identity issues). Put another way, inclusion tends to be little more than skin deep at most symbolic economy institutions.

The problem, in short, is not that symbolic capitalists are too woke, but that we’ve never been woke. The problem is not that causes like feminism, antiracism, or LGBTQ rights are “bad.” The problem is that, in the name of these very causes, symbolic capitalists regularly engage in behaviors that exploit, perpetuate, exacerbate, reinforce, and mystify inequalities—often to the detriment of the very people we purport to champion. And our sincere commitment to social justice lends an unearned and unfortunate sense of morality to these endeavors. As Pierre Bourdieu put it:


The blindness of intellectuals to the social forces which rule the intellectual field, and therefore their practices, is what explains that, collectively, often under very radical airs, the intelligentsia almost always contribute to the perpetuation of dominant forces. I am aware that such a blunt statement is shocking because it goes against the image of themselves that intellectuals have fabricated: they like to think of themselves as liberators, as progressive … and it is true that they have often taken sides with the dominated … [albeit] much less often than they could have and especially much less than they likely believe.28



This belief in social justice advocacy is critical to underline. The pages that follow will illustrate a profound gulf between symbolic capitalists’ rhetoric about various social ills and their lifestyles and behaviors “in the world.” They will detail at length the ways symbolic capitalists often leverage social justice discourse in the pursuit of their own ends—often at the expense of the genuinely vulnerable, marginalized, and disadvantaged in society. Some readers may be inclined to interpret these behaviors as evidence that symbolic capitalists are being cynical when they align themselves with social justice causes. That may well be the case in some instances, but that is not the core argument of this book.

As Noam Chomsky explained, most people have a tough time consistently endorsing things they don’t believe in. To avoid this, most find pathways toward believing the things they say, even if they didn’t believe those things at the outset (and people generally try to avoid issues for which they cannot find a way to earnestly toe the preferred line). Indeed, the ability to bring one’s own expressed convictions into compliance with the dominant talking points is one of the key attributes many elite institutions seem to filter for:


It’s very hard to live with cognitive dissonance: only a real cynic can believe one thing and say another. So whether it’s a totalitarian system or a free system, the people who are most useful to the system of power are the ones who actually believe what they say, and they’re the ones who will typically make it through. So take Tom Wicker at the New York Times: when you talk to him about this kind of stuff, he gets very irate and says, “Nobody tells me what to write.” And that’s perfectly true, nobody tells him what to write—but if he didn’t already know what to write, he wouldn’t be a columnist for the New York Times.… You think the wrong thoughts, you’re just not in the system.29



We will discuss this idea in greater detail later on. For now, the key takeaway is that, generally speaking, symbolic capitalists likely believe the things they say. However, most of the time, these sincere beliefs don’t meaningfully translate into egalitarian behaviors, relationships, or states of affairs.

It’s not particularly revelatory to point out that symbolic capitalists are hypocrites. Everyone’s a hypocrite, almost by necessity. Moral principles tend to be austere, categorical, and unchanging while the world we navigate is full of ambiguity, uncertainty, complexity, contingency, and dynamism. All of us are born into circumstances that are not of our own making. As agents, we are fallible in our judgments and limited in our powers. Overcoming our personal limitations requires cooperation and compromise. As a result of these factors, our lives and societies are typically far out of sync with our aspirations. However, this is not to say that the gulf between our professed ideals and our actions doesn’t matter. On the contrary, the struggle to bring these realms into closer alignment is a core source of purpose and meaning in our lives. And more concretely, by virtue of the growing wealth and influence symbolic capitalists wield, the extent to which we do (or fail to) act in accordance with our egalitarian ideals is of significant practical importance to virtually everyone else in society—including and especially those who are genuinely vulnerable, marginalized, or disadvantaged.

Here the reader may be wondering, if the purpose of this book is not to condemn symbolic capitalists as hypocrites, insincere or cynical, then what do I mean with the declaration that “we have never been woke”?

In We Have Never Been Modern, Bruno Latour called for a “symmetrical anthropology,” insisting that social researchers study and discuss their own societies and cultures in the same way they analyze “primitive” or “premodern” ones.30 He then proceeded to illustrate the power of this approach by turning the analytical gaze toward modernity—demonstrating that the narratives “moderns” tell themselves about what makes them unique in fact obscure the nature of the “modern world,” making it difficult for its denizens to properly understand and effectively address contemporary social problems.

Just as Latour encouraged readers to turn the anthropological lens toward their own societies and cultures, and then proceeded to model this approach (as a “modern”) himself, We Have Never Been Woke is a work by a symbolic capitalist, about symbolic capitalists, primarily for symbolic capitalists—looking at our history, the social order we’ve created, and the ideologies used to justify that social order. It will demonstrate how symbolic capitalists’ preferred narratives about social problems often inhibit our ability to accurately understand and adequately address those problems. We will explore how actions undertaken in the name of social justice often exacerbate the inequalities we condemn, even as our ostensibly egalitarian commitments blind us to this reality.

In We Have Never Been Modern, Latour sought to collapse misleading distinctions between subjects and objects or culture and nature in order to perceive the more unified systems of action and meaning that we tend to be immersed in, in practice. This work will likewise seek to bridge the symbolic and material dimensions of conflict and inequality in order to better illuminate the stakes and the contours of contemporary social struggles.

Finally, in the same way that Latour encouraged the development of a symmetrical anthropology, this work seeks to encourage and model reflexivity—a social scientific principle stating that general theories should also apply to the theorists themselves, as well as the institutions they are embedded in, the actors and causes they support, and so on. For instance, if we want to understand systemic inequality, we must include academics, journalists, social justice activists, progressive politicians, dutiful bureaucrats, nonprofit workers, and others “in the model” alongside those whom symbolic capitalists are less sympathetic toward (such as Trump voters or the dreaded “1 percent”). By folding ourselves and our allies into the analytical picture in this way, we can get a much richer understanding of how social problems arise and persist, and what can be done about them.

The picture that emerges will be complicated and messy—it won’t be something that lends itself easily to stories about “good guys” and “bad guys.” Nor will it generate some kind of clear social or political program, concluding in a set of action steps or policy proposals. This text is not intended to provide people with clean answers, but rather to unsettle much of what is taken for granted. What to do about the problems and dynamics raised here … that is something we’re going to have to figure out together.







1
On Wokeness



Sociologist Pierre Bourdieu grew up in a peripheral region of France, the son of a postal worker and a homemaker. His origins led him to be dismissed and looked down on in many of his early encounters with elite institutions. These encounters inculcated a sense of alienation and resentment toward mainstream elites that persisted throughout Bourdieu’s life in spite of his later success. He emerged as a pugilistic public intellectual, and one of the most trenchant analysts of the ways that elites and elite aspirants jockeyed for status, influence, wealth, and power.1 His work exposed and cataloged the ways elites reproduced and justified their social position (and the inequalities entailed thereby)—often while claiming to be altruistic or pursuing the “greater good.” Bourdieu’s work plays an important role in shaping the arguments of this book. It will therefore be useful to highlight a few core elements of his thought to set the stage for what follows.

In his 1979 book Distinction, Bourdieu introduced the idea of symbolic capital.2 In contrast with more traditional resources associated with wealth, material assets, and so on, Bourdieu defined symbolic capital as the resources available to someone on the basis of honor, prestige, celebrity, consecration, and recognition. These symbolic aspects of social life are intimately bound up with power and wealth, or with material and political needs and aspirations. According to Bourdieu, the roles people are assigned to on the basis of their symbolic capital (or lack thereof) may actually be more important than more conventional economic forces in determining how power is arranged within a society. And regardless of how inequalities come about,3 it is primarily through symbolic capital that they are legitimized and maintained.

However, symbolic capital operates much more subtly than other forms of power and wealth. Indeed, when deployed effectively, neither the person wielding this capital nor the people it is exercised on will consciously recognize the power dynamics at play. Instead, interactions, relationships, and states of affairs will seem natural, necessary, inevitable, or in any case normal for all parties involved. Even those at the bottom of social hierarchies will often acquiesce or resign themselves to their own domination. As Bourdieu put it, “Symbolic power is that invisible power which can be exercised only with the complicity of those who do not want to know that they are subject to it or even that they themselves exercise it.”4

In his initial formulation, Bourdieu highlighted three forms of symbolic capital: cultural, academic, and political. Each of these, he argued, could be converted into the others under the right circumstances—and symbolic capital can also be converted into financial capital (indeed, this is precisely how intellectual or cultural elites “make a living”).5 Collectively, these different forms of symbolic capital serve as the basis for defining others as insiders or intruders, experts or amateurs, leaders or brutes, authentic or posers, geniuses or hacks, sincere or cynical, worthy or unworthy, and so forth. I will briefly walk through them here.

Political capital includes the trust, goodwill, relationships, and institutional authority that can be used to mobilize others in the service of particular goals. One’s formal title within an organizational hierarchy, one’s perceived credibility, reliability, efficacy, experience, and virtue—these are all resources that can be drawn on to convince others to throw their lot in with someone, to trust their vision, to run with their plan, to pursue their priorities.

Academic capital, on the other hand, is about getting others to defer to one’s judgment based on special knowledge, intellect, skill, or expertise. Academic capital is mainly derived from one’s credentials, degrees, formal training, and such. People most commonly demonstrate their academic capital by drawing attention to their book knowledge (for instance, name-checking scholars or academic texts or deploying academic concepts in communications), appealing to epistemic authority (“I have a PhD in x,” or “As an expert on y …”), or evoking their association with institutions or professions that are bound up with academic knowledge (e.g., professor, researcher, analyst, specialist, doctor, lawyer, consultant, or journalist).

Finally, cultural capital is about demonstrating oneself as interesting, cool, sophisticated, charismatic, charming, and so on. People reveal their cultural capital through how they talk, how they carry themselves, their dress, their manners, their tastes and expressed opinions—all of which provide strong cues as to one’s level of education, socioeconomic background, ideological and political alignments, place of origin, and so forth. Of these three main forms of symbolic capital, it is cultural capital that is the least accessible to nonelites. As Bourdieu emphasized, it is only those with “distance from necessity” who tend to have the luxury of cultivating the “long-lasting dispositions of mind and body” associated with high status.6

A core argument of this book is that wokeness has become key a source of cultural capital among contemporary elites—especially among symbolic capitalists. We will spend a lot of time discussing this elite formation in the pages that follow. However, here is a quick definition: symbolic capitalists are professionals who traffic in symbols and rhetoric, images and narratives, data and analysis, ideas and abstraction (as opposed to workers engaged in manual forms of labor tied to physical goods and services). For instance, people who work in fields like education, science, tech, finance, media law, consulting, administration, and public policy are overwhelmingly symbolic capitalists. If you’re reading this book, there’s a strong chance you’re a symbolic capitalist. I am, myself, a symbolic capitalist.

The idiosyncratic understandings of social justice and attendant dispositions and modes of engagement colloquially referred to as “being woke” are popular almost exclusively among people like us. Those who are genuinely vulnerable, marginalized, disadvantaged, or impoverished don’t think or talk in these ways. And that’s part of the point. Among symbolic capitalists, wokeness has come to serve as a sign that someone is of an elite background or is well educated. Through espousing woke beliefs, symbolic capitalists (and aspirants to the symbolic professions) demonstrate that they are the kind of people who “play ball”—they are aware of, and are willing and able to competently execute, the appropriate scripts for cultural and intellectual elites in response to various cues. That is, wokeness is increasingly a means of identifying who is part of “the club”—and it provides a basis for deeming those who are not part of the club unworthy of symbolic capital (i.e., people who fail to embrace elite conceptions of “social justice” are held to be undeserving of honor, fame, prestige, deference, etc.).

This statement, of course, raises a question: What does “wokeness” mean? It’s a great question. Let’s dive into it.


“Woke”

There was a time when the term “politically correct” was used largely unironically. The phrase has its origin in U.S. Communist circles in the 1930s. At the time, it was used both in a positive way, to denote someone who was genuinely committed to “the cause,” but also in a negative way, to refer to someone who was overly zealous, compliant, or dogmatic.7 The term “politically incorrect” was initially used in Black Power and New Left movements of the 1960s and 1970s to describe people who were out of step with the movement orthodoxy (“problematic” in today’s parlance). By the 1980s, the term was most deployed in feminist circles, folded into the sex wars of that era. One faction used “politically correct” somewhat literally to denote that their politics were correct. Their opponents associated political correctness with rigidity and closed-mindedness.8 Over the course of this decade, political correctness came to be associated with a certain approach to “culturally left” politics more broadly—hailed by advocates as a necessary evolution of the quest for social justice, and criticized by its detractors as being needlessly alienating and esoteric, and too focused on symbols over substance.9 At the time, these struggles were largely within the left.

By the 1990s, however, conservatives and their allies had turned “politically correct” into a catchall slur. The term became a way to disparage and deride leftist thought and, in particular, what conservatives perceived to be its excesses. To be “politically incorrect” took on an increasingly positive valence in the popular culture. Although many of the beliefs and aspirations associated with the unironic use of “political correctness” continued to resonate, by the mid-1990s, virtually no one would proudly identify themselves or their behaviors as “P.C.” anymore.10 It took a while before left-aligned activists clearly settled on a replacement term, but eventually they did: “woke.”

Much like the term it replaced, “woke” goes back a long way. In 1860, there emerged a movement of urban, Northern youth committed to abolishing slavery and ensuring workers’ rights who called themselves the Wide Awakes. In the parlance of the times, to be “Wide Awake” was to be alert to social injustice, and to be committed, militantly, to doing something about it.11 As former Republican candidate William Seward put it, “The reason we didn’t get an honest President in 1856 was because the old men of the last generation were not Wide-Awake, and the young men of this generation hadn’t got their eyes open. Now the old men are folding their arms and going to sleep, and the young men throughout the land are Wide Awake.”12 The initial usage of “Wide Awake,” then, was very similar to how the term “woke” eventually came to be used more than a century later.13 However, in the leadup to the Civil War, many Wide Awake chapters evolved into actual militias—at which point the term “Wide Awake” took on a second meaning, evoking vigilance to threats against the Union.14

After the war, there are references going back to the early twentieth century of African Americans urging peers to “stay woke.” In this context, the phrase likewise evoked vigilance: to “stay woke” was to be alert to potential threats; to be wary around whites.15 The phrase remained a part of Black vernacular in the decades that followed and became increasingly connected to an awareness of social injustices and a commitment to rectifying them. For instance, one article in 1943 observed, “The Negro is coming to ‘have faith in organized labor as a force for social justice.’ … A Negro United Mine Workers official in West Virginia told me in 1940: ‘Let me tell you, buddy, waking up is a damn sight harder than going to sleep, but we’ll stay woke up longer.’ ”16 Drawing on the same metaphors, Martin Luther King Jr. delivered a 1959 talk at Morehouse College entitled “Remaining Awake through a Great Revolution.” A version of this speech would also end up serving as the final Sunday sermon he would give.17

With respect to popular culture, “woke” had a breakthrough moment in 1962, when the term was prominently featured in a New York Times editorial disparaging white attempts to appropriate Black vernacular … a column that may have had the ironic effect of leading more whites to use the word. In any case, the connections between being woke and social justice advocacy seem to have been well cemented by the 1970s. For instance, in the 1971 play Garvey Lives!, a character explains, “I been sleeping all my life. And now that Mr. Garvey done woke me up, I’m gon’ stay woke. And I’m gon help him wake up other black folk.”18 Leveraging the term in roughly the same way, a popular 2008 song by Erykah Badu included the refrain, “I stay woke”—and the exhortation to “stay woke” (#StayWoke) became a staple of the social upheavals that began around 2011.19

Reflecting this history, Google nGrams show an initial peak for the term “woke” in 1872 (“wide awake” peaked around the same time).20 Thereafter, there was a fairly consistent decline in use of the term through the early 1970s. However, there was a steady rise in usage from the mid-1970s through the mid-1990s. From 1996 through 2016, the increases became meteoric as “politically correct” became increasingly passé (and “woke” began to be used in its stead). The overall patterns strongly suggest that one phrase is replacing the other: “politically correct” and “political correctness” saw declines as usage of “woke” accelerated. As these two terms seem to serve similar discursive functions, it is likely that these trends were not independent of one another.

Since then, things have played out for “woke” much like they did for “political correctness”: within activist circles, the term increasingly gained two meanings. In its initial contemporary usage, the term was used to identify someone who was alert to social injustice and committed to resisting it. Gradually, however, others on the left began to use the term pejoratively to refer to peers who were self-righteous and non-self-aware. “Wokeness” came to be associated in these circles with empty symbolic gestures and ideological dogmatism. Eventually, the political Right seized on this intra-Left disagreement and began using “woke” as a catchall for anything associated with the Left that seemed ridiculous or repugnant.21 And this began to take the luster off the term.

Looking at Google nGrams, we see a decline in the use of “woke” from 2015 through 2017—and a rebound thereafter.22 This pattern likely reflects the term growing increasingly passé in left-aligned circles, with the subsequent uptick reflecting increased ironic and pejorative uses.23 An analysis of all mentions of “woke” or “wokeness” in major media outlets on the left and right from 2021 to 2022 found that the terms were overwhelmingly used in pejorative ways in right-wing media, and most mentions in left-aligned media seemed to be responding to GOP anti-woke campaigns.24 Reflective of these developments, a 2023 poll by USA Today and Ipsos found that although most Americans viewed the term “woke” positively in the abstract, a plurality of respondents said they would interpret it as an insult instead of a compliment if someone referred to them as “woke.”25

There is a sense, then, in which this book arrives at an awkward time in “the Discourse”: it is now becoming increasingly difficult for people to refer to themselves, their actions, or their behaviors as “woke” unironically (as happened with “politically correct” before)—but no clear successor term has emerged yet. Moreover, a growing number of empirical indicators suggest that the period of “Awokening” that began after 2010 seems to be winding down.26 And it is likely that when the next period of rapid normative and discursive change around identity issues eventually arises, the term “woke” will no longer be as central to these discussions.

Of course, the current ambivalence in the meaning, usage, and likely future of “wokeness” raises the question of what I mean by “woke” as used in this text. Let me start by marking what I do not intend: “woke” will not be used as a pejorative or a slur here. Beyond this, and perhaps to the consternation of some readers, I will decline to provide an analytical definition of the term.

As Ludwig Wittgenstein observed,27 it is difficult to define even a relatively simple word like “red” in a nontautological way, such that someone who had no experience of “red” would be able to tell from the definition alone what “red” means, and go on to identify it well in the world (try teaching a child “red” by providing them nothing but analytic definitions, never once pointing to any concrete phenomenon in the world and designating it “red”). Of course, as tough as it is to define a relatively uncontested term like “red,” defining a word like “woke” is much more complex. But as Wittgenstein likewise emphasized, a word does not become meaningless in the absence of a clean analytic definition. In fact, many of the most meaningful words in the English language are difficult to precisely define, as analytic philosophers have been demonstrating for centuries now. Consider “love,” “knowledge,” “justice,” “freedom,” “beauty.” The fact that these terms cannot be defined cleanly and unobjectionably doesn’t imply they’re meaningless and should not be used.

In a similar vein, cultural critic Raymond Williams referred to certain terms as “keywords”: highly prominent but also much-contested terms for which debates over their meaning are inextricably bound up with the problems they are used to discuss.28 “Woke” seems to be a contemporary “keyword”: insofar as it indicates a certain disposition toward social justice, then how one understands “social justice” will significantly influence how one understands, evaluates, and deploys the term “woke.” Like other keywords, “woke” is mobilized by different constellations of social actors toward very different ends—and the struggles over its meaning are tied to broader sociocultural unrest.

For words such as these, Williams argued, to simply choose a definition and run with it is to paper over important tensions. It is to render oneself a partisan in the struggles the word is bound up in—thereby reducing the scope of one’s analytic gaze so as to exclude inconvenient realities. For those who would prefer to be chroniclers of, rather than active participants in, the culture wars, their most important task with respect to keywords is to describe their uses and explore how their meanings have evolved over time. Hence, we began with a brief recap of the history of the term “woke” (and the cited references can provide a deeper dive for interested readers). And throughout the rest of the text, the term will frequently appear within quotation marks, precisely to draw attention to its ambivalent and contested uses.

As an alternative to providing an analytic definition, essayist Sam Adler-Bell has argued that the term “woke” is probably best understood not as a set of substantive beliefs but, rather, as a communicative register. On this model, “wokeness” entails invoking “unintuitive and morally burdensome political norms and ideas in a manner which suggests they are self-evident.”29 One tension in this definition, of course, is that it is perfectly possible for, say, a conservative Christian fundamentalist to insist on unintuitive and morally burdensome political norms and ideas while taking these as self-evident. However, it’s not clear that we would refer to such a person as “woke.” There seems to be something to the idea that “wokeness” may be less about what one believes than about how one articulates and seeks to advance these beliefs. However, it is also the case that not any belief could be construed as “woke.”

Indeed, there are certain views that seem to be discursively associated with “wokeness” by both critics and sympathizers alike. Ticking through these may be useful to add some texture to our discussions because many who would now be hesitant to self-identify as “woke” may nonetheless continue to identify with some version of these beliefs—and may also view it as reasonable to associate these particular commitments with the term “woke.” For instance, trans-inclusive feminism. People across the spectrum would likely find it uncontroversial to assert that someone who is woke is a trans-inclusive feminist—and that someone who is not a feminist or is not trans-inclusive would generally not be considered “woke.” Several other such examples could be proliferated. For instance:


	Identification as an “ally” with respect to antiracism, feminism, LGBTQ rights, and environmentalism—and an understanding of these struggles as deeply interconnected with one another.

	An aesthetic embrace of diversity and inclusion that extends to honoring and accommodating trauma and disability alongside various demographic characteristics.

	A focus on identity, subjectivity, and lived experience—and on validating the expressed identities and lived experiences of oneself and others.

	An embrace of, and emphasis on, self-care and self-affirmation.

	Recognition and explicit acknowledgment of various forms of privilege, alongside a commitment to defer to minoritized populations whenever possible—especially in matters marked as especially salient to historically marginalized or underrepresented populations.

	An embrace of the idea of “unconscious bias,” which creates the need to “work” on oneself while also recognizing that many prejudicial impulses can never be fully transcended.

	A tight focus on disparities between groups. In the event they favor the “more privileged” group, they are held as evidence of injustice. For instance, disparities between men and women that favor men are presumptively viewed as evidence of sexism (while those that favor women are unproblematic); disparities between racial and ethnic groups that favor whites specifically are taken as evidence of racism, and so on (if other racial or ethnic groups outperform whites on various measures, this is often ignored; the focus is on whites).

	An approach to identity that is, for lack of a better term, somewhat mystical. For instance, on the one hand race is held as a fiction in need of being abolished and transcended—but on the other hand, it is argued that virtually any social phenomenon should be analyzed and discussed in terms of race, and failure to do this is viewed as an unwillingness to be “real.” Race is held to be biologically unreal but is nonetheless something that people are not permitted to change: “whites” who identify themselves with other races or ethnicities and minorities who attempt to identify themselves as “white” are both viewed as deeply “problematic.” People must strive to understand the struggles of people from historically marginalized and disadvantaged groups, although to claim one deeply understands others’ experiences, beliefs, or feelings is itself a sign of privilege or lack of self-awareness.30 Gender and sexuality are understood to be fluid, nonbinary, and socially constructed—yet it is held that people can also essentially be “born” gay or born trans (i.e., “born into the wrong body”).31 Essentializing and stereotyping are held to be wrong, but people are also widely held to have something like “objective interests” on the basis of their race, gender, sexual orientation, and so on. Cultural appropriation is held to be wrong, but cosmopolitanism is also cherished.



Here it bears repeating that the original formulation of the term in activist spaces indicated an orientation toward politics rather than denoting any particular beliefs: to be “woke” was to be aware of social injustice and committed to doing something about it. The more specific associations just described came later, and each association is contestable. That is, neither individually nor collectively are they viewed here as “essential” to being “woke.” Indeed, this text eschews any kind of analytical definition (which would set out necessary and sufficient conditions), so it is beyond our scope to propose anything as “essential.” The list is merely intended to provide some examples of the kinds of phenomena people seem to be talking about when they talk about “wokeness.”

It should also be underlined again that “woke” is not intended as a pejorative in this text. The discursive association of the aforementioned ideas with “wokeness” therefore implies nothing about their “rightness” or “wrongness.” The observation on the “mystical” nature of beliefs about identity is likewise intended as a description, not a critique. As a Muslim, I don’t necessarily view it as a problem to hold beliefs with these sorts of deep tensions (see: free will and divine providence, for instance)—however, it is important to be aware of, and to wrestle with, apparent contradictions.



Hegemony and False Consensus

In The Prison Notebooks, social theorist Antonio Gramsci argued that ideas that help dominant elites maintain or expand their social influence tend to become hegemonic within institutions and are widely promoted by intellectuals (understood broadly to include bureaucrats, technicians, managers, scientists, journalists, clergy, professors, et al.—symbolic capitalists, for short). Symbolic capitalists and the institutions they dominate tend to be the first and primary proponents of ideologies through which elites legitimize their rule. “Wokeness” is no exception.

The Americans most likely to profess beliefs associated with wokeness also tend to be the Americans most likely to become symbolic capitalists: highly educated, relatively affluent white liberals. Within the Democratic coalition, for instance, studies have repeatedly found that those who strongly and consistently identify with far-left political positions are especially likely (as compared with other Democratic Americans) to skew young, white, highly educated, and urban-dwelling and to hail from relatively advantaged backgrounds.32 These same constituencies are also the most likely to self-identify as antiracists, feminists, or “allies” to the LGBTQ community.33

Interestingly, despite how prominent the term has become, data are relatively sparse with respect to which Americans are most likely to self-identify as “woke.” At time of writing, I could only locate a single poll, which had 938 respondents and was carried out in 2021 by The Hill.34 While one should be cautious about inferring too much from a single poll, its findings are roughly commensurate with those of studies exploring identification with other “culturally left” labels—albeit with one important exception. The Americans most likely to identify as “woke” are young college graduates who live in cities, have household incomes above $75,000 per year, and vote Democrat. The one way that “woke” seems to diverge from other “social justice” identities (e.g., “antiracist,” “feminist,” “environmentalist”) is that nonwhites were significantly more likely to embrace the term overall. (But it may be that, after controlling for income, education, party identification, and other factors, this relationship would be rendered insignificant or would reverse. That is, among symbolic capitalists, it may be that whites and nonwhites identify as “woke” at comparable levels, while in the general population, minorities are more likely to associate with the label. Or it could be that minority elites are especially likely to associate with this term over the other social justice terms, which enjoy wider embrace among whites. Again, it is tough to infer too much from an individual poll where the primary data are not publicly available.)

Here a couple of clarifications are in order. The fact that a belief is most likely to be held by social elites does not entail or imply that all social elites share the same worldview. Likewise, the fact that a position has achieved institutional dominance should not lead one to infer that all (or even most) people in those institutions personally subscribe to the dominant beliefs. That may not be the case. As Nassim Nicholas Taleb argued, a minority perspective (even one held by less than 5 percent of a population) can easily come to define a system or institution if its advocates are highly committed and disciplined while most others are ambivalent, unorganized, disengaged, sympathetic (if not fully onboard), or otherwise unwilling to publicly disagree.35

In many instances, people may not agree fully (or at all) with the dominant view, but do not want to be seen as opposed to it either. Under such circumstances, people can actually zealously defend or advocate for positions they don’t personally subscribe to, and persecute those who dissent therefrom, in order to protect and enhance their social or professional standing.36 Some will go so far as to rally around the most extreme, absurd, or polarizing positions available precisely to demonstrate how committed they are37—even to the point of attaining personal credibility at the expense of the cause itself. For instance, many highly educated white liberals, eager to demonstrate their alignment with causes like Black Lives Matter, aggressively embraced “defunding the police,” even though African Americans themselves generally rejected this aspiration. Moreover, striking this position alienated most Americans who were not symbolic capitalists from the cause of criminal justice reform. Symbolic capitalists’ prominent embrace of “defunding the police” also became an albatross around the neck of Democratic politicians nationwide.38 However, publicly striking the “right” posture on this issue seemed to matter more to adherents than advancing the stated preferences of Black people or building and sustaining viable coalitions that could achieve concrete change.

Most typically, however, rather than engaging in moral grandstanding, people simply decline to publicly express reservations about or disagreement they may have with institutionally dominant views, generating a misleading impression of widespread assent.39 As George Orwell put it, “At any given moment there is an orthodoxy, a body of ideas which it is assumed that all right-thinking people will accept without question. It is not exactly forbidden to say this, that or the other, but it is ‘not done’ to say it, just as in mid-Victorian times it was ‘not done’ to mention trousers in the presence of a lady.”40 In environments where people are unwilling or unable to speak honestly about particular topics, “preference falsification” grows increasingly common.

Wide gaps between people’s rhetoric and behaviors on specific issues are often signs of preference falsification at work. For instance, to return to the example of a “woke” belief that I led with earlier, most in symbolic capitalist spaces would express agreement with—or avoid publicly disagreeing with—the claim that “trans women are women.” By this, many seem to be vaguely asserting that trans people should not be subject to formal discrimination or mistreatment, and that their felt identities should be publicly affirmed (for instance, through the use of preferred pronouns, or being permitted to use facilities for the gender they identify with). Yet the behaviors of people who profess that “trans women are women” suggest strongly that most do not literally believe that trans women are the same as cisgender women. Proponents who are romantically interested in women typically do not treat these two populations equally as women with respect to their own dating and marriage decisions—not even remotely.41 Yet these same people, who overwhelmingly fail to behave as though trans and cisgender are equivalent or indistinguishable (that is, who implicitly disagree with the idea that “trans women are women”), may nonetheless pillory others who explicitly disagree with the proposition that there is no meaningful difference.

We will more deeply explore the gap between symbolic capitalists’ rhetoric and practices in dating and mating in later chapters; tensions like these abound. For now, however, the goal is merely to illustrate that people often publicly profess (or avoid disagreeing with) beliefs that are out of step with their actual preferences (as revealed through behaviors)—and to note that, at times, in an apparent bid to avoid confronting or exposing the gap between their own rhetoric and behaviors, people can become especially militant in policing others who publicly diverge from the institutionally dominant view.42 As a result of these tendencies, symbolic capitalists and the institutions they dominate may seem much more woke than they actually are.43



The Symbolic Mainstream

This book will be focused intensively on the Left because symbolic capitalists are overwhelmingly aligned ideologically with the Left and politically with the Democratic Party.44 Within this coalition, there is a long-standing divide between self-identified “liberals” and “leftists”—a symbolic boundary that is highly and asymmetrically important to the latter45 (who, as discussed earlier, tend to be the most “privileged” members of the Democratic coalition). For the purposes of this book, however, there is little difference between them.

To be sure, leftists tend to be much more supportive in principle of revolutionary change as compared with liberal peers. They likewise tend to be much more critical of capitalism in principle. As a function of these commitments, there are slight differences at the ballot box: leftists are more likely to support candidates like Bernie Sanders or Elizabeth Warren in primary elections, while liberals tend to gravitate toward people like Pete Buttigieg or Hillary Clinton. In general elections, leftists are marginally more likely to abstain from voting (due to dissatisfaction with both party nominees) or to support third-party options, such as 2016 Green Party candidate Jill Stein. Typically, however, self-identified leftists “vote blue no matter who” just like their liberal peers.

There also doesn’t seem to be any robust difference between how liberal and leftist symbolic capitalists go about their lives. Leftists tend to support “the revolution” in the abstract, but because revolution does not appear to be in the offing anytime soon (certainly not a leftist revolution), they largely carry on day to day in much the same fashion as their liberal peers. If anything, under the auspices of claims like, “There is no ethical consumption under capitalism,” leftist symbolic capitalists may show even less regard for making practical changes in their own lives, institutions, and communities to advance their espoused social justice goals. Individual sacrifices or changes, it is commonly argued, are futile; nothing shy of systemic change is worth aspiring toward.46 While awaiting this systemic change, leftist symbolic capitalists generally gravitate toward roughly the same kinds of professions and urban environments as their liberal peers. They behave similarly to their liberal peers within institutions, although their rhetoric is generally more cosmetically “radical.” Even these differences, however, are beginning to soften. There has been a bit of an ideological convergence between liberals and leftists over the last decade.

For instance, many traditionally class-oriented leftist organizations, from labor unions to the Democratic Socialists of America, have leaned increasingly heavily into “identitarian” conceptions of social justice and woke symbolic politics.47 In turn, mainstream symbolic capitalists have increasingly embraced these ostensibly class-based organizations. There has been dramatic growth in unionization and union action within the symbolic professions, even as other workers seem to be increasingly alienated from unions (in part due to unions’ growing embrace of postmaterialist politics).48 Membership in the Democratic Socialists of America has exploded, driven heavily by young professionals (although, despite this growth, its membership remains nearly 90 percent white and overwhelmingly male).49 Indeed, socialism is no longer a unique “leftist” commitment—it’s now a standard Democrat position. Since 2010, there has been a 13 percentage-point increase in the share of Democrats who view socialism positively, with two-thirds of contemporary Democrats holding the term in high esteem.50 Likewise, liberals have increasingly adopted more radical language about transformational change, traditionally associated with various strains of leftism. Banal Democrats like Joe Biden and Kamala Harris, for example, now regularly talk about “systemic” inequalities (a frame that implicitly evokes a need for dramatic system-wide change rather than marginal tweaking and gradual reform).

In short, the ideological distinctions between liberals and leftists have grown increasingly blurry over the last fourteen years. Although there are still noteworthy differences in emphases, priorities, and proposed solutions, contemporary liberals and leftists seem to be broadly united in an “intersectional” concern for both socioeconomic inequality and systemic inequalities along the lines of, say, race, gender, sexuality, or disability status—and in ways that vary systematically from nonliberals and nonleftists.

Federal Election Commission campaign contribution data provide stark insights into how firmly symbolic capitalists have aligned themselves with the Democratic Party in recent cycles. In 2016, roughly nine out of ten political donations from those who work as activists, or in the arts, academia, and journalism were given to Democrats. Similarly, Democrats received around 80 percent of donations from workers involved in research, entertainment, nonprofits, and science. They also received more than two-thirds of donations from those in IT, law, engineering, public relations, or civil service.51 Among industries that skewed Democratic, the party’s highest total contributions came from lawyers and law firms, environmental political action committees, nonprofits, the education sector, the entertainment sector, consulting, and publishing.52

Similar patterns held in 2020: roughly three-quarters of all donations by accountants, engineers, executives, entertainers, and physicians went to Democrats, as did more than 80 percent of donations by attorneys, journalists, and tech professionals, and more than 9 out of 10 donations by creatives, teachers, and professors.53 The occupations and employers with the highest concentrations of individual workers who donated to the Biden-Harris campaign included teachers, professors, and other educators; lawyers; medical and psychiatric professionals; people who work in advertising, communications, and entertainment; consultants; HR professionals and administrators; architects and designers; IT specialists; and engineers.54 Industries, professions, and fields that provided the highest total contributions to the Democrats included securities and investments, education, lawyers and law firms, health professionals, nonprofits, electronics companies, business services, entertainment, and civil servants.55 Geographically speaking, Democratic votes in 2020 were tightly clustered in major cities and college towns where symbolic capitalists live and work—and outside those zones, it was largely a sea of “red.”56 Since the 2020 election, this sorting has only grown more pronounced as nonprofessionals have increasingly abandoned symbolic capitalist hubs, even as symbolic capitalists have fled areas where Republicans hold sway.57



Symbolic Conservatives

Overall, the symbolic professions favor Democrats at a ratio of about two to one (and growing). However, it should be noted that some symbolic professions do lean toward Republicans. For instance, geologists and many types of engineers (mining, petroleum, chemical, mechanical, civil) skew right. Although engineers on the whole favor Democrats, it makes sense that some subfields would defy the prevailing trend—particularly those tightly connected to (generally right-aligned) manufacturing and extractive industries. These specialists are much more likely than other symbolic capitalists to live in Republican states and communities (because the industries they serve are based there). Most employees in banking or lending also skew right, as do most insurance agents. This, too, is intuitive: those working at local branches for banks, insurance companies, and so on will typically be immersed in communities that lean Republican (as, again, most communities in America writ large skew right) and interact heavily with “normies” in their day-to-day lives. Perhaps unsurprisingly, Catholic priests and religious missionaries also skew right (although most other religious workers favor Democrats).58

Critically, these right-aligned symbolic capitalists are no less symbolic capitalists than their mainstream brethren. Indeed, they largely agree with mainstream symbolic capitalists on many bread-and-butter issues (although they tend to be more dogmatic about free markets, and more skeptical about various redistribution schemes, as compared with mainstream peers). What generally separates these symbolic capitalists from most others is that they are symbolically conservative: patriotic, religious, nondisdainful toward U.S. history, culture, and traditions. On the one hand, these are significant differences—ones that align right-leaning symbolic capitalists more closely with most other Americans. As we’ll see, those on the symbolic Right often legitimize their power grabs partially on the basis of this affinity, by painting mainstream peers as unrepresentative and out of touch. However, much like their mainstream peers, right-aligned symbolic capitalists also claim to be advocates for the disadvantaged in society, arguing that their approaches to social issues will do a better job of helping people achieve mobility, prosperity, and true fulfillment than those of their political opponents.

On the whole, there is much more uniting than dividing left- and right-aligned symbolic capitalists. Across the board, symbolic capitalists tend to take words, symbols, and ideas very seriously (much more than other Americans). The goal of right-aligned symbolic capitalists is generally to defend the symbols, ideas, and cultural artifacts that resonate with them—namely, those based in “Judeo-Christianity” or “Western civilization.” (Woke ideology is, of course, itself a product of “Western civilization”—no less so, perhaps even more so, than Plato or Jesus. But that’s a topic for a later time.) The primary grievance of these symbolic capitalists in the “culture wars” is that the abstractions they cherish are being denigrated, villainized, marginalized, and neglected as a result of their peers’ widespread embrace of an alternative symbolic paradigm—one that purports to unsettle the symbolic boundaries between men, women, nature, humanity, and God. Yet they share with mainstream symbolic capitalists a sense that this fight over language, ideas, history, and cultural artifacts is of deep importance—world-historical importance even—to the point where more practical problems that most “normies” confront in their day-to-day lives should take a back seat. Indeed, most of what will be said in later sections detailing symbolic capitalists’ postmaterialist approach to politics applies just as much to right-aligned symbolic capitalists as to those in the mainstream.

However, not all right-aligned symbolic capitalists skew symbolically right. There is also a subset of urban professionals whose work is tightly connected to money and business who also lean toward the GOP: accountants, financial advisers, brokers, traders, entrepreneurs, chairpersons, and many executives. Like their mainstream peers, these symbolic capitalists tend to skew left on cultural issues.59 Even though their embrace of feminism, antiracism, gay rights, and environmentalism may be more moderate than many mainstream peers, they certainly do not view themselves as opposed to these causes and are keen to avoid being seen by others as opposed to them as well. Indeed, the primary thing separating this block of symbolic capitalists from the mainstream is that they tend to prioritize free markets over cultural liberalism (although they are fairly supportive of both in principle), while most other symbolic capitalists rank these priorities in the opposite way (at least ostensibly). The alliance of this particular subset of symbolic capitalists with social conservatives has always been uneasy, and in the wake of Donald Trump, many of these have outright defected to the other side.60

All said, contemporary symbolic capitalists are overwhelmingly and increasingly aligned with the Democratic Party and the “cultural left.” However, there is a right wing among them. They amount to a relatively small share of symbolic capitalists overall yet exert a disproportionate impact in virtue of being highly organized, well funded, and quite skilled at eliciting strong (outraged) reactions both from mainstream symbolic capitalists and against mainstream symbolic capitalists—often in alliance with “anti-woke” peers.



The Anti-woke

Sociologist Pierre Bourdieu influentially argued that people often seem to misunderstand the relationship between people’s institutional and ideological positions: “It is not, as is usually thought, political stances which determine people’s stances on things academic, but their [social] positions in the academic field which inform the stances that they adopt on political issues in general as well as on academic problems.”61

This dynamic comes through clearly in how people position themselves with respect to “wokeness.” Much of the rest of this book will explore how it is those of a particular stratum of society who tend to embrace “woke” symbolism, often mobilizing social justice discourse in the service of their own ends. Other symbolic capitalists, however, are explicitly anti-woke. That is, they position themselves in direct antagonism toward institutionally dominant social justice narratives. There seem to be two groups of symbolic capitalists who are drawn to the anti-woke position, and they are structurally analogous to those who most aggressively push “wokeness.”

First, there are folks who are highly prolific and institutionally secure. For them, imposing or resisting wokeness seems to be a kind of “flex”—a status demonstration. One faction engages in a dominance display by imposing new ways of talking and thinking on mainstream symbolic capitalists and aligned institutions (that others are expected to conform with or risk ostracism from the “it” crowd). Others, meanwhile, attempt to show everyone how elite they are, how “above it all” they are, by very aggressively and publicly defying the prevailing discursive and normative trends among their peers. These elites among elites form the first core constituency of “woke” and “antiwoke” advocacy.

Then there are folks on the opposite end of the professional spectrum: symbolic capitalists who have not been so successful at attaining stable high-income or high-status positions yet. They’re often more loosely affiliated with symbolic economy institutions. As a consequence, they have less to lose, and a lot to potentially gain, by causing a ruckus. Those in this latter category of “anti-woke” people are in basically the same condition that typically drives others to participate in Awokening movements (as we’ll see)—and their “anti-woke” campaigns seem oriented toward basically the same ends: undermining institutionally dominant elites in the hope of opening up opportunities for themselves. Indeed, moments of Awokening tend to foster anti-woke movements driven by a coalition of already highly successful elites and frustrated erstwhile elites who seek to distinguish themselves—to enhance their own status—by conspicuously moving in the opposite direction of most peers.

Although the anti-woke are not conservative, they often align themselves with the political right, be it de facto or intentionally. Sometimes these marriages of convenience lead to outright conversions. For instance, in response to the cultural unrest of the mid-1960s and early 1970s, a cadre of prolific liberals began striking an anti-woke posture. Initially, they insisted that they were not conservatives, and bristled at insinuations that they were.62 Eventually, however, many ended up embracing the identity of “neoconservative” and aligned themselves firmly with the Republican Party or Republican administrations (and were quite influential therein). Political theorist Christian Gonzalez has argued that many contemporary anti-woke figures seem to be on a similar trajectory.63

Today, as in the early stages of the neocon movement, anti-wokes purport to agree with mainstream symbolic capitalists at the broad level. They typically claim to be lifelong Democrats. They almost uniformly profess to hate Trump, although some go so far as to argue that wokeness is such a “threat” that they reluctantly voted for the GOP candidate in 2016 or 2020, or in any case strongly sympathize with those who did. They insist that they strongly support feminism, LGBTQ rights, environmentalism, racial equality, and so on in principle. The problem, in their telling, is that the “woke” crowd is pursuing these goals in the “wrong” way—in ways that are not just ineffective but counterproductive. This, they argue, is what fundamentally motivates their anti-woke crusade: a desire to better achieve shared social justice goals.

On race, for instance, they purport to revere Martin Luther King Jr. Tellingly, however, the anti-woke do not themselves organize, lead, or participate in contemporary MLK-style campaigns to address poverty, discrimination, exploitation, and so on. Indeed, they don’t seem very preoccupied with tangibly addressing social problems at all—beyond focusing on how others are doing it “wrong.” In much the same way as the behaviors of “woke” elites suggest an implicit belief that symbolic gestures are necessary and sufficient to fulfill their social justice obligations, the anti-woke behave as if condemning, mocking, or deriding wokeness somehow obviates the need for further action on their part in pursuit of the social justice goals they ostensibly endorse. That is, despite endorsing the goals of feminism, antiracism, LGBTQ rights, helping the poor, and so forth—and despite mocking the focus on symbolism and performative gestures among the woke—the anti-woke do not actually seem to be doing anything differently from the people they criticize.

This is perhaps because, at bottom, the anti-woke actually subscribe to the same fundamental worldview as those who are woke. They are obsessed with wokeness and view it as dangerous precisely because they share the mainstream symbolic capitalist conviction that symbols, rhetoric, and beliefs are very important. Without this shared premise, there wouldn’t be much at stake in their struggle. The woke are often criticized as being overly focused on themselves—on their own beliefs, feelings, intentions, and self-presentation. However, the anti-woke are likewise obsessed with the woke. They are just as focused on the woke as the woke are on themselves!

All said, despite painting themselves as importantly different from woke symbolic capitalists, in fact, the anti-woke are best understood as a variation of their mainstream peers. They’re just playing a slightly different status game.64 Indeed, at bottom it cannot even be said that the anti-woke are genuinely hostile to wokeness—they parasitically feed off moments of Awokening to build and enhance their personal brand. They are dependent on wokeness far more than most other symbolic capitalists. They derive their income and status from keeping people engaged on the subject of wokeness, and from making woke ideas seem important and threatening to the status quo. In the process, they actually end up reinforcing the very impressions that their mainstream peers are desperate to impart: that the actions of “woke” symbolic capitalists are genuinely radical and influential.

Ultimately, however, they are running on borrowed time, and anti-Wokenings begin to die out after Awokenings wind down. While mainstream symbolic capitalists seem militant and extreme, “normies” are happy to align with anti-woke and conservative symbolic capitalists to bring them into line. However, as symbolic capitalists and their institutions moderate, most other Americans move on to bread-and-butter issues. The only people inclined to focus persistently on institutions of cultural production and their outputs tend to be other elites, whose lives and livelihoods are oriented around the same.

In short, behind their claims of difference, the anti-woke generally share the same broad political leanings and expressed goals as mainstream symbolic capitalists (they purport to be Democrats who support civil rights, feminism, LGBTQ pride, and assisting the marginalized, vulnerable, and disadvantaged, among other initiatives), and are just as “hands off” with respect to these goals as the peers they deride. They deploy similar tactics to woke peers, such as selectively centering women and ethnic, religious, and sexual minorities who advance their preferred sociopolitical narratives, and elevating views expressed by those convenient spokespeople as the “truest” representations of the groups to which they belong. Anti-wokes share mainstream symbolic capitalists’ worldview with respect to the importance of the symbolic struggles; this is what gives their own campaigns perceived urgency and meaning. Materially speaking, they do similar types of work, and live similar lifestyles in similar places, relative to their woke peers. Consequently, virtually everything that follows applies just as much to the anti-woke as to mainstream symbolic capitalists. For our purposes, there is no significant difference between them.



Wokeness, Faith, Insecurity

Among right-aligned and anti-woke symbolic capitalists, it has become popular to analogize “wokeness” to a new religion—a faith embraced primarily by highly educated and relatively affluent whites who have abandoned mainline Protestantism. In line with this narrative, the most popular term for referring to the period of rapid normative and discursive change that began after 2010 in the United States is “the Great Awokening”—a clear analogy to the “Great Awakenings” of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. This comparison is not without its virtues.

There is compelling empirical evidence that highly educated, relatively affluent, religiously unaffiliated white liberals are increasingly leaning on politics to replace religion. Polls and surveys consistently show that nonreligious and irreligious Americans are the most politically involved groups in the country—participating in many political activities at a rate double that of white evangelicals.65 Progressive politics, in particular, seems to increasingly serve as a means through which highly educated, relatively affluent whites find purpose, transcendence, and community in their lives in the absence of religion (and sometimes directly at the expense of religion).66 As political scientists David Campbell, Geoffrey Layman, and John Green put it, “All in all, our evidence suggests that secularism is connected to the ‘aggressive liberalism’ that is ascendant in the contemporary Democratic Party. Secularists are among the most liberal activists in the Democratic camp, they prioritize ideological goals, they blanch at calls for intraparty harmony and compromise, and they zealously oppose compromise with the GOP.” Secularists are also, the authors illustrate, predominantly college-educated whites.67

Genealogically speaking, the concept of “social justice” in its recognizably “modern” form is itself a religious concept. It was first coined by Catholic theologian Luigi Taparelli in the mid-nineteenth century and was later adapted by Protestants and eventually secularized by symbolic capitalists.68 Many of the attitudes and dispositions now associated with “wokeness” are derivative of the anti-hierarchical, anti-traditional, and anti-communitarian impulses of American Protestantism—secularizing its emphases on victimhood, guilt, and individual spiritual redemption.69 Historian René Girard has gone so far as to argue that “all discourses on exclusion, discrimination, racism, etc. will remain superficial as long as they don’t address the religious foundations of the problems that besiege our society.”70

Consider the phenomenon colloquially referred to as “cancel culture.” Although most of Girard’s work was published before that specific term came into common parlance, drawing on his work, one could theorize “cancellation” as a secularized religious scapegoating ritual. When people are consumed by anger over a problem, but the real object of their anger is untouchable (or is, in fact, themselves), folks have long tried to collectively focus their rage on some other target instead—to purge, ostracize, or inflict immense suffering on someone who is not truly responsible for the problem that consumes us, but who comes to be representative of that problem in some way.

“It is easier than in the past to observe collective transferences upon a scapegoat because they are no longer sanctioned and concealed by religion,” Girard argued, “and yet it is still difficult because the individuals addicted to them do everything they can to conceal their scapegoating from themselves, and as a general rule they succeed. Today, as in the past, to have a scapegoat is to believe one doesn’t have any. The phenomenon in question doesn’t usually lead any longer to acts of physical violence, but it does lead to a ‘psychological’ violence that is easy to camouflage. Those accused of participating in hostile transference never fail to protest their good faith, in all sincerity.”71

A recurrent example: some white woman has an unfortunate encounter with a nonwhite person, and part of the exchange is caught on video and disseminated online. People immediately and intensively research her, reach out to her employer to get her fired, and disseminate her contact information, her social media profiles, her physical address, and the identities of her family and friends online in order to subject her and her loved ones to harassment, ostracism, and humiliation. “Canceling” this woman, of course, will not do anything to end police brutality, mass incarceration, systemic racism, or ethnic strife. It’s precisely because people feel helpless to solve those problems that they concentrate their ire so intensely on the woman in the video—laying upon her the sins of society and seeking to punish her for these social sins before expunging her from our presence. Although cancelers may feel impotent to eliminate racism, they recognize that they do have the capacity to destroy this person who has come to be emblematic of that ill. In seventeenth-century Salem, they burned witches. Today, we cancel Karens. In both cases, Girard would likely argue, the impulse is the same.

Scapegoating is far from the only religious tendency that seems to have taken on a secularized form. Wokeness heavily appropriates religious symbolism and eschatology: there is a discourse of slavery as America’s original sin; “whiteness” is described as a primeval and malevolent force responsible for, or implicated in, virtually all the world’s ills. There is a gnostic element, with adherents believing that they can see the “real” structures of the world, which others are blind to—along with the sense of superiority that accompanies such beliefs. There is a sense of being on the “right side of history” and, in many circles, an intolerance for doubts or heresy.72 There is an intense focus on authenticity and sincerity (that is, on the contents of hearts and souls). There are confession rituals. There are martyrs. Former Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi, for instance, described George Floyd as having “sacrificed his life for justice” (as though he had willfully chosen to die or risk death for the sake of advancing a political cause).73 One could go on and on.

Critically, however, wokeness does not seem to be symbolic capitalists’ only substitute for the Divine. Sociologist Carolyn Chen has compellingly argued that, among a growing number of contemporary professionals, work has itself become a kind of religion—a primary source of transcendence and fulfillment—crowding out more traditional forms of faith, ethics, and civic ties.74 Everything comes to revolve around the market, and the extent to which one can demonstrably enhance the bottom line. Salaries, promotions, bonuses, and so on—these become important not just in the financial sense but because they demonstrate that one is valuable, that one brings value to the organization and is valued by the organization. To be unable to stick to boundaries or to truly unplug from work, to be chronically exhausted and overextended, this is interpreted as a sign of how indispensable one is. It signals that one serves some important role in a bigger picture. Many workplaces are nearly “total” institutions: meals are often business meals, consumed at the office or with colleagues and clients; “play” often occurs in the context of the workplace or by going out with colleagues or in company retreats. And regardless of where one is, even on vacation, symbolic capitalists are often expected to remain connected to their workplace (for instance, through their smartphones), to be available for calls, texts, and emails as “needed,” and to perhaps work on projects a bit in their downtime to get a “jump” on things before returning to the office.

Incidentally, “wokeness” and the professional “calling” share a similar genealogy. As will be discussed in greater detail at the end of this chapter, early symbolic capitalists secularized the “social gospel” movement as a means of legitimizing their nascent professions. As Max Weber famously emphasized, managerial capitalism was itself importantly shaped by religious impulses from the same faith lineage (descended from the Puritans).75 Historically speaking, the symbolic professions and their social justice–valanced legitimizing narratives arose roughly contemporaneously and were mutually reinforcing. It is quite possible, then, to draw an analogy between wokeness and religion that is substantial and insightful. Unfortunately, that isn’t the way these comparisons usually go.

Instead, the arguments typically run something like this: the Puritans were “bad” (they were zealous, oppressive, closed-minded, etc.); wokeness is similar to, and in some respects derived from, Puritanism; it is, therefore, no wonder that wokeness is “bad” (i.e., woke people are zealous, oppressive, and closed-minded like the Puritans were). Some take it a step further, arguing that religion is wholly “bad” (it is irrational and often leads to impositions on others, social strife, and other unfortunate outcomes); wokeness is a new religion; wokeness is, therefore, “bad” in the same ways. As a religious person, I find these “guilt by association” arguments to be grating and borderline bigoted. Reading these polemics, one also gets the consistent impression that authors started by assuming the premise they ostensibly seek to prove (wokeness is bad), with the superficial appeals to religion serving as a post hoc means of justifying a conclusion they were already unwaveringly committed to. More importantly, I think these pejorative comparisons between wokeness and religion miss the essence of Puritanism and therefore fail to comprehend a critical aspect of the post-2010 Great Awokening.

The Puritans believed that God had ordained who would be among the “Elect” and the “Damned” before the beginning of the world. One’s fate was cast before birth, and there was nothing anybody could do to change their own destiny or anyone else’s. Worse, one could never be certain of whether they were among the Elect or the Damned until after they passed from this world. Until then, all one could do was to act as if they were the kind of person who might be saved. They should work hard (engaging in all tasks as if to the glory of God). They should strive to purify their own hearts and minds (and encourage others to do the same). They should eliminate anything that could lead oneself or others astray (efforts that would later extend to ameliorating poverty and other social problems). Critically, none of these efforts had any prospect of changing anyone’s eternal fate. They merely helped reveal to oneself and others which camp one was likely fated to. Puritans often did demonstrate a distinct sense of superiority over those who did not strive to demonstrate their valor—because while they themselves could at least hold out hope that they were among the Elect (in virtue of behaving like a member of the Elect), the people who were not even making the effort were almost certainly among the Damned. But even this did not erase their anxiety; it merely allowed them to keep entertaining the prospect that they might be counted among the “good people” in the end. Put another way, Puritans had faith that they would attain salvation but, as Søren Kierkegaard famously emphasized, faith is not the same as knowledge. It is instead an “act of freedom, an expression of will” carried out in response to genuine uncertainty.76 Many focus on the strong faith of the Puritans to the exclusion of the deep insecurity it was responding to.

In the contemporary context, similar dynamics seem to be at play among many “woke” Americans.77 Wokeness is primarily a phenomenon of symbolic capitalists and, as we will see, Awokenings tend to arise in moments of strong socioeconomic insecurity among them. But even in ordinary times, symbolic capitalists tend to wrestle with anxiety and insecurity. As Weber illustrated, bureaucrats wield impressive power and social prestige. However, the influence and honor they enjoy is never truly theirs to possess.78 Instead, it typically derives from their office. If they are pushed out of their position or institution, their wealth and status tend to vanish precipitously as well. In order to avoid this outcome, Weber argued, bureaucrats try not to alienate anyone with the capacity to strip them of their rank and prestige (even to the point of compromising their integrity or alienating large swaths of the rest of society in order to ingratiate themselves with elite gatekeepers). Critically, bureaucrats are not unusual in these respects. They are representative of symbolic capitalists as a whole.

Cultural and intellectual producers, Bourdieu argued, are economically dominated but symbolically dominant; they are the dominated faction of the dominant class. They are elites, but their elite position is typically contingent on continued patronage from wealthy people or the state—and on association with prestigious institutions such as universities or media outlets (which, themselves, are reliant on patronage from other elites or the government). As a consequence, although they may fancy themselves rebels or speakers of uncomfortable truths—and although they can and often do leverage their clout to push elites or institutions in particular directions—intellectual and cultural elites also tend to know their limits, and generally take care not to cross any lines that would result in their expulsion from corridors of influence.

Granted, today, thanks to platforms like Patreon, YouTube, or Substack, there is a possibility to become a sort of “populist” influencer—to retain a voice and a livelihood independent of mainstream gatekeepers and patronage via crowdfunding (particularly for those who have already built a decent following by means of “playing the game” in elite spaces before “going rogue”). However, those whose livelihoods are contingent on building and maintaining a particular audience can often find themselves “captured” by that audience—delivering more of what their subscribers have shown themselves to like or expect, and avoiding content demonstrated to alienate or otherwise fail to resonate with said audience.79 And one must also, of course, attend to the rules and norms of the platforms one relies on, to help ensure one’s content reaches the largest possible audience, and to protect said content from being removed by the companies that own the platforms.80

That is, in virtually all cases, even in the wake of digital technologies and the like, symbolic capitalists achieve and maintain their position by producing information, ideas, art, entertainment, and other things that their benefactors find to be useful, interesting, aesthetically pleasing, or otherwise satisfying—that is, not genuinely threatening, challenging, or unpleasant. Mostly, they tell benefactors what they want to hear, show them what they want to see, or otherwise prove themselves useful to people with money or power. Our own livelihoods and social positions depend on our willingness and capacity to “play ball” in this way. Success, however, brings its own anxieties.

Sometimes consciously, often in the background, symbolic capitalists are aware of the dissonance between their legitimizing narratives and their lifestyles and behaviors “in the world.” All manner of mental gymnastics and displacement are therefore required to allow us to see ourselves as “good” people, as worthy of the station we inhabit in society, as the solution to social problems (rather than being part of the problem), as exceptions to the rule (relative to other “privileged” people), as being on the “right side of history,” and so on. These efforts are only, at best, partially successful. We can see this in the social fact that the people most likely to embrace “woke” views—that is, the “winners” in the social order—are also far more likely than most other Americans to suffer from anxiety and depression.81 Imposter syndrome is widespread as well, affecting an estimated two-thirds of symbolic capitalists.82

The abuse of stimulants like Adderall, common at elite schools, is becoming increasingly prevalent in the symbolic professions too. According to data from Quest Diagnostics, the workers who test positive for nonprescription amphetamines at the highest rates include those employed in education services, public administration, health care, information, professional and technical services, and administrative support (i.e., symbolic capitalists).83 Prescription use among professionals has spiked over the last decade as well. Many seek out these drugs to enhance their focus and productivity in hypercompetitive environments.84 However, as criminologist Russil Durrant emphasizes, stimulants also “have the capacity to promote feelings of confidence, high self-esteem and power … attractive subjective states because of their role in signaling high social status.”85 In either case, the growing abuse of amphetamines among symbolic capitalists seems to be driven by anxieties around whether they can prove to themselves and others that they “deserve” the positions they have or aspire toward.

All said, although symbolic capitalists may view themselves as superior to most other Americans, that doesn’t necessarily mean they hold themselves in particularly high esteem (it’s just that everyone else is worse). What might look like arrogance is often overcompensation for profound guilt and insecurity. We aren’t just trying to convince others that we deserve elite status through our appeals to social justice, meritocracy, and the like. Often, we’re trying to convince ourselves as well.



The Banality of Wokeness

Many on the right talk about wokeness in apocalyptic terms, as some kind of extraordinary danger to “the West,” democracy, liberalism, truth, and freedom—as corrosive to U.S. society and culture. At the other end of the political spectrum, there are many on the left who hold that elites have been able to “capture” woke ideology because the associated beliefs are uniquely prone to capture and especially useful for dividing “the people” against one another (making them easier to rule). These critics typically suggest class-based organizing as an alternative, as though this approach were somehow immune or more resistant to elite capture. In fact, there have been myriad oppressive, exploitative, and hierarchical regimes that were ushered into power on the back of class conflict, ostensibly to support the working man at the expense of greedy capitalists (Mao Zedong’s China, Joseph Stalin’s Russia, Pol Pot’s Cambodia, the current regime in North Korea, and on and on).

For that matter, consider Occupy Wall Street. As Richard Reeves argued, “The rhetoric of ‘We are the 99 percent’ has in fact been dangerously self-serving, allowing people with healthy six-figure incomes to convince themselves that they are somehow in the same economic boat as ordinary Americans, and that it is just the so-called super rich who are to blame for inequality.”86 Reeves’s research amply shows that declines in social mobility and rising inequality cannot be well explained or addressed by simply focusing on the “1 percent.” Yet that is precisely what many symbolic capitalists attempted to do via Occupy: deflect blame onto others using class-based rhetoric, just as they often do with identitarian frameworks. And it was ultimately these same elites who killed the Occupy movement through their insistence on symbolic politics. As Catherine Liu aptly described it,


The highly educated members of Occupy fetishized the procedural regulation and management of discussion to reach consensus about all collective decisions. Daily meetings or General Assemblies were managed according to a technique called the progressive stack. Its fanatical commitment to proceduralism and administrative strategy suppressed real discussion of priorities or politics and ended up promoting only the integrity of the progressive stack itself. Protecting the stack became more important than formulating political demands that might have resonated with hundreds of millions of Americans whose lives were being directly destroyed by finance capital. PMC [professional-managerial class]/New Left ideas about mass movements dominated Occupy’s dreams of politics and limited the effectiveness of its activism. Demographically and politically, Occupy was squarely a PMC elite formation.87



In the wake of Occupy’s collapse, one of the movement’s self-described “cofounders,” Micah White, attempted to cash in on the Occupy “brand” by creating a firm—Boutique Activist Consultancy—that offered, among other things, talks and workshops on activism for $10,000–$75,000.88 Although the consultancy venture ultimately flopped, White continues to try to advertise “Activist School” classes on his website, emphasizing that he partnered with elite universities like Bard and Princeton to produce the content (which, among other issues, continues to include lectures on activism by Rachel Dolezal!).89 As the capstone to his post-Occupy journey, White penned a self-promotional editorial in The Guardian gushing about being invited to the 2020 World Economic Forum in Davos and speculating about the revolutionary potential of hobnobbing with the millionaires and billionaires therein.90 In short, class-based activist movements seem to be quite amenable to elite capture as well. Indeed, as philosopher Asad Haider explained, this is a tension that has basically defined Socialist movements from Karl Marx’s time through the present … and has often been their undoing.91

The bottom line is that literally any ideology can be “captured” by elites. There was nothing in the Gospels that dictated the particular form of the Holy Roman Empire, nor that rendered Christianity especially useful (relative to other religions) for establishing such an empire. If anything, the message of Jesus stands in direct opposition to such a regime. Similarly, the Qur’an nowhere dictated the structure of the contemporary petrostate monarchy of Saudi Arabia any more than Das Kapital determined the character of the Chinese government—either in Mao’s time or today. Instead, as Friedrich Nietzsche argued, “There is no set of maxims more important for an historian than this: the actual causes of a thing’s origin and its eventual uses, the manner of its incorporation into a system of purposes, are worlds apart; that everything that exists, no matter what its origin, is periodically reinterpreted by those in power in terms of fresh intentions … in the course of which the earlier meaning and purpose are necessarily either obscured or lost.”92

Elites in other social orders justified their status, their behaviors, and the prosecution of their enemies in the name of Christianity, Islam, or communism. Contemporary symbolic capitalists often do so in the name of antiracism, feminism, LGBTQ rights, and so on. But it is not as though we’d be disinclined or somehow unable to legitimize our behaviors or justify power grabs in the absence of “woke” ideology. We would, of course, simply rely on some other framework instead.

However, any ideology used by elites to justify the prevailing order can also be used by opponents to undermine that order. There were Christian arguments against the injustice of the medieval Christian regimes—ultimately leading to the Protestant Reformation and many other dramatic social changes. Many contemporary Muslims rail against the contemporary regime in Saudi Arabia on explicitly Islamic grounds.93 Contemporary youth in China use Marxism to criticize their ostensibly Communist government for failing the working class.94 Ideas associated with wokeness can similarly provide us with tools for challenging the order that has been established in its name. In many respects, that is precisely the project of this book.

In short, critics on the left and right, alongside die-hard believers, are united in an erroneous perception that there is something special about “woke” ideology, that the ideas associated with wokeness are somehow especially dangerous or powerful. In truth, there is nothing extraordinary about these ideologies. We can and should talk about wokeness, and explore the relationship between “woke” ideology and the social order, just as we would for any other constellation of beliefs, norms, and dispositions.



Ideals and Interests

Consuming prominent analyses of the post-2010 era, one might gain the impression that wokeness became institutionally dominant because huge numbers of elites and elite aspirants read a bunch of Marx, Theodor Adorno, Michel Foucault, and Kimberlé Crenshaw, were completely convinced by their respective arguments, and are now trying to reshape institutions and society writ large in accordance with the prescriptions of these thinkers, as derived from their texts. In reality, many of the practices associated with wokeness betray, if anything, a lack of deep knowledge or engagement with the literatures that are purported to have spawned the dispositions, discourses, and practices in question.

For instance, sociologist Patricia Hill Collins invented the “matrix of oppression” framework illustrating that race, class, gender, and sexual oppression are intimately interrelated and mutually reinforcing. One could point to her work as a source of the idea that some groups are uniformly and objectively more oppressed than others on the basis of intersectional advantages and disadvantages, allowing one to add up the different identity categories one belongs to and determine how oppressed one is relative to others—a mode of thought perhaps best captured by the (possibly satirical) “intersectionality score calculator.”95 One could argue that Collins’s integration of her Matrix of Oppression framework with standpoint epistemology contributed to the widespread notion that people who are most oppressed can understand society most clearly, and therefore those who identify with a greater number of, and more severely oppressed, identity categories should be given more deference and respect as compared with those who can lay claim to fewer and less marginalized identities. The problem with making these attributions, however, is that Collins rejected each of these ideas directly and unequivocally in Black Feminist Thought (the text that introduced the Matrix of Oppression framework):


Rather than emphasizing how a Black woman’s standpoint and its accompanying epistemology differ from those of White women, Black men and other collectivities, Black women’s experiences serve as one specific social location for examining points of connection among multiple epistemologies. Viewing Black feminist epistemology in this way challenges additive analyses of oppression claiming that … oppression can be quantified and compared.… The more subordinated the group, the purer the vision available to them.… Although it’s tempting to claim that Black women are more oppressed than everyone else and therefore have the best standpoint from which to understand the mechanisms, processes and effects of oppression, this is not the case. Instead … each group speaks from its own standpoint and shares its own partial, situated knowledge.96



Wokeness is clearly not a result of people being indoctrinated into social justice activism through a deep reading of primary texts like these. For a better understanding of what’s going on, we can turn to the ethnographic research of sociologist Shamus Khan. In Privilege, Khan illustrated that a core competency elites develop over the course of their upbringing is how to confidently name-drop works, thinkers, and ideas they know little about—and in ways that create a veneer of sophistication and erudition.97 References perceived to enhance prestige among peers and institutional gatekeepers are especially likely to be cultivated. Critically, these superficially deep yet substantively shallow modes of speaking about hot topics, big ideas, and influential thinkers are a product of enculturation, not studying in any traditional sense, not even when these discourses are adopted in college (as they often are).98

Far from being intellectually converted by intensive engagement with academic arguments, symbolic capitalists embrace wokeness largely because it serves their interests to do so. They often encounter these social justice ideas in distorted and simplified form via secondary or tertiary sources. They may genuinely believe in these ideas, as they understand them. However, they generally interpret and mobilize these social justice discourses in ways that serve their interests. It’s worth unpacking these claims a bit because they’re central to the argument of this book. They’re also easy to misunderstand.

To get a handle on the relation between symbolic capitalists’ interests and wokeness, we can leverage some theoretical tools from Max Weber. Weber argued that behaviors, discourse, and cognition tend to be goal oriented: we do the things we do, say the things we say, and think the things we think because we want things. And before wanting anything else, we seek to satisfy our material needs. Pretty much everyone desires wealth (sufficient to ensure food, clothing, shelter, etc.), security (broadly construed to include not just physical safety but also the minimization of uncertainty, precarity, and risk), health, sexual satisfaction, and an ability to reproduce. However, the very universality of these materialist desires limits their explanatory value for social theory. Insofar as core material interests are universal and more or less constant, they can’t do much to explain social differences or social change. You can only explain variation by appealing to things that vary. Happily for social theorists, Weber argued, not all of our aspirations are oriented toward material ends, and not everything we do can be reduced to materialist motives. People also have ideal interests that transcend and can supervene our most primal wants and needs.99

In contrast with material interests, ideal interests are mental, social, or spiritual in nature. Desires for status, prestige, deference, or honor are examples of ideal interests. So is the hunger for meaning, purpose, or fulfillment. Or yearning to understand others or to be understood, or to love and be loved in turn. The drives for technical mastery and intellectual or spiritual enlightenment represent ideal interests. Enhancing the social position of the groups or institutions one identifies with is an ideal interest. So is the desire to be “on the right side of history,” or the aspiration to build a legacy that survives one’s physical death, or the quest to attain spiritual salvation. Weber argued that although ideal interests have a generic component (which is why we can talk about them abstractly), they are much more culturally and historically informed than material interests. Their specific content varies more radically depending on the historical and sociocultural milieu in which one operates and the roles one occupies therein.

Weber emphasized that although they’re less critical to survival per se, ideal interests are extremely important to people—especially social elites (who worry less about satisfying their basic material needs). In fact, when material and ideal interests come into conflict, it’s regularly the ideal interests that end up dominating—for instance, people often put their own health and safety at risk for a principle or a cause. In other cases, there can be a strong synergy between ideal and material interests. Among symbolic capitalists, for instance, ideal interests like status, prestige, and deference are intimately bound up with our ability to satisfy basic material needs. The pursuit of ideal interests on behalf of ourselves and others is how we put food on the table.

Collectively, Weber asserted, our ideal and material interests often shape which ideologies we are drawn to, and how we interpret and leverage them. Here, too, some clarification can be useful.

Insofar as one’s interests are shown to inform one’s beliefs, this is often interpreted as a sign that someone is being cynical or insincere. In truth, this is a pretty bad way to think about thinking. Our brains are designed to perceive and interpret the world in ways that enhance our success or further our goals.100 We readily believe and focus on that which is useful or pleasurable to embrace. We tend to avoid, resist, or abandon information or ideas that are inconvenient or detrimental. There is no contradiction, then, in assuming that a belief or identity claim is sincere while also recognizing that material or ideal interests seem to inform the adoption of this identity or belief. Nor is there any contradiction in observing that sincerely held beliefs tend to be deployed instrumentally. Indeed, the more useful a belief or identity is, the more sincerely it is likely to be held. Having an interest in striking a particular position does not undermine one’s sincerity—it typically enhances it.101

It is also critical to emphasize that the relationship between interests and ideas is not unidirectional. At certain points, and under the right circumstances, ideological innovations can dramatically change how people understand and pursue their interests. Ideas and world-images even have the capacity to transform the character and operation of society writ large. Weber’s most famous illustration of this latter point was in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism.

Weber began that work by emphasizing that, although capitalism had existed in most societies for most of human history, its growth was often constrained by cultural and religious norms that rendered the accumulation of wealth or the aggressive pursuit of commercial interests unethical for most people. Calvinist theology, however, urged believers to work as if their labors were being performed for God himself, and to be prudent in expending the fruits of their labor. Calvinist-derived interpretations of predestination, meanwhile, led many to believe that people God favored would generally enjoy prosperity in this life as well as the next (as a function of their hard work, discipline, and other positive virtues). These theological beliefs gave Calvinists powerful new ideal interests in pursuing industry and wealth—above and beyond the materialist concerns for comfort and security that all people share.

Critically, while Calvinist theology weakened many Christian taboos against wealth accumulation, it imposed and maintained others. For instance, Calvinist theology insisted that wealth should be acquired by hard work, thrift, and discipline (rather than deception, theft, gambling, etc.). Even those who had accumulated great fortune were expected to continue being industrious for as long as they were able to work. Calvinists were not permitted to use any fortune they amassed to secure additional mates, to eat gluttonously, to drink recklessly, or to acquire ostentatious clothes or homes. That is, they were largely forbidden from using their wealth to satisfy material interests once their basic needs had been met. As a consequence of these taboos, many Calvinists’ wealth grew dramatically over time and accumulated across generations. Others then began emulating Calvinists in order to compete with them (and in the hope of enjoying similar prosperity).

In turn, Weber argued, growing numbers of people behaving like Calvinists supercharged and transformed capitalism. Processes and institutions became increasingly rationalized and disciplined. Productivity expectations began to rise. Eventually, it became difficult for those who did not behave like Calvinists to sustain themselves. Even people who had no desire to live like Calvinists were compelled nonetheless to embody Calvinist ideals upon pain of destitution. Europe, the United States, and eventually the entire globe were radically transformed by this “elective affinity” between capitalism and Calvinism—despite the fact that Calvinists were a religious minority. At the time Weber was writing, Calvinism was an even weaker force in Western society than it had been when these transformations began, yet everyone continued to be trapped in the “iron cage” of bureaucratic rational capitalism inspired by Calvinist ideology. Today, Calvinism is even more marginal, but rational-legal capitalism has only grown more hegemonic. The social transformations Weber cataloged may have been initiated by an ideology, but they were not ultimately bound by it.

Under the right conditions, then, ideas can not only supervene upon material interests, they can reshape institutions and social dynamics in such a way that their influence continues to be felt even when they are no longer widely believed, discussed, or even recognized in their original form. Specters of these ideas may persist, disconnected from their genesis, while adherents have little sense of their origin (in much the same way that Americans continue to embrace many Calvinist ideas about work with little knowledge of their theological foundations and typically having never read anything by John Calvin). Ultimately, the practical ways that ideas function “in the world” are often very different than what their creators may have anticipated or desired. (John Calvin, for instance, did not set out to establish rational-legal capitalism worldwide. Were he alive today, he may even be deeply troubled by the social order that is, in important respects, a product of his work.)

With all this in mind, we can restate a core argument of this book: a set of idiosyncratic ideas about social justice have come to inform how mainstream symbolic capitalists understand and pursue their interests—creating highly novel forms of competition and legitimation. When symbolic capitalists deploy social justice discourse in self-interested ways, sometimes they’re pursuing material interests like securing high-paying jobs or eliminating rivals. Other times, however, they’re seeking ideal interests, like convincing themselves and others that they’re good people who deserve what they have (while their opponents are bad people who deserve to have bad things happen to them). In many cases, they’re pursuing material and ideal interests simultaneously. Across the board, symbolic capitalists often pursue their interests by embracing beliefs that seem superficially antithetical to those interests. For instance, white symbolic capitalists regularly align themselves with antiracism, male symbolic capitalists support feminism, and so forth. To understand how symbolic capitalists’ bids for status and power became so entangled with woke signaling, we’ll have to brush up on some history.



Coda: Birth of the Symbolic Professions

Across the world and over time, elites have attempted to justify their social position in many different ways. Why is it that, of all things, symbolic capitalists justify their elite status through appeals to left-aligned social justice discourse? An adequate answer to that question will require us to travel back to the birth of the symbolic professions.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, factories were being consolidated into larger-scale operations. Businesses were being merged into large national corporations. The people at the helm of these organizations enjoyed immense wealth as compared with everyone else; inequality in the United States approached unprecedented levels. Meanwhile, working conditions for most laborers, and quality of life within cities, were often abysmal. Workers began fighting back: there was a rapid expansion of unionization. Strikes and labor disputes became far more common, often devolving into violence. Then, a series of catastrophes seemed to push socioeconomic conditions to their breaking point: there was a significant recession in 1917, followed by a devastating global pandemic (the 1918 Spanish flu), which triggered a deep economic recession from 1919 through 1921. Rumblings of revolution were in the air.

In 1917, a revolution did occur in Russia. The Bolsheviks led an uprising and declared their intent to found a Communist state. Five years later, they emerged victorious from the Russian Civil War and established the Soviet Union with neighboring countries that had launched their own communist revolutions. There were significant fears of a similar uprising taking place in the United States.102 Inspired by the work of left-anarchist Mikhail Bakunin, aspiring revolutionary Luigi Galleani and his followers carried out a series of high-profile bombings and assassination attempts against prominent business, religious, and political leaders—culminating with the 1920 Wall Street bombing. This two-year campaign of terror triggered the first U.S. “Red Scare”—leading to clampdowns against dissidents, particularly those hailing from populations deemed especially susceptible to the Communist message (such as ethnic, racial, and religious minorities).

Layered on top of these socioeconomic pressures were deep cultural tensions. Hundreds of thousands of immigrants arrived in the United States from China from 1830 through 1880. Between 1880 and 1924, 2.5 million Jewish people sought refuge in America.103 Tens of millions of other European migrants also arrived between 1880 and 1920—many from predominantly Catholic countries.104 In the wake of the 1910 Mexican Revolution, migration across America’s southern frontier also accelerated rapidly—and increased even further following the onset of Mexico’s Cristero War in 1926.105 Each of these waves was perceived as a threat to the hegemony of white Anglo-Saxon Protestants (WASPs) in America. Collectively, they were understood as an existential crisis. At the dawn of the twentieth century, roughly three-fourths of the populations of many large U.S. cities were immigrants and first-generation Americans.106

A wave of laws and policies followed, from 1875 through 1924, restricting immigration from Asia and eastern Europe and enhancing government powers to deport political dissidents (i.e., labor organizers, anarchists, and Communists) and other “undesirables.” Immigration was restricted to specific ports of entry, and government agents were assigned to vet aspiring migrants. The U.S. Border Patrol was established to restrict traffic across America’s southern frontier. Modern police forces were established in major U.S. cities to keep poor and minority populations “in line,” and to ensure that WASPs and WASP-owned businesses were insulated from violence, infrastructure damage, or crime in the event of public disorder.107 However, ethnic tensions continued to roil many cities.

In addition to the large influx of immigrants into the United States, there was a major wave of internal migration of African Americans from the South to the North (the Great Migration) beginning around 1910—driven by the desire to escape Jim Crow laws, Black codes, and a relatively stagnant southern economy.108 This movement accelerated after the onset of World War I, as African Americans moved to fill the vacancies caused by the deployment of large numbers of white men to Europe (generally in foundries, factories, slaughterhouses and related lines of work). A resurgent Ku Klux Klan and accelerating racial violence in the South post-1915 further hastened the exodus. Up north, a growing Black middle class launched the New Negro movement, which was focused on developing Black culture and institutions while resisting segregation and racialized violence. Growing numbers of Black Americans began attending college, and their expectations and demands continued to rise—chafing against the bigotry and restrictions that, while less severe, were still quite present in the North.109

Women were likewise demanding more say in public decisions and greater opportunities in the professional world. In the United Kingdom, radical feminists carried out a campaign of bombings, arsons, and attempted assassinations and kidnappings from 1912 through the onset of World War I.110 Women’s rights campaigns in the United States were never as militant. However, there were fears that this could change—especially as the nascent Communist regimes made a point of emphasizing parity between the sexes, and as Socialist organizations in the United States sought to build alliances with feminist movements.111 Meanwhile, many women who served in the war, or occupied vacancies formerly held by men during the war, were disinterested in returning to domestic life once the conflict was over.112 Middle-class women began pursuing college in significantly higher numbers and increasingly aspired toward professional jobs upon graduation.113

Meanwhile, many white men returned from World War I and found themselves unemployed—and often struggling with physical and psychic injuries as well. There was not yet a department of veterans affairs to help disabled veterans, nor were there funds (like the post–World War II GI Bill) to help returning soldiers retrain for alternative jobs.114 Many returning vets were none too pleased with the demographic and cultural changes that had occurred in America during their absence, nor were they content to allow Blacks, immigrants, and women to continue occupying their former jobs.

Of course, hundreds of thousands of Black men also fought in World War I.115 Although still largely segregated, Black soldiers experienced a level of freedom and respect in Europe that had been unknown to them in the United States. Upon returning home, they were not only disinterested in going back to their former status quo, they were willing to fight for their freedoms and to defend themselves by force from white aggression as needed. These ethnic, racial, and economic tensions ultimately culminated in waves of violence—from the Red Summer of 1919 through the 1921 Tulsa Massacre.116

Into this milieu stepped the Progressives. Secularizing the social gospel movement, they promised to help America transcend its divides, redeem its soul, and experience unprecedented peace and prosperity by leveraging science and reason to maximize human flourishing in a way that laissez-faire capitalism never could. They promised a world where robber barons would be restrained by technocrats, where corruption, nepotism, exploitation, and unjust discrimination would be replaced by meritocracy and professionalization. The poor and the unfit would be cared for and gradually eliminated through a combination of aid, education programs, expanded rules and regulations (and intensified enforcement), and eugenics programs. Political partisanship, ethnic and religious conflict, and other forms of tribalistic struggles would be settled by objective and disinterested experts committed to the greater good.117 Class struggle would be eliminated, not because inequality was vanquished, but because people across the social strata would be made to see that the prosperity and economic dynamism unleashed by free markets could benefit everyone—so long as the wealthy and powerful could be persuaded to entrust a share of their wealth and authority to symbolic capitalists to manage the economy and society writ large.118 The symbolic professions arose in the service of this project.

Journalism, for instance, was established as a profession with a purported ethos of exposing corruption, waste, fraud, or abuse; holding the powerful to account; speaking on behalf of those whose voices typically went unheard; and educating the public into more capable citizens.119 At the same time, newspapers sought to maximize their reach by abandoning blatant political partisanship in favor of ostensibly neutral and fact-based reporting.120 Journalism schools were established at many prominent universities, and expectations and codes of conduct with respect to editing and reporting became far more standardized.121

Simultaneously, millionaires (and eventually corporations themselves) were persuaded to demonstrate their magnanimity by creating and supporting nonprofit organizations oriented toward uplifting the needy. It was argued that foundations overseen by successful businessmen, and staffed by experts, could make much better decisions about what the public needed, and could more effectively and efficiently deliver the required goods and services than corrupt, myopic, and partisan career politicians ever could. Therefore, rather than being taxed away, the affluent should be empowered and encouraged to exercise their own judgment about how to leverage some portion of their resources to promote the public good.122 This was the beginning of “big philanthropy” as we understand it today. The proliferation of these wealthy nonprofits also led to a boom in social workers and advanced the establishment of “social work” as a profession. From the outset, it was a profession primarily staffed by women123—serving as an outlet for the growing numbers of highly educated women who were seeking professional employment they deemed “worthy.”

Wealthy patrons also invested in postsecondary educational institutions that bore their names. One worth singling out briefly is Johns Hopkins University, established in 1873. Based on the German model of higher education, Johns Hopkins became America’s first full-fledged research university—and it transformed the higher education landscape in the United States. Many other research universities were founded in the subsequent decades, often bearing the names of the wealthy philanthropists who bankrolled them. Prestigious private colleges and flagship public universities sought to remake themselves as research institutions as well (today, the formerly dominant “liberal arts college” is the exception rather than the rule). Meanwhile, other elites invested in think tanks to convene scholars and policymakers to come up with actionable solutions for particular social problems, beginning with the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace in 1910.

The rise of research universities, think tanks, and related institutions also allowed for the emergence of a new type of expert: the professional scientist. This new type of scientist was affiliated with knowledge-producing institutions (unlike citizen scientists or industry researchers) and aspired to do basic research, or “pure” science. That is, rather than serving private or state interests, they ostensibly aspired to serve all humankind by deepening our understanding of the world and following the truth wherever it led—without regard for whether their work was immediately useful, profitable, marketable, or palatable.124

The social sciences were professionalized during this same period.125 Economics, sociology, psychology, and political science developed their own scholarly canons, established their own methods, and secured their own degree programs with chaired faculty. Graduates were expected to readily find employment in the service of policymakers, nonprofits, or think tanks, or as public intellectuals, as university professors, or in some combination of these options. New information sciences were also born to help organizations effectively manage the growing scale and complexity of their operations. In 1881, the Wharton School at the University of Pennsylvania became the first U.S. business school. In 1908, Harvard Business School was founded, and it became the first institution in the world to offer a master of business administration (MBA) degree.126 Other programs were established at universities nationwide for accounting, personnel management, and library science—and there was extremely rapid growth in managerial, clerical, and technical jobs in the public, private, and nonprofit sectors.

There was also massive demand in the private sector and at all levels of government for engineers and urban planners (and later architects) to address the profound infrastructural, housing, and technical challenges associated with rapid industrialization (and the radically increasing scale and complexity of industry), urbanization, and the unprecedented waves of migration many cities experienced from 1880 through 1924. Engineering programs were established at colleges and universities around the country—although, for a host of interesting reasons, they failed to constitute themselves as a coherent “discipline” along the lines of economics, or as a profession with the level of cultural cachet that doctors or lawyers receive.127

Progressives simultaneously spearheaded the proliferation of secondary schools and successfully lobbied for mandatory attendance laws, with the aim of assimilating (“civilizing”) ethnic or religious minorities and getting restless youth off the streets.128 Much as in the expansion of social work, newly created positions in the education field were filled heavily by middle-class women who were seeking professional employment.129 In order to train the needed army of instructors in how to educate students the “correct” way, teachers’ colleges were established around the country (evolved from “normal schools”), and many colleges and universities established departments or schools of education.130

Across the board, a key aspect of the growth of these new professions was the adoption of ethical standards and codes. These documents typically defined the professions in question as fundamentally altruistic in nature—ostensibly dedicated not to profit or prestige but to the public good. In 1847, the American Medical Association passed its first code of ethics, which enshrined the Hippocratic oath as a cornerstone for the medical profession. Adjacent and derivative fields (psychiatry, nursing) followed suit. The 1883 Pendleton Civil Service Reform Act established merit-based appointments for work in the civil service and codified that bureaucrats were to orient themselves toward the public good. In 1908, the American Bar Association adopted its Canons of Professional Ethics. The American Society of Newspaper Editors likewise adopted its Canons of Journalism in 1922. In 1940, the American Association of University Professors and the Association of American Colleges and Universities would issue their Statement of Principles on Academic Freedom and Tenure, which called for independence of university faculty on the basis that it freed up professors to better pursue the common good and follow the truth wherever it leads. As I’ve explored elsewhere,131 one of the first things professors did with their newfound power over hiring and promotion was attempt to stack departments with allies and purge or marginalize opponents of the dominant faction. They were far from alone in this regard.

From the outset, the movement to define the symbolic professions in terms of altruism was fundamentally rooted in parochialism, elitism, and the pursuit of wealth and power. As sociologist Randall Collins put it, “The altruistic professions, in fact, are among the highest paid, and their ‘altruism’ gives a further payoff in the form of status and deference.… The introduction of stringent ethical standards among professionals has always resulted in an improvement of their economic and social position and a restriction of their ranks.”132 Indeed, Collins’s research shows that although the symbolic professions and the credentialing system were ushered in under the auspices of transferring wealth and opportunity from those at the top to those who were needy and desperate, in fact the primary wealth transfer that actually occurred during this period was from the upper class to the upper-middle class.133 Symbolic capitalists took from the rich and gave … primarily to themselves. As sociologist Matthew Desmond has powerfully illustrated, similar realities hold today. Since the 1970s, when changes to the global economic order radically elevated the position of symbolic capitalists in societies worldwide, wealth redistribution in America has been increasingly funneled into compelling other sectors of society to subsidize the lifestyles of the upper-middle class. There has been little benefit for the genuinely marginalized and disadvantaged. “When it comes to poverty reduction,” Desmond argues, “we’ve had fifty years of nothing.”134

The symbolic professions presented themselves as ethically oriented and self-regulating as a means to avoid regulation and supervision by others. Although these institutionally secure and politically insulated workers were, indeed, protected against being compelled to promote others’ private interests, they were simultaneously freed up to develop and pursue their own group interests—accountable almost exclusively to peers who shared those same interests.135 In order to justify their positions, increase their compensation, and expand their influence, they sought to take more and more decisions out of the realm of democratic contestation by redefining them as matters of expert judgment. It would be for them, the experts, to discern not only what the public did want but what it should want. They would likewise determine the best way to achieve particular goals and officially evaluate progress toward those goals.

Of course, the relatively high pay, prestige, influence, and unaccountability of these professions made it all the more important for Progressives to ensure that the “right” people (i.e. WASPs, especially WASP men) occupied these roles.

Consider, for instance, government bureaucracies, which expanded rapidly during the Progressive Era—particularly after income tax was first authorized in 1913.136 Following the Pendleton Civil Service Reform Act, “meritocratic” testing was required for all civil servants. For a time, these tests were effective at locking out most minorities and people from “low” socioeconomic backgrounds. However, with much larger numbers of immigrants and minorities now present in America, mandatory secondary school in most locations, and growing numbers of ethnic and racial minorities aspiring to college, the tests grew less effective than they used to be at selecting for well-heeled WASPs.137 In order to help ensure these jobs ended up being filled by the “right” people, Woodrow Wilson authorized African Americans to be cut from the civil service on the basis of their race and, post-1914, required pictures with job applications to facilitate racial discrimination henceforth.138 Later, under Franklin D. Roosevelt (and to a lesser extent Harry S. Truman), immigrants and minorities would also be disqualified in various ways from taking advantage of New Deal and Fair Deal job opportunities or benefiting from associated government wealth-building programs.139

In the private and nonprofit sectors, various barriers were likewise set up to keep non-WASPs out of the symbolic professions. There were moves to restrict access to journalism jobs to those possessing professional degrees.140 Teacher certification requirements increased dramatically.141 New licensing, testing, certification, and degree requirements likewise proliferated for medicine (and derivative fields such as dentistry, pharmacology, nursing, and psychiatry), law, social work, the information professions, and beyond.142 Scientists (in the natural or social sciences) increasingly required advanced degrees in order to be taken seriously or even officially work as scientists. These measures were taken somewhat explicitly to ensure the “right” kinds of people (upper-middle-class WASPs) ended up in these jobs while the “wrong” kinds of people (ethnic and religious minorities) were filtered out. The American Medical Association, the American Bar Association, and many other professional organizations explicitly restricted membership to whites and denied accreditation to most of the schools that arose to train immigrants and minorities in the professions.143

Educational institutions got in on the action as well. Colleges and universities increasingly began awarding scholarships and admission on the basis of “merit.” However, when too many of the “wrong” people (i.e., Jewish people) started qualifying for meritocratic admission and aid, universities shifted to a “holistic” decision-making process that would allow them to discreetly cut “undesirables” who otherwise qualified on the basis of grades and exam scores.144 Black people, of course, were already forbidden from attending most white universities (and were kept to very small numbers even in predominantly white universities that allowed “coloreds” to attend). Indeed, all the way until 1973 (in the wake of Adams v. Richardson), nineteen states retained overtly segregated higher education systems.145

In short, the symbolic professions were designed, fairly explicitly, to be sinecures for WASPs—primarily for men, with some roles set aside for upper-middle-class WASP women. Yet these professions were also legitimized, from the outset, by appealing to social justice discourse. From the beginning, affiliated institutions were starkly elitist and parochial, yet they ostensibly aspired to assist the downtrodden, vulnerable, marginalized, and impoverished.

Today, the symbolic professions—doctors, lawyers, professors, journalists, bureaucrats, nonprofit workers, tech workers—continue to be explicitly legitimized on the basis of their altruism. Many other cultural producers, such as scholars and artists, are expected to display indifference or disdain toward wealth and influence. They are instead supposed to prioritize the pursuit of “truth,” “beauty,” and related abstractions (with those who conspicuously fail to conform with these expectations derided as “hacks” or “grifters” or otherwise less “authentic” or “pure”).146 Now, as in the past, these claims to altruism and serving higher principles or the public good provide the basis for the high levels of pay, prestige, deference, and autonomy that symbolic capitalists enjoy.

However, this mode of legitimation can also present a vulnerability. Insofar as symbolic capitalists are perceived to be selfish or myopic, as serving elite interests at the expense of the broader public, or as parasitic on society rather than advancing the greater good, their authority and job security can be severely undermined. This mode of legitimation also sets the stage for a unique form of status competition within the symbolic professions: those who are perceived to be more effective or committed to promoting the common good and (especially) helping the vulnerable, marginalized, and disadvantaged are generally perceived to be more worthy of prestige, deference, autonomy, and so on. Meanwhile, those who are successfully portrayed as possessing values, priorities, and behaviors that seem unworthy of their profession will often find their jobs and social status in a precarious position. And when times get hard, symbolic capitalists grow even more aggressive in trying to preserve or enhance their social position by demonstrating that their peers and rivals have never been woke.







2
The Great Awokening(s)



Over the past several years, there has been a dramatic shift in discourse and expressed attitudes about prejudice, discrimination, and disrespect. More striking than the intensity and rapidity of the movement was its breadth. Although race was a central axis, discourse and beliefs around immigration status, gender, and sexuality experienced similar and roughly simultaneous transformations.

Documenting these changes, colleagues David Rozado, Jamin Halberstadt, and I analyzed twenty-seven million news articles published in forty-seven media outlets over the past half century. We found that, beginning in the early 2010s, there was a major rise in the use of terms referring to various forms of prejudice and discrimination.1 Bias and oppression along the lines of race, gender, or sexuality—and even discrimination against religious minorities (Muslims, Jews)—all experienced rapid and simultaneous increases in salience. Similar patterns held for television news broadcasts. Statistical tests suggested that these shifts were not independent of one another but instead seemed to be products of some deeper, underlying change among the people who produce the news.

Academic research followed the same trend. Analyzing thematic patterns since the turn of the century across six of the most expansive scholarship databases, Rozado and I identified a dramatic and simultaneous increase in research studying discrimination along the lines of race, gender identity, sexual orientation, and disability status after 2011.2 Google nGrams show equivalent changes in published books: there were huge and simultaneous spikes in discussions of racism, xenophobia, sexism, homophobia, transphobia, Islamophobia, anti-Semitism, and related terms that began after 2011 and continued through the end of the dataset (2019).3

Artistic outputs moved in a similar direction. As early as 2014, cultural critics began to note that overtly political—and politically and morally uncomplicated—art was beginning to dominate the cultural landscape in symbolic capitalist circles.4 In the aftermath of Donald Trump’s election, this trend seems to have been exacerbated.5 Diversity, representation, and politics were core themes for museum exhibitions throughout the 2010s.6 Art education trended in the same direction: statistical analyses of art pedagogy journals showed a significant spike in focus on “identity” issues after 2010 and running through the rest of the decade.7

Diversity, representation, and identity became core priorities of the entertainment industry too. With respect to feature films, for instance, roughly 14 percent of major studio films released in 2012 included an LGBTQ character, and only half of those passed the Vito Russo test. By 2020, nearly a quarter (23 percent) included identifiably LGBTQ characters, and nearly all (90 percent) of those movies passed the test.8 Simultaneously, the percentage of films with nonwhite leads quadrupled over the decade to the point where the percentage of films with white leads now roughly mirrors the percentage of whites in the general population. The diversity of supporting roles also increased radically over this same period. By 2020, nearly 30 percent of films had primarily nonwhite casts. Over this same period, the percentage of movies with female leads likewise doubled and is now approaching parity with the percentage of films with male leads.9 The number of films passing the Bechdel test radically increased after 2010 as well. Of the thirty highest-grossing films of 2006, only 27 percent passed the test. In the period between 2013 and 2019, 76 percent passed.10

Representation in television and streaming shows followed a similar trajectory. The share of regular and recurring LGBTQ actors more than doubled from 2012 to 2020—including a rapidly growing presence in children and family programming. LGBTQ representation also grew more diverse. By 2020, a majority of LGBTQ characters on the small screen were nonwhite.11 Overall, the share of scripted television shows with nonwhite leads more than doubled from 2012 to 2020, and supporting casts grew radically more diverse as well.12

However, entertainment outputs didn’t simply grow more diverse, they also grew more overtly political.13 And it wasn’t just the themes that shifted but also the mode of discussion. In the words of cultural critic Molly Fischer, entertainment outputs increasingly adopted “a tone along the lines of an after-school special,” despite a dearth of viewers who would be “simultaneously surprised and receptive to such lessons.”14 Those in the entertainment industry who failed to toe the preferred institutional line on cultural and political issues increasingly faced professional sanctions. Content out of step with the preferred narratives grew increasingly difficult to produce.15

The advertisements that accompany (and typically subsidize the production of) these cultural outputs simultaneously grew more diverse along the lines of race, gender, and sexuality—and more explicitly political in their themes and content—from 2012 through 2021. The changes were particularly pronounced in advertisements for symbolic economy–aligned industries such as education, technology, telecommunications, nonprofits, and entertainment (TV, music, film), and in ads targeting strong Democrat-voting regions (such as symbolic economy hubs).16

Collectively, these changes in symbolic economy outputs happened in tandem with radical attitudinal shifts among the primary producers and consumers of these outputs: highly educated white liberals. After 2011, there were dramatic changes in how highly educated white liberals answered questions related to race and ethnicity.17 These shifts were not matched among nonliberal or non-Democrat whites, nor among nonwhites of any political or ideological persuasion. By 2020, highly educated white liberals tended to provide more “woke” responses to racial questions than the average Black or Hispanic person; they tended to perceive much more racism against minorities than most minorities, themselves, reported experiencing; they expressed greater support for diversity than most Blacks or Hispanics.18 White Democrats also became significantly more likely to perceive others in their social circles as “racist,” even as nonwhite copartisans moved in the opposite direction (and white non-Democrats were flat).19 On “feeling thermometer” questions, white liberals shifted so much that they now tend to view all other racial and ethnic groups more favorably than their own. There is no other combination of ideology and race that produces remotely similar results.20

Critically, race is not the only axis on which these dramatic trends were apparent. They are visible in questions related to gender and sexuality as well. For instance, from 2010 to 2020 Democrats became 16 percentage points more likely to insist that abortion should be legal under all circumstances. There was more movement in this ten-year span than in the entire preceding time series, going back to 1975.21 Over this same period, white liberals became much more likely to self-identify as “feminist,” and self-identified “feminists” grew much more likely to identify as strong Democrats. Moreover, although white liberals’ views on “identity” issues shifted far more than their positions on economic matters, dramatic shifts were apparent in expressed attitudes on poverty as well.22 As an example, between 2011 and 2017, Republicans grew 1 percentage point less likely to say that the government should do more to help the needy even if it exacerbates the national debt. Democrats shifted 17 percentage points in the opposite direction.23 On dataset after dataset, question after question, this same pattern emerges: a rapidly growing polarization between highly educated white liberals and virtually everyone else in society from 2011 through 2021.

As symbolic capitalists’ attitudes about the social world changed, their emotional states moved in tandem. There was a rapid and asymmetrical increase in Democrats experiencing anxiety, depression, and other forms of negative affect after 2011—including and especially among those who are highly educated, white and identify as liberal—perhaps driven by increased awareness, concern, and discussion about social injustices (and heightened worry about actual or perceived complicity in said injustices or impotence to meaningfully address them).24

The political and ideological alignments of highly educated white Americans shifted significantly over this same period too. Since 2010, rapidly growing shares of highly educated whites have aligned themselves with the Democratic Party. And within the Democratic Party, there has been a dramatic rise in the share of highly educated and white voters who identify as “liberal.” It is particularly highly educated white voters within the Democratic Party who have undergone this ideological shift. Black and Hispanic Democrats with college degrees, for instance, remain far less likely to self-identify as “liberal” than white peers and saw far less movement over the span of time in question.25 There was also systematic variation along gender lines: the shifts were far more radical and sustained among women than men.26 Across the board, however, highly educated whites underwent dramatic changes in their political and ideological identification. As an indication of how far they’ve shifted: in recent polling, college-educated white voters have shown a stronger preference for the Democratic Party than racial or ethnic minority voters. This is unprecedented in the record of polling going back to the mid-1960s.27

In addition to shifting how they talk and think about social justice issues, and adjusting their political and ideological alignments, highly educated white liberals also became much more militant in advocating for their preferred social agenda. Highly educated white Democrats, for instance, began to contact elected officials and donate to political campaigns and causes at much higher levels after 2010, and in a way that was not mirrored by nonwhite copartisans.28 In response, the preferred political party of these constituents shifted dramatically as well. Work by economist Sahil Chinoy shows that there was an aggressive (and asymmetrical) leftward shift in the Democratic Party platform beginning in 2012 and persisting through subsequent cycles.29

Here it’s worth emphasizing that, although polls and surveys tend to break up the electorate in terms of characteristics like race, income, education, or political and ideological identification instead of identifying them by the work they do, it’s probably more precise to think of the shifts as being driven by symbolic capitalists in particular, rather than whites, liberals, or highly educated voters more generically. Much-discussed phenomena like the growing urban-rural divide, the diploma divide, and the gender divide are all proxies for a more fundamental schism between symbolic capitalists (and the communities they congregate in) versus those who are more socioeconomically or culturally distant from the symbolic economy—a schism that has grown significantly wider in recent years.

Symbolic capitalists lie squarely at the intersection of the populations whose ideological and political perspectives have changed most since 2011 (highly educated white liberals). As will be detailed at length in subsequent chapters, symbolic capitalists are overwhelmingly white. This is not just a function of baseline U.S. population characteristics: relative to other American workers, symbolic capitalists are disproportionately likely to be white. They nearly unanimously possess at least a BA. Politically and ideologically, they are overwhelmingly Democratic and liberal. All said, the lion’s share of symbolic capitalists are highly educated white liberals, and Americans who happen to be highly educated white liberals are quite likely to be symbolic capitalists. The particular slice of Americans who primarily comprise the symbolic professions underwent idiosyncratic and dramatic political and ideological transformations after 2011, and this significantly and uniquely transformed the outputs and the operations of the symbolic professions over this same time period (relative to other occupations).

In a 2019 essay, Vox analyst Matthew Yglesias popularized the term “the Great Awokening” as a shorthand to refer to the rapid shifts in the expressed views of white liberals on identity issues after 2011.30 This is the term I will use here to collectively refer not just to the shifts in expressed attitudes among symbolic capitalists but also to the simultaneous and likewise dramatic changes in protest activity, ideological and political alignments, and symbolic economy outputs.31 These trends are often analyzed and discussed in isolation. However, it’s likely more revelatory to analyze them as different facets of a single overarching social phenomenon that started in late 2010 and began to decline around 2021.


Point of Origin

One of the most striking aspects of the rapid shift in discourse and norms around “identity” issues is their timing: they don’t seem to be a response to anything in particular that happened “in the world” with respect to race, gender, or sexuality at time of onset.

For instance, given that the shifts on race became increasingly pronounced through 2012, one might assume they were straightforwardly a response to the February 26 murder of Trayvon Martin. However, it is harder to explain why we see similar changes in discussion and public attitudes with respect to sexism, homophobia, transphobia, Islamophobia, and anti-Semitism—all at roughly the same time as we observe the spikes related to race.

The shifts with respect to sexism and misogyny were clearly not a response to #MeToo. They preceded the emergence of #MeToo by a few years and may help explain why the movement was able to achieve the impact it did—why it was able to find such a receptive audience when previous efforts to elevate the issues of sexual violence, harassment, and discrimination were less successful gaining traction.

In a similar fashion, changes that were already underway leading into 2012 may explain why the murder of Martin—and the subsequent slayings of Eric Garner, Michael Brown, and Tamir Rice—resonated so strongly when previous incidents of state violence against African Americans (including other incidents caught on film) did not. That is, rather than the shift in racial attitudes being a response to, for instance, Black Lives Matter (BLM), instead, antecedent shifts among symbolic capitalists may help explain why BLM was able to attain such prominence in 2013, and to rise to such heights in the years that followed.

In light of this timeline, it should go without saying that the ongoing Great Awokening was not a response to Trump. Instead, Trump seems to have emerged on the political scene in the context of already-heightened social tension around identity issues, and may have been ushered out of office by the same. Research by my colleagues and I found that the shifts in media discourse and public attitudes continued unabated six months after Joe Biden was sworn into office—underscoring yet again that the shifts were not “about” Trump.32

Instead, if we are trying to pinpoint the beginning of the Great Awokening, it seems most accurate to say it began in September 2011, with the emergence of the Occupy Wall Street movement. This claim may be shocking to some readers. In the popular discourse, the Occupy movement is often discussed as being in tension with, or even antithetical to, identitarian approaches to social justice. Some have gone so far as to claim that the Great Awokening was cooked up by superelites and corporations in order to divert attention away from the broad-based and class-focused movement that Occupy Wall Street allegedly represented.33 In reality, however, Occupy and the identitarian movements that succeeded it are more contiguous than contradictory.



E Pluribus Unum

From the outset, a key mission of symbolic capitalists has been to rein in capitalism run amok (thereby rendering the prevailing order more beneficent, efficient, and stable). Although mainstream symbolic capitalists have consistently aligned themselves with the “Left,” in practice their efforts have been largely oriented toward saving capitalism from the capitalists rather than overthrowing the system entirely. In pursuit of this objective, millionaires and billionaires have been a consistent foil for symbolic economy professionals. Superelites whose fortunes are tied to material extraction and production are subject to particular scorn. Across the board, however, symbolic capitalists have consistently condemned superelites as selfish, short-sighted, and insufficiently deferent to people like ourselves.

As sociologist Max Weber emphasized, elites who hold social status in society on the basis of attributes like their knowledge, skills, or institutional rank tend to be resentful and disdainful toward those who enjoy a high social position primarily on the basis of their business success and accumulated wealth. It has always been our strong conviction that society would be vastly improved if people listened to and admired the millionaires and billionaires less and valued the perspectives of intellectuals more. These sentiments are heightened, Weber argued, when symbolic capitalists find their own status or socioeconomic position threatened or particularly precarious.34 During these periods, we become much more likely to rail aggressively against capitalism and the superrich—often cloaking our struggles for wealth, status, and power as social justice advocacy—although our passion for revolution tends to rapidly fade once our own objectives are met:


In truth—let’s be honest with ourselves here—this belief in the cause, as subjectively sincere as it may be, is almost always a “moral legitimation” for the desire for power, revenge, booty, and benefits: the materialist interpretation of history too is no hansom cab to be hailed at will, and it doesn’t stop for the agents of revolution! But then, after the emotional revolution, comes the return to traditional everyday life; the hero of the believers, and even the belief itself, disappears or becomes even more effective as a conventional slogan in the political philistine’s or functionary’s arsenal.35



Taking symbolic capitalists’ rhetoric at face value during these periods of heightened unrest, it would be easy to mistake us as genuinely populist or egalitarian. However, the methods and constitution of the movements we take part in typically suggest a different story: they tend to be campaigns by and for one faction of elites against another. Occupy Wall Street was no exception.

In reality, Occupy was not class oriented. It was a movement that, if anything, helped obscure important class differences and the actual causes of social stratification. As David Autor aptly put it, “The singular focus of the public debate on the ‘top 1 percent’ of households overlooks the component of earnings inequality that is arguably most consequential for the ‘other 99 percent’ of citizens: the dramatic growth in the wage premium associated with higher education and cognitive ability.”36 That is, precisely what Occupy helped us avoid talking about is how symbolic economy institutions and their employment practices are some of the main drivers of contemporary inequality, and how people like us are the primary “winners” in this arrangement. Conveniently for symbolic capitalists, rather than focusing on concrete policies to rectify inequalities, the Occupy movement’s approach to social change was intensely academic and, in the name of “inclusivity,” was outright hostile to politics per se.37 Rather than advocating for concrete policies that could tangibly assist the marginalized and disadvantaged in society, or developing some actionable platform that could help promote broad-based prosperity, the movement was primarily focused on villainizing those above symbolic capitalists on the socioeconomic ladder.

Contrary to depictions of Occupy as a broad-based movement, symbolic capitalists were its primary base. For instance, despite the diversity of the city, participants of Occupy demonstrations in New York were overwhelmingly non-Hispanic white. They were nearly uniformly liberal in their political orientations. They were also relatively affluent: roughly three-quarters (72 percent) of participants came from households above the 2011 New York City median. A plurality came from households that brought in over $100,000 per year. Seventy-six percent of participants had a BA degree or higher, and a majority of the rest were currently enrolled in college. Those who had jobs hailed overwhelmingly from the symbolic professions. Only about a quarter of employed participants had blue-collar, retail, or service jobs.38 Across the rest of the country, the picture was basically the same. Occupy protests were concentrated largely in symbolic economy hubs, and there were low rates of participation across the board for those who were not college educated, white, and liberal.39

The composition of Occupy was broadly continuous with the “identitarian” movements that followed. For instance, analyzing the post-2016 #Resistance protest movements such as the March for Science, the Women’s March, and the March for Racial Justice, sociologist Dana Fisher likewise found that the demonstrators were majority white, disproportionately female, extremely well educated (with more than 70 percent possessing a bachelor’s degree, and many others pursuing a college degree), and overwhelmingly left-leaning. Whether we analyze by sheer number of events or by participants, or if we look at attendees per capita, #Resistance protest events were overwhelmingly concentrated in knowledge economy hubs, just like Occupy protests were. The average adult age of the demonstrators was thirty-eight to forty-nine years old. Far from being a project of passionate young people, the #Resistance movement comprised primarily midcareer professionals associated with the symbolic economy.40 The Occupy crowd, but a half decade later.

Consequently, instead of thinking about Occupy Wall Street and post-2011 identitarian shifts as competitors, it’s probably more accurate to view them as different phases in the same Awokening. As the initial (Occupy) movement fizzled out, roughly the same constituencies began mobilizing alternative modes of social justice discourse, largely toward the same ends. Many who spent 2011 shouting “We are the 99 percent” spent 2013 proudly declaring that “Black Lives Matter,” identified as part of the #Resistance under Trump, began telling #MeToo stories in 2017, and became “trust the science” stans from 2018 through the COVID-19 pandemic. It’s all been part of the same wave of activism among mainstream symbolic capitalists.



Alternative Facts

There have been many alternative theories to explain the rapid cultural shifts and heightened social unrest that began after 2010. One popular narrative attributes the tumult to new digital technologies allowing ordinary people to circumvent elite gatekeepers, coordinate, and share information and ideas in hitherto unprecedented ways.41 A popular variation on this argument interprets the Great Awokening as a product of women, minorities, LGBTQ Americans, and young people having a greater ability to “talk back” to established authorities as a result of the aforementioned technological shifts alongside changing demographics in the United States. Resistance to “wokeness” is described as backlash against historically marginalized and disadvantaged populations making gains in society. These narratives are comforting to symbolic capitalists. However, they have glaring problems.

Again, the most dramatic shifts in norms, discourse, and political activity occurred among highly educated and relatively affluent white liberals. They were not reflected among poor or working-class people or nonwhites of any political persuasion to anywhere near the same degree. Geographically, wealthy symbolic economy hubs were the main sites of mobilization. Looking at occupations, there have been massive changes to journalistic outputs and the operations of many newsrooms since 2011. There were major shifts in the themes of academic research and teaching. Nonprofit and advocacy organizations experienced constant and explosive conflict over what their priorities should be and how best to advance them.42 Advertisers, PR firms, and consultants made significant adjustments to their strategies and communications. Art and entertainment outputs underwent massive transformations. New rules, procedures, trainings, and positions proliferated rapidly in HR departments. However, there were no comparable social justice–oriented shifts in how waitresses serve food, how truck drivers deliver freight, how beauticians cut nails, how construction workers build houses, how grocery store clerks ring up food, how plumbers unclog toilets, and so on (excepting some additional rules and training imposed by the aforementioned corporate HR administrators, often to the chagrin of “normie” workers). The Awokening was primarily constrained to the symbolic professions. And within those professions, the shifts were led by the most prestigious institutions (later emulated by others),43 and conflicts were consistently more pronounced in elite spaces than in less prestigious firms and institutions. These realities are difficult to square with depictions of the Great Awokening as a “bottom-up” movement.

Narratives attributing the Great Awokening to young people are just as problematic. For example, there was a significant uptick in demonstrations at college campuses nationwide that began in 2011 and continued to build over subsequent years.44 We now know that the unrest unfolding on campuses was not unique to institutions of higher learning. Most other spheres of the symbolic economy were undergoing contemporaneous transformations. The changes were especially visible at colleges and universities early on because these are institutions filled with huge numbers of symbolic capitalists and aspirants thereto. That is, they contain exceptionally large concentrations of the elites who were undergoing the shifts. At the time, however, many instead attempted to explain the tumult affecting colleges and universities in terms of the unique characteristics of “kids these days.” As the discourse continued, there came to be a particular focus on Gen Z, who, relative to previous cohorts, were held to be especially sensitive to offense, intolerant of resistance or dissent, and politically progressive and engaged, but also overly impatient and idealistic.

However, Gen Z was clearly not responsible for the identitarian shifts in mainstream media reporting, published books, academic journal articles, or arts and entertainment programming that kicked off as Occupy was winding down. At the time these shifts began, the oldest members of Gen Z were just sixteen years old—they were not producing these cultural outputs, let alone serving as gatekeepers of what gets published or not. These teens and preteens were not the demographic most advertisers, media companies, and publishing houses were trying to reach, nor were they the main constituents that Democratic Party decision makers were trying to appease as they shifted their messaging and priorities (they weren’t even old enough to vote, let alone having the discretionary income and autonomy to donate and volunteer for campaigns). Instead, it was millennials and younger members of Gen X who led the Great Awokening—people who were in their twenties through forties at its outset. Consequently, although it may be empirically true that contemporary young people have unique experiences, characteristics, and preferences that set them apart from previous generational cohorts in nontrivial ways, these differences are not particularly relevant for understanding most of the post-2011 social, cultural, and institutional transformations.

Technological changes can’t explain the Great Awokening either. Facebook became available to the general public in 2006. Google acquired YouTube in that same year. Twitter began taking off in 2007, contemporaneous with the release of the first iPhone. All said, social networking sites and smartphones existed for years before the Awokening began—and the erstwhile rebels who made effective use of these technologies were often, themselves, highly educated and relatively affluent. They were disaffected elites or elite aspirants rather than “normies.” The cofounders of BLM, for instance, all had BA degrees from top-notch universities. Two out of three had advanced degrees on top of their BAs. One could go on and on.

Rather than empowering ordinary people to circumvent elite gatekeepers, it may be that the primary way digital technologies and platforms contributed to social unrest was by making it easier for counterelites to spread their messaging and attain a following. Yet, as Evgeny Morozov powerfully illustrated, the specific technologies and platforms broadly credited with sparking revolutions are also widely used by established authorities to surveil dissidents, suppress resistance, and otherwise preserve the status quo.45 Put another way, one could just as easily point to the technologies in question to explain why status quos persist instead of why they change.

Perhaps the biggest problem with the technological account, however, is that it implies (1) the post-2011 Great Awokening would not have happened in the absence of the technologies in question and (2) events like this did not happen, and indeed could not have, before these technologies existed (because the shifts are, themselves, products of the new technologies and platforms). Both these implicit premises are demonstrably false.



Not the First, Not the Last

While there is a tendency in some circles to assert that we live in “unprecedented” times, in fact, there have been multiple other Awokenings in the twentieth century that played out quite similarly to the current period of rapid normative and discursive change. We can isolate these periods using many of the same types of metrics we used to substantiate the current one.

For instance, highly educated white voters moved aggressively toward the Democratic Party after 2011. Political scientists Matthew Grossman and David Hopkins showed that there were similar shifts in the political identification of highly educated whites in the late 1980s through the mid-1990s, and in the mid-1960s through the late 1970s.46 Looking at trends in white racial liberalism from 1954 to 2020, political scientist Zach Goldberg identified three periods of significant attitudinal shifts among white liberals: one that crested in the mid-1960s, one in the early 1990s, and another that had yet to crest as of 2020.47 Looking at Google nGrams, political scientist Eric Kaufmann found that there were three major spikes in literary discussion around racism, sexism, and homophobia: one beginning in the mid-1960s, one in the late 1980s, and another in the early 2010s.48 Quantitative analysis of academic publications from 1980 to 2018 reveals a dramatic uptick in discussions of “trauma” and other terms related to victimhood starting in the early 1990s, with another spike after 2010.49

This is all resonant with what my colleagues and I discovered in analyzing media articles: although our dataset did not go back to the 1960s, we found evidence of a dramatic shift in discourse and public attitudes related to a broad range of “identity” issues that peaked in the early 1990s50 (in addition to the spike that began after 2011). Sociologist Leslie McCall likewise identified a dramatic spike in media coverage of socioeconomic inequality in the early to mid-1990s.51 Political scientists Dennis Chong, Jack Citrin, and Morris Levy subsequently illustrated that there was a major spike in media conversation around free speech and equality in the late 1980s through the mid-1990s followed by another spike beginning after 2008 and proceeding through 2021.52 Moreover, they highlight, major national longitudinal surveys show contemporaneous and rapid declines in tolerance for speech perceived to demean or offend members of historically marginalized and disenfranchised groups during these periods—at least for a certain subset of the population. Explaining their findings in the New York Times, Chong noted that “the most pronounced declines [in tolerance for offensive speech] over time have occurred among white, college educated liberals.”53 Writing in 1994, sociologist Steven Brint observed that “episodic surges of reformist activity” seem to “affect middle class professionals” more than anyone else in society.54

It is important to underline just how episodic these surges are. As philosopher Oliver Traldi has pointed out, the contemporary debates about identity politics, free speech, and “political correctness” on college campuses played out nearly verbatim in the late 1980s and early 1990s.55 In a book written at the tail end of the last Awokening, Barbara Ehrenreich describes how responses to student activists in the late 1980s and early 1990s were virtually identical to how “radical” students were portrayed in the 1960s. One excerpt is worth quoting at length, as it underscores how little has changed from the time of the boomers—not just relative to the 1990s but even today (emphases mine):


Psychiatrist Bruno Bettelheim likened the student rebels to Nazis. Then–liberal professor John Sibler called them “the new Fascisti.” Nathan Glazer compared them not only to Hitler but to Lenin and Stalin. Daniel Bell described the students at Columbia as “impelled not to innovation but to destruction.” Irving Kristol, not yet a conservative, called them “rebels without a cause—and without hope of accomplishing anything other than mischief and ruin.” Nor did the howls of outrage come only from the liberal center of the political spectrum.… Socialist Irving Howe dismissed the student movement as “romantic primitivism,” motivated by a “quasi-religious impulse.” … Edward Sihls described the students as “a uniquely indulged generation.” … If they were “acting out” it was only because they had been acted upon—in the wrong way—by their indulgent parents.56



Sound familiar? Again, this is Ehrenreich writing in 1990 about how student protesters in the 1960s were received. She found startling continuity between the culture war narratives and battle lines of the 1960s and the 1990s. It was even more startling to reread this text in the 2020s and observe how little has changed in our cultural scripts over the last sixty years.

All said, few elements of the current Awokening are actually unique to the present. Consider the phenomenon of “cancellation” within left-aligned spaces. Although often discussed in connection with online platforms and smartphones, it’s a practice that goes back decades. In the 1960s, for instance, it was called “trashing,” but the dynamics were the same, as illustrated powerfully in a 1976 article in Ms. magazine by Jo Freeman:


Trashing has reached epidemic proportions.… What is “trashing,” this colloquial term that expresses so much, yet explains so little? … It is not done to expose disagreements or resolve differences. It is done to disparage and destroy. The means vary.… Whatever methods are used, trashing involves a violation of one’s integrity, a declaration of one’s worthlessness, and an impugning of one’s motives. In effect, what is attacked is not one’s actions, or one’s ideas, but one’s self. This attack is accomplished by making you feel that your very existence is inimical to the Movement and that nothing can change this short of ceasing to exist. These feelings are reinforced when you are isolated from your friends as they become convinced that their association with you is similarly inimical to the Movement and to themselves. Any support of you will taint them. Eventually all your colleagues join in a chorus of condemnation which cannot be silenced, and you are reduced to a mere parody of your previous self.57



Contemporary tensions around “grievance studies,” “words as violence,” “victimhood culture,” and affirmative action are likewise mostly reruns of debates from the late 1980s and early 1990s—themselves largely rehashes of debates from the late 1960s and early 1970s.58 “Asymmetrical multiculturalism” (the tendency of white intellectuals to hold their coethnics in contempt while celebrating romanticized views of minorities) is not a product of the post-2010 period either. Instead, as political scientist Eric Kaufmann has shown, this impulse towards “white bashing” first became prominent in the 1920s.59

In fact, many elements of the contemporary Awokening date back roughly a century. Looking at mentions of “antiracism” in Google Books, we can see four major spikes: one in the early 1930s, one in the late 1960s, one in the late 1980s, and one in the early 2010s. Similarly, with respect to feminism, many have described the current moment as part of the “fourth wave.”60 The third wave was in the late 1980s and early 1990s. The second wave was during the 1960s through the early 1970s. And the first wave peaked toward the 1920s and crested through the early 1930s. In many respects, this initial Great Awokening was far more intense than any that followed. It also happens to be the most neglected in contemporary discussions about these periods of rapid sociocultural change, even though it shares almost all the same characteristics of later uprisings.

For instance, writing in 1929, toward the tail end of the first Great Awokening, George Orwell highlighted how the predominant social justice movement of the time, while ostensibly egalitarian, was primarily a product of professionals (the “middle class” in the parlance of the times). Social justice discourse, he argued, was often used by elites as a means of self-enhancement. Their approach to talking and thinking about these issues was alienating to most nonelites, to the detriment of the genuinely marginalized and disadvantaged in society. Orwell’s description of the tone and character of this period of heightened “social justice” activism should be immediately familiar to the contemporary reader (emphases mine except where indicated):


The first thing that must strike any observer is that Socialism in its developed form is a theory confined entirely to the middle class. The typical Socialist is not, as tremulous old ladies imagine, a ferocious-looking working man with greasy overalls and a raucous voice. He is either a youthful snob-Bolshevik who in five years’ time will have been converted to Roman Catholicism; or, still more typically, a prim little man with a white-collar job, usually a secret teetotaller, and often with vegetarian leanings, with a history of Nonconformity behind him, and, above all, with a social position that he has no intention of forfeiting.… Most middle-class Socialists, while theoretically pining for a classless society, cling like glue to their miserable fragments of social prestige.… Sometimes I look at a Socialist—the intellectual, tract-writing type of Socialist, with his pullover, his fuzzy hair, and his Marxian quotation—and wonder what the devil his motive really is (emphasis in original). It is often difficult to believe that it is love of anybody, especially of the working class, from whom he is of all people the furthest removed.… When I listen to these people talking, and still more when I read their books, I get the impression that, to them, the whole Socialist movement is no more than a kind of exciting heresy-hunt—a leaping to and fro of frenzied witch-doctors to the beat of tom-toms and the tune of “Fee, fi, fo, fum, I smell the blood of a right-wing deviationist.”61



It should be emphasized, however, that despite the many similarities between each of these movements, each Awokening has been importantly different from those that preceded and followed in various ways. For instance, the current Awokening is occurring in an age with the internet, smartphones, and social media, all of which do change symbolic exchange in profound ways (even if they aren’t the cause of the latest Awokening). After the 1960s, antiwar protests were decoupled from subsequent uprisings for reasons that will be explored. LGBTQ rights, while part of the agenda during all periods of Awokening, have grown increasingly pronounced over time. The position of symbolic capitalists in society has evolved with each Awokening too, and as a result, turmoil within the symbolic professions has differential impacts on the rest of society across different historical periods. But for all of these significant differences across cycles—and they are significant—there are also patterns that repeat. By comparing cases and looking at elements that persist across cycles, we can gain insight into why and under what circumstances these movements begin, how and why they fizzle out, what (if any) changes they tend to leave in their wake, and whether (and how) one Awokening informs the next.

Colleges and universities play a central (and ever-growing) role in the symbolic economy. They also contain especially large concentrations of the people who tend to undergo dramatic normative and discursive shifts during Great Awokenings. For these reasons, institutions of higher learning provide nice sites for comparing one episode with another. Moreover, because “kids these days” narratives have been perennially popular62—while scholars and journalists are much less consistent about turning the analytical lens toward professionals like themselves—there is a particularly robust media and scholarly record of student protest activity that can help shed light on the timing of these Awokenings and their correlates. As a function of these realities, the walkthrough that follows will be heavily focused on student activism. However, it deserves to be emphasized that students were not the primary drivers of these movements.

To be sure, young people broadly embraced social justice movements when they were already underway, serving alternately as foot soldiers and scapegoats for older elites. However, they are rarely the instigators or leaders of these revolts. Consider the quintessential period of student activism, the 1960s. As psychologist Jean Twenge illustrated, the activism and counterculture movements of that period were not driven primarily by baby boomers. Instead, they were led by people from the Silent Generation who were in their mid-twenties through thirties at the time the Awokening took hold.63 Similar patterns hold across all Awokenings, from Orwell’s time through the present. Hence, although we will spend a lot of time discussing student protest movements in the pages that follow, readers should bear in mind that the patterns observed among college students are symptomatic of trends among symbolic capitalists writ large. After briefly walking through these episodes, we’ll zoom back out to reinforce this point.



The First Awokening

As the symbolic professions were being consolidated, and their position elevated, educational and certification requirements were increasingly used as barriers to lock out minorities, immigrants, and the poor. Meanwhile, upper-middle-class whites began enrolling in colleges and universities at significantly higher rates. For instance, between 1920 and 1930, the share of Americans with a BA doubled (from 2.3 percent to 4.9 percent); the share possessing an MA tripled (from 0.24 percent to 0.78 percent); the percentage of Americans possessing a PhD quadrupled (from 0.03 percent to 0.12 percent). Moreover, the share of young adults enrolled in higher education institutions in 1930 was nearly 50 percent higher than it was at the outset of the previous decade (rising from 8.9 percent to 12.4 percent of Americans aged nineteen to twenty-one).64 With the economy booming from 1922 through 1929, graduating cohorts of students flourished and successfully secured the cushy positions that had been set aside for people like them in the symbolic professions. Jobs grew at a rate that easily kept up with the increased production of degree holders.

Then, the Great Depression hit. Suddenly, many who had taken for granted a position among the elite, who had felt more or less entitled to a secure, respected, and well-paying professional job, found themselves facing deeply uncertain futures—especially because layered on top of the economic insecurity were profound geopolitical concerns.

In 1917, the United States issued a draft for all men twenty-one through thirty—and it successfully defended the right to forced conscription in the Supreme Court a year later. That draft campaign was short lived because an armistice was reached between the Allies and Germany in November 1918, bringing an end to World War I. However, now that the government had secured conscription authority, in the event of a subsequent war, it seemed likely that a draft order would be issued from the beginning rather than at the end of fighting (and indeed, it ultimately was—conscription for World War II began in 1940, before the United States had even officially entered the conflict). At the outset of the Great Depression, war seemed to be breaking out in Europe again, and it seemed increasingly likely that America could be pulled into the fray. Consequently, rather than enjoying the secure and comfortable lives they had imagined for themselves, aspiring elites were facing the prospects of downward social mobility (as a result of the Depression) and possible deployment into a war.65

The anxiety, frustration, and looming socioeconomic humiliation of elite aspirants quickly curdled into rage against existing elites and the society that failed them. As one college magazine editorial bluntly put it, “Educated for jobs that do not materialize, students will grow resentful towards the existing order and will use the learning they have acquired to overthrow it.”66 At campuses across the country, students increasingly began attaching themselves to various protest movements: some supported the New Negro movement in campaigning for civil rights; other students aligned themselves with feminists who were likewise seeking greater professional opportunities and more social influence; the first gay rights advocacy organizations were also formed at this time;67 still others took part in Socialist and Communist organizing; and antiwar protests were especially popular.

Of course, there was a certain irony to the radical rhetoric that students increasingly began to espouse given that most were attending university in the first place for the staunchly inegalitarian purpose of exploiting the barriers that had been set up to exclude non–white Anglo-Saxon Protestants (WASPs) (and women) from the symbolic professions in order to secure those jobs for themselves. And again, their primary grievance—the explicit impetus for their rebellion—was that the elite futures they felt entitled to were failing to materialize. The core demands of the student protesters were, likewise, largely self-oriented. They wanted more aid from the universities so they could more comfortably pursue their studies. They wanted job guarantees upon graduating, or greater job placement assistance. They wanted greater freedom on campus to do and say what they pleased. They wanted to avoid being drafted into war. These are all quite reasonable things to desire—but they are not exactly altruistic.

In any case, colleges and universities attempted to curb student unrest through censorship, the imposition of new rules, and disciplinary actions against perceived agitators. These efforts generally backfired, reinforcing the sense in many students’ minds that the ruling class was corrupt, out of touch, unable to rise to the moment, and in need of replacement (by people like themselves). Student disillusionment had grown so pronounced that, at the time of the 1932 election, large numbers of students supported the Socialist candidate, Norman Thomas, over progressive Franklin D. Roosevelt. Among growing numbers of college students, Roosevelt was derisively viewed as a liberal establishment candidate aiming to preserve the system rather than overturn it. They didn’t see a big difference in choosing the Democrat or the Republican: either way, the status quo would persist. Because the left-aligned vote was so split between the Socialist and Democratic candidates, FDR lost decisively among the college crowd to sitting Republican president Herbert Hoover. On many campuses, FDR came in below Thomas as well.68

By the time FDR ran for reelection in 1936, however, the situation had completely changed. College students and younger college graduates had become one of Roosevelt’s strongest constituencies—and they remained so throughout his political career. The irony, of course, is that the students’ description of FDR in 1932 was apt. He was an establishment candidate. He may have been the ultimate establishment politician insofar as his policies and leadership saved liberal capitalism and defanged the appeal of socialism in America (he preserved the establishment better than some of his more moderate opponents likely would have).69 The political coalition he built set the paradigm for the next half century of Democratic Party politics. That is, he literally became the establishment in a deep sense. And all of that was just fine with the students in the end. Contrary to their radical rhetoric, they wanted relatively high-status jobs and socioeconomically comfortable lives far more than they wanted to actually overthrow the existing order. And the Roosevelt administration provided what they wanted.

By the time FDR stood for reelection for the first time, the New Deal was well underway. Major expansions of the government bureaucracy provided elite workers with stable, respected, and well-paying positions. The administration made significant investments in science and technology. Social workers and social scientists were deployed to assist with the design and administration of government aid programs.70 The perceived oversupply of engineers found work planning and guiding the massive infrastructure projects funded by the federal government. And as the economy began turning around, professional jobs in the private and nonprofit sectors began reappearing as well.

By the time the 1960s rolled around, the formerly discontent students were well established in the symbolic professions. They had started and raised families in the post–World War II era of relative peace and prosperity. Civil rights and feminism did not consume their efforts or attention much. Socialism and communism no longer held much purchase with them. The “radicals” of the 1930s became the establishment that protesters would later rebel against in the 1960s and 1970s. In fact, some of the most prominent student protesters of the 1930s evolved into some of the most vocal critics of students in the 1960s.71



The Second Awokening

In many respects, universities were much changed in the 1960s as compared with the time of the first Great Awokening. The post–World War II GI Bill covered tuition and provided a generous stipend to returning veterans, many of whose jobs had been filled while they were overseas. Millions took advantage of the opportunity and, because the government was picking up the tab for tuition, they aggressively targeted the most prestigious private schools.72 The targeted universities, however, were keen to maintain their elite status and to avoid being inundated with students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds who were often ill prepared for academic study, and whose values and culture were out of sync with their “traditional” constituencies. Elite colleges increasingly relied on the SAT to screen candidates, restricting admission to students with the best scores (whom they assumed would be primarily well-off WASPs and a small number of exceptional people from other backgrounds whose presence would genuinely enrich the school).73 Before long, standardized testing became a near-universal aspect of college admissions. An institutional hierarchy developed based on how “selective” universities were with respect to their admission policies.

Less selective universities eagerly embraced GI Bill recipients and were able to radically expand their faculties and facilities.74 As World War II vets cycled out of these institutions, they gradually began admitting more women to maintain enrollments. “Coeducation” became the dominant model over the course of the 1960s and 1970s.75 Simultaneously, in the aftermath of the Brown v. Board of Education cases, the Civil Rights Act of 1964, and the “affirmative action” executive orders,76 colleges began admitting significantly more nonwhite students.

At the time, tuition was inexpensive or free at most institutions of higher learning. The main costs families had to cover were occasional fees, books, school supplies, lodging, and food. These were nontrivial costs, to be sure, but well within the reach of most middle-class families—and many schools had generous support programs to assist those who hailed from more modest means. If one was not trying to attend an elite school, admissions were relatively open. Nonetheless, many who could have attended college chose not to, because there wasn’t really a need. There were still plenty of good jobs that didn’t require a degree, especially for men—and those opportunities grew over the course of the post–World War II boom. Hence, despite admitting many more minorities and working-class students than they used to, colleges and universities were still dominated by upper-middle-class WASPs, including rapidly growing numbers of WASP women. Nonetheless, as the schools diversified, there were increased tensions and clashes related to gender, race, and class.

Some student organizations from the first Great Awokening were still present on campus, such as the Students for a Democratic Society (SDS; formerly the Student League for Industrial Democracy). However, their influence and membership had waned significantly from their heyday. Although SDS leadership theorized universities as key sites of social revolution, there was no student movement to speak of. The SDS’s 1962 national conference, convening its eleven chapters nationwide, had a total of fifty-nine registrants.77 Some new campus groups were formed, most notably the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) in 1960. However, SNCC focused its actions primarily outside the campus—organizing sit-ins, freedom rides, marches, and voter registration drives in support of the broader civil rights movement. There were occasional localized outbursts focused on campus-specific issues, such as the Berkeley Free Speech Movement of 1964. However, organizers had no ties to the SDS or any other national group and were explicitly hostile toward politics per se. As cultural historian Louis Menand put it, the Berkeley Free Speech Movement “was not a war for social justice. It was a war against the university administration.”78 It was a war that only gained traction once faculty got involved, and its effects were largely confined to the University of California system.

Through the early 1960s, on-campus student activism was not particularly pronounced. Most students were focused on getting degrees and securing the still-plentiful opportunities of the post–World War II economy. And then an expansion of the war in Vietnam, and an economic downturn, changed everything.

The 1964 Gulf of Tonkin Resolution granted President Lyndon B. Johnson wide latitude in escalating the conflict in Vietnam. Beginning in March 1965, the United States shifted its focus from supporting and advising South Vietnamese forces to actively trying to crush the Viet Cong via a ground war. Many more troops began to be deployed into the theater, and by the end of the summer, the United States had doubled its monthly draft calls. Yet, even after the White House eliminated exemptions for married men without children, college students remained exempt from being drafted so long as they remained enrolled full time in good standing. And when drafted, recruits with college degrees tended to get the best assignments (doing less grueling or risky jobs, and farther from the front lines). As a result of these policies, men who were able to gain admission into college and cover its costs began enrolling in much higher numbers—especially following the Higher Education Act of 1965, which expanded student loans available to students.

However, states contemporaneously began cutting the aid they provided to students, effectively shifting the responsibility of funding to individual borrowers and the federal government. Schools simultaneously became more selective in their admissions (in order to cope with the large influx of applicants) and began raising their tuition and fees (to capitalize on the increased federal grants and loans provided to students). This rendered it more difficult for many to attend or persist in college.79 Moreover, the same year the government passed the Higher Education Act, the Johnson administration changed its rules with respect to the draft: college enrollment would no longer provide an automatic deferral. Instead, students would be compelled to take the Selective Service Qualification Test, and colleges would be obligated to rank their pupils in terms of their academic performance. Only those who came in above a particular cutoff would be guaranteed a college exemption. The rest were entered into a new draft pool, and thousands would be called each month.80 This led to the nationwide student protest movement.

The driver was not the Vietnam War itself, which had been ongoing for roughly a half decade prior with little student resistance. The driver was not the civil rights movement, which had been long ongoing, and indeed had begun to lose momentum by this time, as it shifted north (more on this soon). The driver was not women’s liberation. Although track for the “second wave” of feminism was already being laid by this point, and momentum being built, there was no major national feminist movement just yet. The driver was not the gay liberation movement, which kicked off after 1965 and grew increasingly confrontational, public, and assertive in the years leading up to the Stonewall Uprising.81 Instead, middle-class students became “radical” precisely when their plans to leave the fighting in Vietnam to minorities and the poor by enrolling in college and waiting things out began to fall through. It was at that point that college students suddenly embraced antiwar activism, the Black Power movement, feminism, postcolonial struggles, gay rights, and environmentalism in immense numbers.

Upper-middle-class students and affluent students, for their part, were not terribly worried about the draft itself. They had many options to avoid combat irrespective of their college enrollment or employment status, and they exercised them aggressively. Many families leveraged professional connections to doctors or psychiatrists to gain medical deferments. Others hired attorneys and obtained exemptions for their children via the legal process.82 Nonetheless, the massive influx of students into college created adverse conditions for elites too. They faced much more intense competition to get admitted into their preferred colleges, not just at the undergraduate level but in graduate school as well (as growing numbers of students tried to maintain their student exemptions as long as possible by pursuing postgraduate degrees). Within colleges, class sizes grew and resources were spread thinner. Worse, the newcomers aggressively targeted the specific courses of study elites had been relying on to secure their own sinecures.83 And upon graduating, these neophytes aimed for the specific jobs that children of elites had been counting on to provide themselves a good life.

The draft provided exemptions for many symbolic professions—doctors, engineers, scientists, teachers, and so on. This may have been designed in part as a hedge to protect children of affluent families from the draft postgraduation, but it ended up radically increasing the levels of competition aspiring symbolic capitalists faced, both at the university level and in the professional realm. And then it started becoming tougher for anyone to get a job.

Even before the expansion of the draft and the surge in college enrollments, the post–World War II economy was showing signs of faltering. In the years leading up to widespread student protests, there had been a stall in the growth of symbolic capitalist jobs. The share of professional-managerial jobs in the total economy, which had been growing rapidly from 1952 to 1962, stagnated from 1962 to 1968. The number of professional-managerial jobs per college graduate had been falling consistently since 1958.84 College graduates were increasingly forced to work outside their field, or in jobs that did not require a degree at all.85 In 1958, roughly 6 percent of PhDs graduated without specific career prospects; by 1974, that number had risen to 26 percent.86 Worse, those who got jobs were making considerably less than they used to. It became a “buyer’s market” for skilled labor: by 1969, salaries had begun falling for degree holders at all levels and across fields.87 With the comfortable careers they had been counting on now called into question, upper-middle-class youth joined their middle-class peers in indicting the system. As with the first Awokening, it was a combination of a draft expansion and an economic downturn that seemed to trigger the widespread uprising.

Then came Richard Nixon. Although Nixon expressed admiration for student activists of the previous Great Awokening, he believed young people “these days” were getting it all wrong: “As I look at the ‘student revolution’ in the U.S.—back in the Thirties, the student rebel had a cause, a belief, a religion. Today the revolt doesn’t have that form.”88 This is a common trope. Again, in the 1990s, many of those condemning student activists praised (or themselves participated in) similar movements in the 1960s, when people apparently mobilized the “right” way or for the “right” causes. As we will see, this nostalgia seems to be driven largely by inaccurate narratives participants come to tell about what their own (earlier) student movements accomplished. The uncomfortable reality is that these Awokenings are more alike than most recognize, and in ways that are unpleasant to contemplate.

In any case, Nixon despised 1960s counterculture. More importantly, he believed that domestic unrest undermined America and its leaders on the world stage and emboldened their Cold War enemies. Consequently, Nixon set out to break the student protest movement from the outset of his 1968 campaign—and he believed he could do this by ending the draft. Implicit in this strategy was an assumption that, despite their talk about revolution and social justice, student protesters were, in fact, mostly concerned about avoiding military service. They were attempting to deflect attention away from their selfishness and cowardice (as he saw it) by painting themselves as allies for the marginalized and disadvantaged, but once they no longer had to worry about being deployed, they would just get on with their lives—and leave others to do the same.

Hence, although Nixon disdained the antiwar movement, he campaigned in 1968 pledging to end conscription and bring a dignified end to the conflict in Vietnam. Upon taking office, he promptly ordered investigations of how to transition the U.S. military to an all-volunteer force (and thereby end the specter of the draft indefinitely). He began a drawdown of U.S. soldiers in Vietnam, suspended draft calls during the fall of 1969, and, in December of that year, announced that the United States was formally pursuing an end to the conflict. Young people reacted to these measures just as Nixon anticipated they would: Among recent high school graduates, male enrollment in college rose from 52.3 percent in the year before the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution to a high of 63.2 percent in 1968. By the end of Nixon’s first year in office, that number had dropped to 60.1 percent. By the time the transition to an all-volunteer force was completed in 1973, male enrollment had sunk to a lower level than before the draft-induced surge: 50 percent.89 The people who were attending college primarily to avoid the draft stopped enrolling or dropped out, gradually choking off protest movements’ supplies of new recruits (even as the existing activist populations continued to cycle out of college and into their “adult lives”).

Protests nonetheless briefly increased in 1970 following Nixon’s escalations in Cambodia, and in the wake of national guardsmen opening fire on student protesters at Kent State.90 However, as Todd Gitlin aptly put it, “the post-Cambodia uprising was the student movement’s last hurrah. Activism never recovered from the summer vacation of 1970. During the academic year of 1970–71 there were fewer demonstrations than the year before; in 1971–72, fewer still.… Demonstrations declined at the old centers of protest, and press coverage declined precipitously.”91 Polls and surveys show that between 1970 and 1974, there was a major drop in the percentage of students who were interested in politics or activism or who held “radical” views, and a sharp increase in students whose primary goal or objective in school was setting themselves up to find a good job and earn a comfortable salary.92 Many major student organizations such as SNCC and the SDS began to fall apart due to infighting.

Unfortunately for Nixon, his presidency came to an end around the same time as the protest movements were collapsing. At the time he left office in 1974, the economy was rough. The United States was still recovering from the 1973 OPEC (Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries) oil crisis, stock market crash, and resultant “stagflation” recession. However, by the following year, the economy began to recover.93 As enrollments declined, competition eased for professional jobs, and college students turned their focus back to building their careers. The Awokening was not just on the decline, it was over. Writing in 1979, Arthur Levine and Keith Wilson observed,


The aura of revolution no longer exists. The “Student Movement” of the 1960s is receding into the pages of history and many activists have settled into their own struggles with adult life: Sam Brown is now director of ACTION in Washington, Gary Hart became a U.S. Senator, Eldridge Cleaver found religion, Jerry Rubin announced he was finally growing up at 37, and last we heard, Mario Salvo was getting a PhD in Los Angeles.… The student movement of the 1960s collapsed almost as quickly and unexpectedly as it had begun. There is little evidence of 1960s-style student protest on campus today.94





The Third Awokening

By most measures (public opinion polls, media trends, Google Books nGrams, levels of student activism, etc.) the Great Awokening of the late 1980s through the early 1990s was significantly smaller than the others. It was shorter as well: the first two Awokenings persisted for more than a decade. The current (fourth) Great Awokening likewise lasted roughly a decade. However, the third Great Awokening lasted for about half the usual cycle—perhaps because the crisis elites faced was less severe, and they were able to be appeased much faster.

In a nutshell, universities, especially state schools, were hit hard by austerity in the 1980s. They responded by raising tuition and reducing student aid. Consequently, aspiring elites were increasingly forced to go into debt, and to take on ever-larger quantities of debt, in order to secure their credentials for professional jobs.95 However, even these measures were not enough for many universities to remain solvent—especially given declining male attendance in the post-Vietnam period. Schools needed more students who could both meet their “meritocratic” admissions standards and pay tuition in full (or, ideally, pay more than the standard tuition). They turned to recruiting, and increasing admissions of, international students.96 Postgraduation, these foreign-born professional aspirants were often willing to accept significantly lower salaries for “high-skill” work than their American-born competitors. Unsurprisingly, employers came to prefer these candidates on the job market. In many high-skill sectors, most of the new jobs produced began going to foreign-born workers.97 Native-born students who landed jobs often had to accept lower wages than they would have in the recent past.98

Then came a series of exogenous economic shocks. There was the savings and loan financial crisis of 1986–1995. There was a “mini crash” of the stock market in October 1989 that led to a recession followed by anemic growth. The same Republican-led austerity wave that gutted university budgets also led to a decline in the availability of government jobs.99 Simultaneously, in the late 1980s and early 1990s, corporate consultant firms like McKinsey helped oversee a wave of mergers and restructuring in the corporate world. These institutional transformations resulted in the elimination of enormous numbers of “middle-management” jobs and other formerly secure and well-paying positions, led to the outsourcing of many functions overseas, and encouraged a general emphasis on doing more with less in order to maximize return on investment for corporate shareholders.100

It was a bleak picture: aspiring symbolic capitalists had to go into more debt to get professional jobs, for which competition had grown much fiercer. Those who managed to land work had less job security, higher workloads, and lower pay relative to previous years. Indeed, the real earnings of college graduates dropped consistently through the late 1980s. Nonetheless, the divide between college and noncollege incomes grew because everyone else was faring even worse!101 Rather than being a means for upward mobility, their credentials primarily served to guard against downward mobility. Symbolic capitalists (and aspiring symbolic capitalists) responded with a new wave of “radicalism”—ostensibly in the name of racial equality, feminism, gay rights, and environmentalism. Once again, however, the movement died out as the market was able to accommodate the apparent primary concerns of “radicalized” elites.

In 1990, there were major changes to U.S. immigration laws that established quotas on temporary visas for high-skill workers, even as it streamlined the process for these workers to achieve permanent residence.102 This reduced employer capacity to rely on contingent high-skill laborers whose continued presence in the country was indexed to the whims of their employers (who could overwork, underpay, and otherwise mistreat them—deporting anyone who raised a fuss). There continued to be displacement of native-born workers at the hands of more permanent immigrants, particularly with respect to STEM jobs, but wages for these positions stabilized and began to rise.103 That is, the native-born workers who remained in these roles generally found themselves in a stronger economic position than they were before the reforms.

There was a contemporaneous increase in jobs requiring a degree, albeit created primarily by “degree inflation” (reclassifying jobs such that they now require a degree when they didn’t previously) that deprived people from more humble socioeconomic backgrounds of the few stable and well-paying jobs that remained to them.104 And as the 1990s rolled on, there was a proliferation of what anthropologist David Graeber called “bullshit jobs”105 that helped replace some of the white-collar positions that had been cut during the peak season of mergers, acquisitions, and downsizing.

Here, it is important to stress that the social coordination processes through which phenomena like these transpire are not yet well understood. There was an acute overproduction of elites. It began creating social unrest. Employers began to envision new (somewhat extraneous) roles in their organizations and reclassified existing jobs to set them aside for degree holders. However, it is unlikely that many, if any, employers consciously changed or created these jobs specifically as a means of addressing elite overproduction and its destabilizing effects. Nonetheless, this is what they did. Beginning in 1993, incomes for BA holders began to take off again. Meanwhile, incomes for most others remained stagnant or declined relative to 1990 levels over the coming decades.106 This latter fact, however, seemed to be of little consequence to symbolic capitalists. As their own fortunes began to rise, social justice concerns receded into the background.107 The Awokening died out once again as symbolic capitalists eagerly embraced Bill Clinton, his worldview, and his agenda.



The Fourth Awokening

By the end of the Clinton years, the United States was once again beginning to overproduce elites. Between 2000 and 2019, the American labor market added twenty-two million workers over the age of twenty-five with at least a BA. However, only about ten million jobs were added that required a college degree. There were more than twice as many graduates as there were jobs for graduates.108 Although the wages for degree-requiring jobs continued to climb (even as nondegree wages stagnated), this was cold comfort for the growing number of graduates who found themselves unemployed or underemployed. This situation reached a breaking point after the 2008 global financial crisis and subsequent Great Recession.

Law degrees, for instance, were long perceived to be a surefire bet for enjoying a comfortable professional life. However, in the wake of the 2008 financial crisis, tens of thousands of young people had the same idea to ride out the recession in college, and to continue into law school specifically, resulting in a bubble that burst in 2010. JD graduates had a difficult time finding jobs in the legal profession and faced unfavorable terms with respect to salary, pay, and working conditions because employers had all the leverage in negotiations.109

Likewise, in the wake of the 2008 financial crisis, there was a major shift away from humanities and into STEM fields.110 However, even before the COVID-19 pandemic, technical majors were producing about three times the number of graduates as there were job openings in the field per year (with the exception of computer science, which was not yet producing enough graduates to fill demand).111 STEM unemployment rates are low—but this is primarily because graduates typically end up working in jobs outside the fields they got their degrees in. Moreover, the pay, job stability, and working-condition returns that graduates receive on their STEM education diminished as growing numbers of Americans flocked to these fields.112

Government jobs have also long been viewed as a pathway to a secure post with good pay and excellent benefits. However, government jobs at the federal, state, and local levels saw consistent attrition in the period leading up to the latest Great Awokening. Even before the COVID-19 pandemic (and any austerity measures that may follow downstream), federal employment had reached its lowest share of total employment since 1952; state and local governments were down to the levels of the mid- to late 1960s.113

Rather than “safe” choices like law, STEM or government, others decided to follow their passions and went into significant debt pursuing elite credentials in journalism and the arts, only to find that there were few jobs to be had—not even for those with graduate degrees from top programs.114 A decade after the onset of the Great Recession, more than one in four 2008 newsroom jobs had been eliminated.115 The jobs that remain tend to have much less security, and often lower pay and benefits, relative to decades past. The COVID-19 pandemic led to a new round of significant layoffs, furloughs, and pay cuts at media organizations across the spectrum.116 Although the situation began to stabilize in 2021,117 good media jobs remain scarce and extraordinarily competitive.

For those interested in a career in academia, the odds grew especially bleak. According to National Center for Science and Engineering Statistics estimates, 30 percent of those awarded PhDs in 2020 graduated without employment commitments of any kind—not in the private sector, not as postdocs, and not as contingent or tenure-track faculty.118 Strikingly, this marked a significant improvement over recent years! For PhD students who did graduate with jobs, most landed positions outside academia (e.g., for industry, nonprofits, or governments). Moreover, the vast majority of people who were hired as faculty in any capacity were hired on a contingent basis—with much lower pay, benefits, job security, and future prospects as compared with tenured or tenure-track faculty.

In short, symbolic capitalists and aspirants to the symbolic professions were increasingly going into enormous debt, not just to secure a BA, but often to pursue graduate degrees as well. However, they were receiving diminishing returns on these investments and uncertain life prospects.

A 2021 analysis by the Foundation for Research on Equal Opportunity estimated that as many as 16 percent of recent college graduates—particularly those who majored in the “wrong” fields—may actually receive a negative return on their college investments (relative to if they had spent that time acquiring vocational certifications or working full time and building a career in a position that does not require a degree).119 According to 2020 estimates by the Federal Reserve Bank of New York, 41 percent of employed recent college graduates are working in positions that don’t require a degree (and again, many jobs that formally require a degree don’t actually require advanced training in practice; many of these jobs did not require a degree in recent years; and many people who work in jobs that “require” a degree hold credentials in fields unrelated to their jobs).120 Analytics firm Burning Glass likewise estimated that, as of 2018, 43 percent of recent college grads were underemployed. It projected that two-thirds of these underemployed graduates (or 29 percent of all recent college graduates) would likely remain underemployed five years after graduation—and three-quarters of those who are still underemployed five years out (an estimated 21 percent of all recent college graduates) were likely to remain underemployed a full decade after graduation.121

Growing numbers of BA holders exited the symbolic economy altogether and attended community colleges to learn skilled trades.122 Indeed, the unemployment rate for degree holders has remained lower than for less educated Americans primarily because graduates have been increasingly snatching up decent jobs that do not require a degree when they failed to secure a position that would.123 Of course, this leaves non–degree holders with still fewer prospects—hence the growing socioeconomic divide in recent years between those who possess a degree and those who don’t. In many respects, this divide is again being driven more by diminishing prospects for those with less education than by growth in prosperity among college graduates. That is, although the return on investment for education seems to be growing in relative terms, it may actually be shrinking in absolute terms.

All said, nearly half of upper-middle-class children born in the 1980s failed to replicate their class position by age thirty.124 Most of these downwardly mobile elites were not in real danger of being poor (according to U.S. Census Bureau estimates, only 4 percent of degree holders live below the poverty line).125 Nonetheless, there is often significant frustration at the step down in wealth, security, and status they enjoyed as children and expected to be able to provide for their own families as adults. Once again, these anxieties were channeled into a Great Awokening. Frustrated symbolic capitalists and elite aspirants sought to indict the system that failed them—and also the elites that did manage to flourish—by attempting to align themselves with the genuinely marginalized and disadvantaged.

Around 2022, however, evidence began to emerge that the structural conditions that gave rise to the post-2010 Awokening might be easing.126 Looking at trends in symbolic economy outputs (journalism, books, scholarship), expressed attitudes, “cancel culture” incidents, Democratic Socialists of America membership, symbolic capitalist protest activity, and institutional responses to employee activism, it appears as though the Great Awokening that began in 2010 started to subside at around the same time socioeconomic indicators began to improve.127 At time of writing, most measures of the Awokening remain significantly elevated relative to their pre-Awokening baselines, but downward trends are clear.



The Next Awokening

Although there are signs that the current Great Awokening may be winding down, the seeds seem to already be sown for the next one. Looking at the Bureau of Labor Statistics projections of which jobs are expected to see the most growth from 2020 to 2030, for example, few of the projected high-growth jobs are likely to pay well or require college degrees.

The twenty occupations listed in the following table are projected to account for nearly half (47 percent) of all new jobs created over the next decade. All other occupations are individually projected to contribute less than 1 percent of all new jobs over the next ten years.

Critically, most of the jobs that are anticipated to grow rapidly over the next ten years pay below the current U.S. median income. Seven out of ten occupations with the highest numbers of projected new jobs require no college degree (although a handful require some specialized postsecondary training and licensing—which college graduates would have to acquire just like everyone else). Literally none of the top twenty occupations require advanced degrees. And most of the jobs outside this list do not currently, and are not anticipated to, require a college degree of any sort either.

Put another way, you know those “hot” fields college recruiters and media folks are talking about? There likely will not be a ton of positions available in absolute terms anytime soon.128 Moreover, although outsourcing and automation hit blue-collar jobs hardest in previous eras, rapid advances in AI are projected to primarily disrupt highly paid white-collar work in the coming decades.129 As things currently stand, the “jobs of the future” are going to be relatively low-paid service positions providing various amenities for retirees and college graduates who did land cushy professional roles. As for everyone else, they won’t need to learn to code, but to learn to care. And they probably won’t make much money doing that either.

TABLE 2.1. Occupations Projected to Produce the Largest Numbers of New Jobs, 2020–2030




	Occupation

	Percentage of all new jobs projected to be created, 2020–2030

	College degree typically required (Y/N)

	Median annual wage, 2020 (USD)






	Home health and personal care aides

	9.5

	N

	27,080




	Cooks, restaurant

	4.7

	N

	28,800




	Fast-food and counter workers

	4.4

	N

	23,860




	Software developers, software quality assurance analysts, and testers

	3.4

	Y

	110,140




	Waiters and waitresses

	3.4

	N

	23,740




	Registered nurses

	2.3

	Y

	75,330




	Hand laborers and freight, stock, and material movers

	2.2

	N

	31,120




	General and operations managers

	1.9

	Y

	103,650




	First-line supervisors of food preparation and serving workers

	1.6

	N

	34,570




	Passenger vehicle drivers (excluding public transit)

	1.5

	N

	32,320




	Market research analysts and marketing specialists

	1.4

	Y

	65,810




	Bartenders

	1.3

	N

	24,960




	Security guards

	1.3

	N

	31,050




	Medical and health services managers

	1.2

	Y

	104,280




	Cleaners: maids and housekeepers

	1.2

	N

	26,220




	Medical assistants

	1.1

	N

	35,850




	Cleaners: janitorial and other

	1.1

	N

	29,080




	Management analysts

	1.0

	Y

	87,660




	Heavy and tractor-trailer truck drivers

	1.0

	N

	47,130




	Exercise trainers and group fitness instructors

	1.0

	N

	40,510




	
Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. Data from U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2023d.

Note: Overall, the Bureau of Labor Statistics estimates that roughly 11.8799 million new jobs will be created between 2020 and 2030. The percentage in the first column represents the share of these jobs each occupation is projected to contribute. For context on wages, the overall median annual wage in 2020 was $41,950.






Of course, the fact that the prospects seem so bleak for non–symbolic economy positions is likely to intensify competition for elite credentials and for jobs within the symbolic professions. As the “losers” in this competition grow increasingly numerous and increasingly frustrated, they will likely seek to co-opt existing social justice movements in order to enhance their own position, and the cycle will begin again.

Having walked through each of the Awokenings, we are now well positioned to identify some threads that run between them. Let’s start with what seems to be the main driver of these rebellions: elite overproduction.



Elite Overproduction

In a 2010 issue of Nature, ecologist-turned-historian Peter Turchin famously predicted that the forthcoming decade would be defined by social upheavals, with a number of adverse social trends reaching their peak around the year 2020.130 Characteristics he was observing in the U.S. economy and culture at the time seemed very similar to trends in the lead-up to the Civil War and the periods of unrest in the 1920s and 1970s—that is, the first and second Great Awokenings. In that Nature essay, his coauthored book published the previous year, and a follow-up scholarly paper published in 2012, Turchin emphasized “elite overproduction” as a core driver of this historical and predicted instability.131

Elite overproduction occurs when a society produces too many people who feel entitled to high status and high incomes relative to the capacity of that society to actually absorb elite aspirants into the power structure. Under these circumstances, growing numbers of frustrated erstwhile elites grow bitter toward the prevailing order and try to form alliances with genuinely marginalized populations in order to depose existing elites and install themselves in their stead.

Typically, Turchin argues, these attempted alliances prove unstable because, at the end of the day, elites mostly just want to be elites. Consequently, their interests, worldviews, and priorities tend to be far out of step with those they are ostensibly advocating for, and this becomes increasingly obvious and problematic to all parties over time. Due to these internal tensions, rebellions generally fail to produce revolutions. More typically, existing elites find ways to incorporate and co-opt enough of the alienated elite population to break the uprisings.132 The newly expanded elites then collaborate to secure their position from others, while offering placating concessions to constituencies that the former counterelites tried to mobilize during their insurrection.133 However, these concessions are usually designed to ensure that the fundamentals of the political-economic system remain roughly unchanged—an outcome that the newly integrated elites are now just as invested in as the old guard.

As growing numbers of former rebels are co-opted into the establishment and disengage from the struggle, it becomes harder for those elite aspirants whose ambitions remain unfulfilled to continue exerting pressure on institutions or commanding social attention for their chosen causes. Exhausted after years of futile conflict, most elite aspirants who failed to enhance their position before the uprising passed its peak eventually resign themselves to a lower station in life than they’d expected or hoped for.134 The unrest comes to a close … until the next time conditions are ripe.



Diverted Movements

Elite overproduction disposes large numbers of elites and elite aspirants toward indicting both the prevailing order and the more established and successful elites at its helm. However, possessing a motive for carrying out an insurrection doesn’t entail the opportunity to effectively launch one.

A key obstacle faced by frustrated elites is that the fortunes of people like themselves tend to rise and fall countercyclically to the rest of the population.135 Hard times for most people are usually pretty good times for elites, and the “winners” in this arrangement tend to want to keep the good times rolling as long as possible. Conversely, hard times for elites are usually relatively good times for everyone else, leading most other Americans to care even less about elite problems than they otherwise would. Public concern about social justice issues tends to recede into the background during these periods as well,136 constraining the ability of frustrated elites and elite aspirants to leverage social justice discourse in the service of their own ends.

However, there are occasional moments when the trajectories between elites and nonelites are partially collapsed—when things have been bad and getting worse for ordinary folks for a while and are suddenly fraught for symbolic capitalists too. These are moments when Awokenings tend to occur.

Here’s how things tend to play out: many who had come to expect secure and well-renumerated work in the symbolic professions instead end up facing uncertain prospects and downward mobility. This anxiety curdles into frustration toward those who are enjoying success and apparent security. However, insofar as they’ve been enculturated into mainstream symbolic capitalists’ preferred modes of talking and thinking about the world (and competing for status and power), they don’t lead with lamentations about poor employment prospects for professionals like themselves. Instead, they start by emphasizing how bad things are for everyone else, including and especially the marginalized and disadvantaged. The frustration, humiliation, and anxieties of these elite aspirants are expressed in terms of socialist, feminist, antiracist, or queer critiques of the prevailing order.

During these periods of shared immiseration, precisely because things have been bad and growing worse for most others in society for a while, there is often momentum already building behind various movements to address social problems. Narratives indicting the prevailing order and the people at its helm are already taking off. Perennial campaigns, such as women’s rights movements or racial justice movements, which generally fall into abeyance patterns during times of prosperity, begin gaining new traction among a broader swath of society.137 Elective affinities between the claims and aspirations of these social movements and the ostensibly altruistic claims of the symbolic professions lead many disenfranchised elites to attach themselves to these campaigns in order to reclaim their sense of dignity, agency, and purpose, and to push for desired concessions or social reforms.

However, these newly mobilized symbolic capitalists are rarely content to be mere foot soldiers or subordinates in social movements. They’re elite aspirants, after all. And in virtue of their ostensibly superior knowledge and skills, they often see themselves as uniquely well suited to determine the ideal aims and tactics of movements. Despite being latecomers and numerical minorities, these erstwhile elites are often well positioned to dominate campaigns they affix themselves to—frequently to the consternation and at the expense of those who had been “doing the work” before it became a cause célèbre. And as symbolic capitalists become conspicuous faces and voices of social movements, they generally define and pursue the cause in ways that flatter their own sensibilities and serve their personal interests. This is commonly to the detriment of the genuinely marginalized and disadvantaged in society because the preferences and priorities of symbolic capitalists tend to be demonstrably out of sync with those of the people they are ostensibly speaking for and advocating on behalf of.

As a trivial example, consider recent high-profile campaigns to rename schools in honor of those whom contemporary symbolic capitalists find praiseworthy instead of the “problematic” historical figures whose names are currently plastered across buildings nationwide. These campaigns were carried out in the name of racial justice. However, if nonwhites who live in the affected communities had been consulted about their top concerns, it would have been clear that the name of the local school would not rank anywhere near the top of their priorities.138 Although they might not be opposed to naming the school in honor of, say, Rosa Parks instead of Jefferson Davis, parents of ethnic and racial minority students who attend these schools would identify many concerns that are more salient with respect to their kids’ lives and education than the name on the building. Yet, rather than addressing those concerns, or even bothering to find out what those concerns are, mainstream symbolic capitalists focus on securing symbolic victories over right-aligned symbolic capitalists—who satisfyingly respond with indignation and outrage at these maneuvers because, again, they share the sense that something “big” is at stake here. And should mainstream symbolic capitalists emerge victorious, we declare the name change some kind of “win” for racial justice and move on to the next culture war battle. Yet little has changed for the families whose kids attend these schools. They face the same struggles as ever. Their life prospects have not been meaningfully changed one way or the other. The concerns that parents and other community members genuinely find pressing remain largely unaddressed.139

Likewise, Betty Friedan’s 1963 The Feminine Mystique has been largely credited with helping launch “second-wave” feminism. The text purported to highlight the plight of “women” in the 1950s—languishing as suburban housewives, struggling to find meaning or fulfillment in their domestic duties, and desperate for fulfillment outside the home. In fact, most women in America have always worked—including at the time Friedan was writing.140 It was a relatively small share of families who could afford to have women stay home without bringing in money or directly supporting business efforts, and who gained prestige from being able to sustain a “kept” wife. It was a very particular slice of America who could afford to enjoy the comfortable suburban existence that Friedan and others described as stifling. As bell hooks put it,


Some white, middle-class, college-educated women argued that motherhood was a serious obstacle to women’s liberation, a trap confining women to the home, keeping them tied to cleaning, cooking, and child care. Others simply identified motherhood and child-rearing as the locus of women’s oppression. Had black women voiced their views on motherhood, it would not have been named a serious obstacle to our freedom as women. Racism, lack of jobs, lack of skills or education, and a number of other issues would have been at the top of the list—but not motherhood. Black women would not have said motherhood prevented us from entering the world of paid work because we have always worked. From slavery to the present day … that work gave meager financial compensation and often interfered with or prevented effective parenting. Historically, black women have identified work in the context of family as humanizing labor, work that affirms their identity as women, as human beings showing love and care, the very gestures of humanity white supremacist ideology claimed black people were incapable of expressing.141



That is, less privileged women often struggled to be able to spend time with their families, and to carve out space to be a wife or a mother instead of just a worker. The dilemmas Friedan described were fundamentally “problems of privilege.” And those afflicted were generally quite keen to keep their privilege: Despite railing against suburban life, the women who sympathized with Friedan’s critique were generally disinterested in living in the kinds of households or communities these “other” women lived in (nor in having “others” move into their own neighborhoods). Nor did they have any interest in taking on the kinds of jobs these “other” women worked in. They wanted well-compensated and socially respected professional jobs, befitting their social status. And they ultimately achieved that goal by offloading unwanted domestic responsibilities onto other women—lower-income women, typically immigrants and women of color. Nonetheless, elite women sought to conflate their own interests with the interests of “women” writ large. The campaign to enhance the position of upper-middle-class women was (and continues to be) carried out in the name of feminism per se.142

As a function of divides like these between symbolic capitalists and the rest of society, rather than promoting genuine change, the widespread embrace of various causes by symbolic capitalists often correlates with a leveling-off or decline in progress, increased polarization around the issues being championed, and growing alienation from the affected movements among former supporters.143



The More Things Change

Despite their intense focus on social justice issues, Great Awokenings have rarely generated positive outcomes for the genuinely needy or vulnerable. With respect to racial equality, for instance, political scientist Robert Putnam shows that gains for African Americans began around 1860—that is, before any of the Great Awokenings, and indeed, before the Civil War (the war may have been launched to halt those gains). After the war, Black gains proceeded apace through the 1960s. Gaps between Blacks and whites continued to close. There was a steady increase in rights and protections for African Americans, in Black institution building, in Black political power, and in interracial solidarity despite campaigns to halt this progress.144 There was no apparent impact from the first Great Awokening on any of these trends—for better or worse. Likewise, the civil rights movement notched most of its successes before the second Great Awokening began145—and stalled out thereafter. That is, the second Great Awokening was not responsible for the civil rights movement and its victories. It may have derailed them. From the mid-1960s through the present, the racial story in America has largely been one of stagnation and declines. Black-white income disparities in 2016 were roughly identical to what they were in 1968.146 Gaps in wealth and home ownership between Blacks and whites have actually grown larger than they were in 1968.147 Rates of incarceration among African Americans, and racial disparities between Blacks and whites in incarceration rates, while declining, remain higher than they were in 1960.148

Critically, as a recent National Bureau of Economic Research paper by economist Erik Hurst and coauthors shows, the growing centrality of the symbolic professions played a central role in halting racial progress.149 As a result of major changes to the global economic order beginning in the late 1960s, the significance of symbolic hubs, professional and business services, and symbolic capitalists more broadly rose dramatically.150 In this same period, following the civil rights movement, prejudice-based discrimination in most job markets declined.151 However, skill- and education-based discrimination increased dramatically, as did the returns on having the “correct” credentials and talents. Because education was (and continues to be) unevenly distributed across racial lines, the practical effects of these new “meritocratic” forms of reward and exclusion have been comparable to overt racial discrimination in many respects. Hence, racialized socioeconomic gaps persist, largely unchanged, even as overtly bigoted attitudes and behaviors have become far less common and increasingly taboo.

According to Putnam, the trajectory of women’s equality tells a similar story.152 At the end of the nineteenth century, women in the United States began making significant gains in terms of rights and protections, and gaps between men and women on a range of dimensions began to close. These patterns did not accelerate as a result of the second Great Awokening, as many perhaps assume. Instead, they slowed beginning in the mid-1960s. And on many measures, women have been losing ground relative to men since the 1990s (i.e., the third Great Awokening).153

Women’s progress, however, has not seen the same level of reversals as African Americans’—in large part because well-off whites have a direct stake in women’s rights that they generally lack with respect to racial equality. (Roughly half of all white people are women, after all—and even white men have a stake in increasing the earnings or prospects of their wives and daughters.) Nonetheless, Putnam argues, feminist gains since the 1960s have primarily benefited upper-class whites, especially professionals. Far from promoting general egalitarianism, increased gender equality in the United States has correlated with growing socioeconomic inequality.154 More women are graduating college and attaining professional success. They are partnering with others who have equivalent socioeconomic prospects to their own, or higher, and opportunity-hoarding to maximize the chances that their kids will replicate their own elite position. Meanwhile, most nonelites across genders are experiencing stagnation and declines.

Overall, Putnam shows, the century from 1860 through 1960 was defined by steady and broad-based gains in socioeconomic equality, civil rights, trust in social institutions, religious attendance, union membership, and other forms of civic participation. There have been shocking reversals across all of these dimensions since—to the point where America in 2020 eerily resembled the United States of the Gilded Age in many respects. In short, the transition to the symbolic economy in the 1960s—and the ascendance of symbolic capitalists—has been accompanied by stark declines in equality, social cohesion, and civic participation. The first Great Awokening did little to enhance the pre-1960 “upswing,” and subsequent Awokenings seem to have done even less to halt or reverse the post-1960s declines.

Instead, since the second Great Awokening, protest movements have grown significantly more professionalized and less disruptive, and they’re increasingly driven by relatively affluent people rather than the genuinely marginalized or disadvantaged.155 As we’ve seen, this trend continues through the present day, with movements like Occupy and the #Resistance protests driven primarily by symbolic capitalists and concentrated in symbolic capitalist hubs. The fact that these movements are, at bottom, by and for elites with little to no benefit for ordinary people is often recognized by the folks whose interests symbolic capitalists purport to represent. For instance, when asked in 2022 whether the most recent “racial reckoning” has led to changes that are improving the lives of Black people, nearly two-thirds (64 percent) of Black respondents answered in the negative. Female, lower-income, and less-educated (i.e., less advantaged) African Americans were especially unlikely to perceive positive changes.156

Here the reader may wonder, even if the story seems bleak in looking at laws or socioeconomic statistics, surely the Awokenings are responsible for changing public attitudes, right? There are two key things to note in response to this question. First, it is not clear that changing discourse or attitudes actually matter if they don’t manifest “in the world” via beneficial changes in behaviors, relationships, policies, or allocations of resources. In any case, it is empirically unclear that the previous Awokenings did have any broad-based and long-term effect on public attitudes—let alone any positive effects.157

For instance, as political scientist James Stimson observed, the Great Awokening of the 1960s–1970s did not usher in a liberal age. In fact, it marked the culmination of a long-running leftward trend in public opinion and corresponded with a significant rightward lurch in public attitudes that persisted through the early 1980s: “The liberalism we see of the 1960s is the liberalism that produced the Kennedy administration and then fueled it, in full force at the outset of the civil rights movement. It is not the liberalism of the youth revolt or the anti-Vietnam War protest. These came later, after the political impetus of liberalism was spent.”158

Attitudes on gender, race, and sexuality, meanwhile, have been on a pretty steady liberalizing trajectory for as far back as public opinion on these questions is available—both across generational cohorts and within them.159 Rapid changes in expressed attitudes among white elites—or bursts in publications of books, media articles, academic essays, and so on corresponding with the Great Awokenings—do not seem to have had any enduring effects on the trend lines of public opinion writ large. Media “agenda setting” can raise the salience of certain issues—for instance, in the midst of each Awokening we see dramatic spikes in the share of Americans who view racial tensions or racism as the most pressing problem facing the United States—however, attitudes like these quickly revert to their antecedent baselines once symbolic capitalists start talking about other things again.160

All said, Awokenings seem unrelated to significant changes in law or allocation of resources.161 They probably aren’t responsible for durable and broad-based attitudinal shifts on “culture” issues either.162 The shifts that were clearly responses to Awokenings tended to fade alongside those Awokenings. Trends that preceded the Awokenings continued on unaffected by them.



Social Justice Sinecures

Although Awokenings do not seem to be responsible for generating major transformations in society writ large, they often do produce significant and durable changes within symbolic capitalist institutions. Many of these changes are symbolic in nature—for example, new speech codes and performative gestures to show that one is “up” on social justice. However, other changes are more substantial—for instance, new hiring and recruitment practices that provide new opportunities for aspirants who identify as members of historically marginalized groups, or new deference practices that can enhance the clout of symbolic capitalists who identify with particular groups. Yet, rather than enhancing the position of those who are significantly disadvantaged in society, these opportunities primarily benefit elites from the target populations.163

Symbolic capitalist spaces tend to be highly parochial. An especially small share of people from minoritized populations tend to make it into the symbolic professions—generally people who are “privileged” in other ways. As a function of these realities, benefits from changes in symbolic capitalist institutions that occur during Awokenings tend to accrue primarily to those who are already relatively well off or well positioned. Illustrative of these realities, the most significant and enduring material legacy of the Great Awokenings has been the proliferation of what I have taken to calling “social justice sinecures”: well-renumerated symbolic capitalist jobs explicitly oriented around helping organizations conspicuously conform with the latest fads in social justice signaling (thereby reducing their vulnerability to subsequent attacks by frustrated elites and elite aspirants).

Corporate HR departments and their ever-expanding rules and administrative processes began proliferating after the second Great Awokening.164 They have leveraged every subsequent Awokening to expand their institutional influence. For instance, post-2011, there has been a rapid enlargement in many symbolic capitalist institutions of bureaucrats and policies aimed at regulating even “sexual conduct that is voluntary, non-harassing, nonviolent, and does not harm others.”165

The second Awokening likewise corresponded with the birth and proliferation of administrators to curate and manage diversity at postsecondary institutions, elite K–12 schools, and increasingly the private and nonprofit sectors.166 These positions have also seen major expansions in the aftermath of each Awokening. Their ranks have swelled to the point that, today, many colleges and universities have nearly as many noninstructional staff as they have undergraduate students, and in some cases more.167

Diversity specialists typically make about $75,000 per year. Chief diversity officers typically pull in around $120,000, although there are diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) administrators at many universities who earn up to $400,000 per year (putting them well into the top 5 percent of all income earners in the United States).168 Alongside diversity managers, diversity-related training consultants similarly emerged in the aftermath of the second Great Awokening, became a staple of the American institutional landscape following the third Great Awokening, and received incredible sums of money during the current period of elite agitation—particularly in the wake of George Floyd’s murder.169 To help people compete for these positions, universities increasingly see a lucrative opportunity in providing BAs and graduate certification programs in diversity studies.170

It’s critical to note the gender dynamics at play in the proliferation of these roles. Again, Awokenings happen in the midst of elite overproduction. Since the tail end of the second Great Awokening, a majority of college students and graduates have been female. That is, the elites being overproduced are increasingly women. And the people occupying these new “diversity and inclusion”–oriented positions are overwhelmingly women. These positions are serving as new sinecures almost entirely for female aspirants—providing well-paying and relatively prestigious work for women who might otherwise be excluded from the symbolic professions. As cultural critic Mary Harrington observed,


“Administrative bloat” has been a remarked on feature of higher education for some time.… Less remarked on is the sex breakdown of the growing proportion of administrators. A recent diversity and inclusion report by the University of California indicates that women make up more than 70 per cent of non academic staff.… And that support system has an increasingly symbiotic relationship with student activism, which over my lifetime has (on both sides of the Atlantic) shifted noticeably away from a focus on material conditions toward something more like the bureaucratic regulation of personal identity and interpersonal interactions. A 2015 look at student protesters across 51 campuses showed the most common demands—alongside greater diversity among faculty—were diversity training and cultural centres. In turn, this focus requires a ballooning staff tasked with managing identities, or variously supporting or disciplining types of relationship.… In practice, then, as pursued within universities, one byproduct of student activism is something akin to a “jobs for the girls” scheme, in which a heavily female student body drives demand for … feminized non-academic administrative roles, which in turn helps create an environment geared toward women, and so on. Young alumnae graduating from this ecosystem might be expected to carry its insights out into professional life. And indeed, according to America’s Bureau of Labor Statistics, HR (a career whose employees are 71 per cent female, according to one industry report) is one of the fastest growing occupations in the country. Within that field, the fastest growing sub discipline is diversity and inclusion.… And a principal task of diversity professionals is increasing the job opportunities available for women, and especially of women engaged in diversity work.171



Indeed, not only are these positions overwhelmingly staffed by women, DEI programs are especially likely to be championed, implemented, and protected by female managers (relative to male peers).172 Relative to comparable symbolic capitalist positions, DEI professionals are especially likely to be nonwhite as well.173

Now, it’s not a bad thing to provide relatively well-paying and socially prestigious jobs for already-advantaged women and people of color. The world would not be a better place if these professionals were unemployed or underemployed instead. Nonetheless, it is unclear what (if any) good is being accomplished by this ever-expanding constellation of social justice sinecures beyond providing practitioners with gainful employment. Many of the programs associated with these DEI roles (such as diversity training) are demonstrably ineffective with respect to their stated goals.174 The proliferation of diversity bureaucrats has corresponded with a significant increase in social inequality and decreases in social solidarity, as highlighted in the previous section. Moreover, as we will see, the spaces where these workers exert the greatest influence (i.e., the symbolic professions, symbolic hubs) are among the most unequal and parochial in the contemporary United States—and they’ve been growing more exclusionary, hierarchical, and detached from the rest of society over time. The world, in short, does not seem to be a more equitable place due to the ever-growing DEI-industrial complex.

However, as a function of perverse incentive structures within these fields, unfortunate social trends may nonetheless be good for business. A lack of progress or worsening conditions are not typically interpreted as evidence that DEI-oriented positions and programs are unnecessary or unhelpful. Rather, they often serve as a pretext to demand still more institutional power and resources for DEI professionals. These maneuvers are accepted because, generally speaking, the proliferation of these positions works well for incumbent elites too. These sinecures divert people who might otherwise be aggressive competitors or underemployed rebels into legitimizing management and institutions instead (hiring these workers, formally complying with their rules and processes, assigning their training programs, etc. shows that an institution “cares” and is “committed” to “doing something” about various forms of inequality and exclusion—including in court as needed). The proliferation of rules and regulators also allows institutions to expand discipline and surveillance over their workforce—and in the name of social justice, no less.175 To be clear, it is unlikely that employers expand DEI positions with these explicit considerations in mind. However, these seem to be the main institutional functions DEI professionals serve in practice, and this may help explain why so many institutions have been eager to expand these positions despite their demonstrated inefficacy at achieving their stated goals.



Theories of Failure

Awokenings tend to be driven by elite overproduction, and they tend to collapse when a sufficient number of frustrated aspirants are integrated into the power structure or come to believe their prospects are improving. But this is not the kind of story we like to tell ourselves about why these social movements occur and why they taper off. Instead, as these periods of unrest begin to wind down, theories of failure are generated—accounts of why “the revolution” didn’t succeed as anticipated—typically detailing how the aims and methods of activists should be adjusted to be more successful downstream. Robust debates ensue as to which account best explains what went wrong and what lessons can be learned. The most successful theories of failure end up informing the character of the next Awokening in important ways.

The original theory of revolution that symbolic capitalists gravitated toward was Marxism. Karl Marx’s core project was to explain why the liberal revolutions that deposed aristocrats, the church, and monarchs somehow culminated in the exploitative and hierarchical relationships that defined the industrial period. Marx sought to illustrate how the bourgeoisie (roughly, symbolic capitalists and business owners)176 shifted from being a revolutionary bloc ostensibly committed to widespread freedom and prosperity—advocates for a society where the circumstances of one’s birth need not dictate the path of one’s life—into a class dedicated to unending capital accumulation at the expense of the rest of society. The bourgeoisie oversaw an age of unprecedented innovation and productivity; they established institutions that operated at an immense scale and were increasingly complex and interconnected. Vast wealth was created at a rapid pace. Yet very little of this wealth “trickled down” to the workers, whose labor undergirded the whole system. They were working harder than ever, under increasingly harsh conditions, while being paid subsistence wages (at best). In the process of articulating how and why the capitalist revolution turned out as it did, Marx also formulated an alternative model of activism: revolutionaries should focus on mobilizing exploited workers against the bourgeoisie; they should emphasize interdependence, collective action, and the common good over individualistic (“bourgeois”) conceptions of rights, freedoms, and prosperity.

Communist ideology became increasingly popular in America during the first Great Awokening—at least among symbolic capitalists.177 For instance, membership and chapters of the Communist National Student League expanded significantly on campuses nationwide. Indeed, the organization ultimately cannibalized rival Socialist organization the Student League for Industrial Democracy at the tail end of the first Awokening.178 However, Marxism was far less popular among the working class. Labor unions and workers’ movements tended to favor alternative forms of socialism (and syndicalism) over Marxism per se.179 Consequently, it may be worth briefly clarifying how an ideology that centered the working class as the key to social justice could emerge as a revolutionary framework for highly educated professionals in particular—not just in the United States but also in Europe and prerevolutionary Russia and China.180 Understanding this can provide important insights into how symbolic capitalists select and co-opt ostensibly “radical” frameworks in the service of their own ascendance and hegemony.

Although Marxism is widely associated with a call for “equality of outcomes” today, Marx himself disparaged equality per se as an absurd political goal.181 Although a core goal of communism was to ensure work and renumeration was allocated to “each according to his ability, each according to his needs,”182 as Marx repeatedly observed, abilities are not equal! Nor is the level of value that each worker produces. Marx’s foundational critique of capitalism was that it was a system in which virtually no one actually got what they deserved. Capitalists produce little but extract “surplus value” from those who do produce via their monopoly over the means of production (that is, capitalists get far more than they deserve by coercing others into accepting less than they deserve). The goal of communism, at bottom, was to reset social relations so that all were appropriately rewarded for the value they produced. On Marx’s account, inequality would be less dramatic following the communist revolution, but it would not be the case that everyone was identical (nor would that even be desirable to Marx). Although “private property” as we understand it today would be abolished, people would still have “individual property.”183 Differences would emerge with respect to that individual property on the basis of different preferences and aspirations, different passions and interests, different capabilities and lines of work, different ways that people choose to leverage individual property, and so forth—and those differences would be morally legitimate. As Marx explains in The Communist Manifesto, when “capital is converted into common property, into the property of all members of society, personal property is not therefore transformed into social property. It is only the social character of the property that is changed. It loses its class-character … we by no means intend to abolish this personal appropriation of the products of labor … all that we want to do away with is the miserable character of this appropriation.”184

Of course, the latter part of the maxim, “according to his needs,” suggests nonmeritocratic redistribution as well. However, it is important to clarify who would be “needy” under communism. In a world where people were compensated according to the value they produce, Marx theorized, there wouldn’t necessarily be “working poor.” And in a world where people were no longer alienated from their labor, there wouldn’t be people who chose not to work and tried to live parasitically on society. Marx argued that the desire to be productive, to create, to add value—these are fundamental human drives currently blunted by capitalism and the alienation it produces. Communism, he argued, would set those drives free—leading to radically increased prosperity. People would want to work. They would become far more productive, far more innovative—because they would finally get what they deserve for the value they produce and would be freed from coercive and dispiriting labor relations. Pretty much the only people who would be “needy,” then, would be those who literally cannot work (i.e., the very old, the severely mentally or physically ill or impaired, orphaned children, victims of natural disasters). And it would not necessarily be the task of the state to provide for them. Marx believed that in a world where people’s relationships were less exploitative, where society was less self-oriented, and where there was an understanding that all wealth flows fundamentally from the earth itself, which no one actually owns (or, better, which we all own in common), people would look out for one another. Marx did not envision a permanent welfare state, perennially seizing and reallocating income according to citizens’ apparent needs. Instead, he argued, the state would eventually “wither away.”185

That is, Marx envisioned a world where hard work, innovation, and ambition are valued and nurtured, where people can be anything they want to be (commensurate with their talents), and where all receive their just rewards for the value they produce. None of this is out of line with mainstream symbolic capitalist ideals. Indeed, as Marx repeatedly emphasized, communism was not orthogonal to capitalism—it was to evolve organically out of capitalism, retaining the best aspects of the bourgeoisie revolution while correcting for its excesses and shortcomings. This was part of the appeal among symbolic capitalists.

Marx also described his social vision as more objective, scientific, and rational than others conceived before or since (and more “grounded” as compared with those of “utopian socialists” like Saint-Simon).186 His patron and frequent collaborator, Friedrich Engels, would go so far as to argue that people who mastered Marxian analysis could gain the same power over the social world that the natural sciences afford us over the material world.187 This was obviously a seductive proposition for people (like symbolic capitalists) who define themselves in terms of their intellect and erudition. And the revolution itself, on Marx’s account, would ultimately be premised on the emergence of people who understand society as it really is (i.e., epistemic elites) and are simultaneously committed to social justice (i.e., moral exemplars) uniting the proletariat and then leading them to take control of the state.

Many contemporaries of Marx viewed this latter element as a fatal defect of his thinking. Mikhail Bakunin, for instance, argued it was unreasonable to expect the emergence of some alliance of noble leaders who would seize control over the state and all the nation’s wealth, and then redistribute it all fairly, taking nothing extra for themselves, their families, their friends, their own communities, or their allies—and who would then voluntarily dismantle the state and live among their fellow citizens as equals.188 More likely, those who took control of the state would find justifications to give themselves more than others, find reasons to perpetuate and expand the state indefinitely, and target anyone who challenged these maneuvers as traitors and enemies of the revolution. No one, Bakunin argued, is or could be immune to these temptations: “If you took the most ardent revolutionary, vested him in absolute power, within a year he would be worse than the Tsar himself.”189 Bakunin’s arguments have proved highly prescient virtually everywhere people have attempted to establish an ostensibly “Communist” state.

Nonetheless, symbolic capitalists, from the first Great Awokening through today, have imagined themselves as just the kind of people whose wisdom and beneficence allow them to transcend the myopia and selfishness of common folk and serve the greater good. We are just the kind of people who could avoid being corrupted by wealth or power—which is why, we argue, a larger share of wealth and power should be consolidated in our hands as opposed to others’. With this in mind, it is not hard to understand why symbolic capitalists would find Marxism particularly appealing, nor why the working classes may have been wary of it.

Critically, as part of his “scientific” approach to socialism, Marx believed that slavery, patriarchy, and violent conflict were ultimately fated to be outgrown alongside capitalism. Although he lauded these predicted developments, he viewed organized efforts to advance causes like pacifism, feminism, and antiracism per se to be dangerous distractions.190 On Marx’s view, campaigns such as these were tantamount to expending immense energy and resources on treating symptoms at the expense of curing the disease. If the communist revolution was successful, these other forms of exploitative relationships would be abolished alongside capitalism. Meanwhile, to the extent that ameliorative campaigns on these other issues were successful, they could render the status quo more bearable and forestall the “real” revolution. Marx also perceived that a focus on issues like race, gender, and sexuality tended to divide workers against one another, to largely the same effect: delaying the revolution. In order to keep U.S. Socialists united and focused tightly on the issue of class struggle, Marx endorsed the purging of feminists, sexual freedom advocates, pacifists, and antiracists from the American branch of the International Workingmen’s Association.191

Nonetheless, by the time of the first Awokening, Marx had been dead for some time, and many who embraced his ideas had found ways to reconcile communism with other forms of advocacy. As Orwell lamented at the time of the first Great Awokening, “One sometimes gets the impression that the mere words ‘Socialism’ and ‘Communism’ draw towards them with magnetic force every fruit-juice drinker, nudist, sandal-wearer, sex-maniac, Quaker, ‘Nature Cure’ quack, pacifist and feminist in England.”192 Marxism, in turn, would come to inform and transform many other struggles that Marx deprioritized, such as feminism, antiracism, and anticolonialism. Developments like these are not unusual. As we will see, Awokenings often mobilize ideas in ways, and in the service of ends, that their progenitors neither anticipated nor approved of.

Ultimately, the communist revolutions many were anticipating in the United States and western Europe did not occur as planned (or at all). As the first Awokening came to an end, a theory of failure emerged and eventually rose to prominence: critical theory. The term itself was formally introduced by Max Horkheimer in his 1937 Traditional and Critical Theory. That book, and much of his subsequent work, sought to explain why “the revolution” failed to materialize during the first period of Awokening. Rather than seeing successful worker-driven movements toward social liberation (as Marx had predicted), the twentieth century seemed to be defined by the rise of fascism, totalitarianism, and later, globalized capitalism. The divisions between states and markets were increasingly blurred. Workers had not united and risen up against their bosses but instead remained bitterly divided along the lines of race, nationality, religion, and so on. Rather than a unified struggle against capitalists, there was a world war, with workers primarily on the front lines killing each other (and another such war on the horizon). The prospects for meaningful resistance or productive revolution seemed increasingly bleak. “Critical theory” sought to work out where “conventional theory” (more specifically Marxism) went wrong, and to figure out how, and in what sense, its emancipatory project might still be possible.

Critical theorists ended up settling on culture and institutions of cultural production as the most important fronts in the struggle. That is, symbolic capitalists identified themselves, their institutions and outputs—not the workers, not the business owners—as central agents in creating a better world. By winning the culture war, they could create the conditions for “the Revolution” to occur—they could empower “the people” to understand their oppression and rise up to emancipate themselves. As C. Wright Mills put it in his “Letter to the New Left” (a 1960 essay that popularized the idea of a “New Left” in the United States and helped set its agenda),


We are frequently accused of being “utopian”—in our criticisms and in our proposals; and along with this, of basing our hopes for a New Left politics … upon the intelligentsia in its broadest sense. There is truth in these charges. But must we not ask: what now is really meant by utopian? And: Is not our utopianism a major source of our strength? I do not quite understand … why they cling so mightily to “the working class” of the advanced capitalist societies as the historic agency, or even as the most important agency, in the face of the really historical evidence that now stands against this expectation.… Who is it that is getting fed up? Who is it that is getting disgusted with what Marx called “all the old crap”? Who is it that is thinking and acting in radical ways? All over the world—in the bloc, outside the bloc and in between—the answer’s the same: it is the young intelligentsia.193



Critical theory would ultimately provide the means for the “young intelligentsia” of the 1960s to distinguish itself from its Marxist forebears and articulate a new social vision.

Put another way, although formulated at the end of the first Great Awokening, critical theory didn’t really have its “moment” until the second Great Awokening. This kind of trajectory is not unusual. Successful theories of failure are usually influential within their domain at the time they are put forward, but don’t become particularly prominent among symbolic capitalists writ large until the next Awokening, as elites who want to call for “radical” change begin grasping at ways to distinguish their current campaigns from previous (failed) efforts. Again, these frameworks are often interpreted and deployed in ways that the theorists themselves would be uncomfortable with. For instance, although the 1960s New Left associated itself with the aims and methods of critical theory, most of the foundational critical theorists (e.g., Theodor Adorno, Horkheimer, Jürgen Habermas) were highly critical of the New Left and aligned student movements. They did not view the “radicals” as understanding or applying the insights of critical theory particularly well. They were not particularly optimistic that the activists were poised to radically change society for the better.194 Perhaps with good reason: by the mid-1970s, the second Awokening was sputtering out. It was again clear that the “revolution” would not be occurring anytime soon.

At the tail end of that Awokening, the Combahee River Collective (CRC)—an association of Black lesbian feminist socialists—put forward a new theory of failure to explain why “the Revolution” had not yet arrived. The problem, they argued, is that feminism, racial equality, gay rights, and socialism have typically been pursued as separate, if allied, campaigns. The CRC argued that this approach was doomed to failure. A socialist revolution that was not simultaneously a feminist and antiracist revolution would be insufficient to ensure people like them experienced liberation (the same held for a feminist revolution that was not simultaneously antiracist and socialist, and so on). Moreover, they explained, the encouragement of altruism in many of these movements had a pernicious effect on people who were especially marginalized or oppressed within a disadvantaged group. Their concerns and perspectives were consistently overlooked, their needs chronically unmet, as they perennially subordinated their own demands for the sake of the “greater good.” For instance, it was considered threatening to the cohesion, momentum, and legitimacy of “the cause” to talk about the unsavory racial dynamics of the feminist or gay rights movement, or homophobia and misogyny that often manifested themselves in the Black Power movement. People who sought to address these issues were often told that, while their concerns may be legitimate, they were things that could be attended to after the “main” objective had been achieved. A better path to liberation, the CRC argued, was to embrace “identity politics” (a term they have been credited with coining): “We realize that the only people who care enough about us to work consistently for our liberation are us. Our politics evolve from a healthy love for ourselves, our sisters and our community which allows us to continue our struggle and work. This focusing upon our own oppression is embodied in the concept of identity politics. We believe that the most profound and potentially most radical politics come directly out of our own identity, as opposed to working to end somebody else’s oppression.”195

By working to ensure liberation first and foremost for oneself, and for others like oneself—allying with others if and only insofar as there were overlapping interests—those who face multiple forms of marginalization or oppression would no longer have to choose to fight one form of oppression at the expense of the others. Nor would they have to pursue racial, gender, sexual, and socioeconomic justice as separate domains. By grounding their politics in their own specific identities, and the challenges they personally face, people could form coalitions to address multiple dimensions at once. They could come to more deeply understand (and, in turn, help others understand) how different forms of oppression are interrelated by looking at the concrete ways they intersect in their own lives, and in the lives of their allies. By being forthright about the pursuit of their own interests, allies would no longer need to deceive themselves or others about their true goals and motivations—rendering alliances more effective.

Of course, the idea that focusing on one’s own interests can promote the greater good more effectively than “working to end somebody else’s oppression”—at least superficially—is not far removed from Adam Smith’s famous argument in favor of capitalism: “He intends only his own security … he intends only his own gain, and he is in this, as in many other cases, led by an invisible hand to promote an end which was no part of his intention. Nor is it always the worse for the society that it was not part of it. By pursuing his own interest he frequently promotes that of the society more effectually than when he really intends to promote it.”196

Many certainly seem to have synthesized the CRC’s argument with Smith’s. Elites, especially those who identify with historically marginalized and disadvantaged groups, increasingly define the relentless pursuit of their own self-interest as a “radical” act. High-end consumption is redefined as an act of “self-care” or “self-affirmation”—as a feminist or antiracist “victory”—because they (elites who are women, nonwhite, LGBTQ, neurodivergent, or disabled) are “worth it” and “deserve it.”197 Likewise, elites from historically disadvantaged groups who accumulate ever more power or influence in their own hands are described as somehow achieving a “win” for those who remain impoverished, marginalized, and vulnerable. As discussed in the introduction to this book, behaviors that would be recognized as exploitative, oppressive, or disrespectful if carried out by people who are white, heterosexual, or male are often interpreted as empowering, righteous, or necessary when carried out by “other” elites and elite aspirants. As CRC founding member Barbara Smith has repeatedly emphasized, this is all very far from what they intended with their statement.198

In any case, the CRC’s theory of failure was hugely influential for the third Great Awokening—including (perhaps especially) with respect to third-wave feminism. Debates around “identity politics” also took off in the late 1980s and early 1990s, as the CRC’s ideas went increasingly mainstream. The waning of the third Awokening, in turn, gave rise to a new theory of failure that has grown especially prominent in the midst of the current period of tumult: critical race theory.

Critical race theory was born from the Critical Legal Studies (CLS) movement. At the time said movement was coming into its own, in the midst of the third Great Awokening, the civil rights movement had stalled out in the face of assassinations, riots, internal tensions, and growing public frustration; Nixon won two landslides, then Ronald Reagan unseated Jimmy Carter in yet another landslide in 1980. The GOP would control the White House for the next twelve years. How could one reconcile the fact that public attitudes had apparently moved so much on race, but racial inequalities remained so pronounced? How could one explain the rightward electoral swing following the successes that did occur in the civil rights movement? Most importantly, how could the cause of Black emancipation proceed in the current landscape, where mass mobilization seemed implausible? Critical race theory sought to answer questions like these.

The pioneers for critical race theory were largely not armchair theorists—they were lawyers. The ideas they developed were intended to be put to practical use (and indeed were successfully put to use in the courtroom). Their ambition was to use the very legal institutions that were designed to oppress and exploit in order to empower and liberate—to subvert laws written to serve the interests of the powerful in order to instead constrain their influence and undermine the status quo. Rather than focusing on the economic sphere (like the Marxists) or the cultural sphere (like the critical theorists), the CLS movement emphasized the laws and codes as an ideal site of struggle. Rather than mass movements or culture wars, their tools were lawsuits and legislation, or the amendment of contracts, institutional rules, codes of conduct, standard operating procedures, teaching and training materials, and so on.

That is, in their focus and their methods, the CLS movement and critical race theory were quite distinct from “critical theory” per se. Indeed, if you read the movement’s foundational texts, beyond occasional references to Antonio Gramsci, there is little “critical theory” present;199 the authors draw on other, largely unrelated, sources. However, as the frameworks developed by the CLS movement jumped out of the legal sphere and began interacting more directly with third-wave feminism, postcolonial activism, environmental advocacy, the gay rights movement, and queer theory, bridges were increasingly built between critical race theory and critical theory as such … and also with many other ideas and causes. Indeed, CLS movement cofounder Kimberlé Crenshaw has lamented how ideas associated with the movement have been taken to some weird places, and used in ways she and her peers did not intend and wouldn’t endorse.200 This is, of course, the perennial joy and terror of putting ideas out into the world and seeing them “catch on”: after a point, they take on a life of their own and are no longer “yours” to control.

From our current historical vantage point, it is unclear what theories of failure will emerge and gain prominence as the fourth Awokening winds down—let alone which of these theories future symbolic capitalists will ultimately find useful in their struggles. However, we can be confident that future frustrated elites will try to distinguish their own efforts from the failed campaigns of the past by leaning on a narrative that currently exists or will soon be produced about the limitations of the current Awokening and how they can be transcended downstream. If a preferred theory of failure does not naturally flatter the priorities and worldviews of said elites, it will be reinterpreted so it can serve this purpose.



Culture Wars

In his 1976 The Coming of Post-industrial Society, sociologist Daniel Bell highlighted how changes to the global economy were leading to the emergence of a new social order—one driven by a “knowledge economy,” dominated by technical elites, and highly stratified on the basis of factors like intellectual acumen and academic credentials.201 Meanwhile, he argued, the labor and assets of those who traded in material goods and services would become increasingly devalued, leading to growing tensions between the technocrats and everyone else. Exacerbating these tensions, Bell argued, was the widespread embrace among intellectuals of what essayist Lionel Trilling referred to as “adversary culture.”

Within the new elite class, people gained status through delegitimizing and denigrating institutions, traditions, values, and ways of life associated with the middle class. This, Bell argued, would lead to further mistrust of and resentment against the new elites—as the “common man” was being marginalized not just within the economy but within the culture as well. Moreover, Bell noted, there were two deep tensions in the cultural project of these new elites.202 First, adversary culture was itself unmistakably a product of the very bourgeois culture it condemned and was, therefore, unlikely to present a true threat to the prevailing order. Indeed, although these new elites continued to view themselves as outsiders and subversives, they were themselves, increasingly, “the man.” This leads to the second core tension: insofar as these new elites were successful in advancing adversary culture, they could ultimately end up destroying the foundations of their own authority (i.e., trust in science, expertise, rationality, meritocracy, universities, the press, etc.). The dynamic Bell described becomes especially clear during Awokenings.

Frustrated erstwhile elites often attempt to delegitimize and displace establishment rivals (to make room for themselves) by indicting symbolic capitalist institutions and successful symbolic capitalists as too cozy with the wealthy and the privileged—and by presenting themselves as more authentic or effective champions for minoritized populations and the poor. Incumbents generally respond to these campaigns by trying to show that they are just as committed to eliminating inequalities as their critics or are even better allies for the marginalized and disadvantaged. That is, they try to meet or outflank their critics on “social justice” issues—creating a new consensus position among symbolic capitalists that is more symbolically “left” than before the Awokening. This, in turn, creates an opportunity for the opponents of mainstream symbolic capitalists to enhance their credibility, notoriety, and influence.

Again, symbolic capitalists are generally much farther to the left on “culture” issues than most Americans—and Awokenings drive them to stake out positions that are even farther out of touch with the rest of their countrymen. And as symbolic capitalists become more aggressive in trying to impose their values and priorities on others—and confronting, denigrating, marginalizing, or sanctioning those who refuse to get with the program—the differences between them and everyone else don’t merely grow larger, they also become much more salient. Moreover, during these interelite struggles, symbolic capitalists tend to be very publicly divided among themselves, with a faction of frustrated and aspiring elites explicitly disparaging more established symbolic capitalists and their affiliated institutions, often while they are themselves engaged in discourse and performative displays that strike most “normies” as extreme, unappealing, and ridiculous. Consequently, both established elites and frustrated aspirants often end up mutually discredited in the eyes of much of the public by the time Awokenings have run their course.

Right-aligned symbolic capitalists—anti-wokes and conservatives—often try to exploit and exacerbate both the divisions within mainstream symbolic capitalists and the growing gulf between the mainstream consensus position and the rest of society. They attempt to lump insurgents and incumbents together as corrupt, out of touch, and out of control. Right-aligned symbolic capitalists and their allies paint themselves as populists who will restore order, sanity, and dignity to the country and its institutions—or, that failing, defund, dismantle, and disempower them. What starts out as an intermainstream struggle often devolves into a left-right struggle.203 Awokenings and culture wars, therefore, tend to travel hand in hand—and dramatic leftward movements within symbolic capitalist institutions are usually followed by “red waves” at the ballot box and beyond. Terms that were once the subject of inter-Left disputes, such as “identity politics,” “political correctness,” and “woke,” are appropriated by the Right as cudgels to attack everyone left of center and come to be used in almost exclusively pejorative or ironic ways.

These conservative shifts that follow Awokenings are often uncharitably described as “backlash” against progress. However, readers should recall that, since the 1960s, progress toward egalitarianism has largely stalled out on most fronts—with the relationships between Blacks and whites, rich and poor, roughly the same as they were sixty years ago. There is no meaningful relationship between Awokenings and material gains for marginalized and disadvantaged populations, nor is there a meaningful connection between Awokenings and durable attitudinal changes among the general public. If anything, there has been an inverse relationship between Awokenings and material “progress” from the second Awokening forward.

It is actually somewhat intuitive that Awokenings could correspond with a perpetuation or exacerbation of inequalities given that these uprisings are fundamentally “about” frustrated elite aspirants trying to secure superior social positions. But what this means with respect to interpreting the culture wars is that, when Americans shift right in the aftermath of Awokenings, they are generally not reacting against material changes that benefit marginalized populations at the expense of the majority group. Those have been few and far between and don’t cleanly correlate well with Awokenings in any case. The “backlash” instead seems to be about growing alienation among “normies” from elite culture and elite institutions, whose outputs shift far more during Awokenings than any laws or relative material circumstances between groups.

We see these dynamics clearly in the data on public trust in experts. The General Social Survey began collecting these data in 1973, so we can only see the aftereffects of the second Awokening (not the antecedent baselines) and the most recent two episodes. Looking at trust in the scientific community along ideological lines,204 we see a few important periods. In the aftermath of the second and third Great Awokenings, we see significant drops in public trust in scientists. Toward the tail end of Awokenings, trust among moderates and liberals tends to recover. However, conservative trust seems to have been more durably shaken after 1986, leading to increased polarization around science: liberals became significantly more trusting of scientists after 1994 (as the Awokening was ending), while conservatives continued a more modest decline and moderates joined them.205 This polarization was exacerbated after 2010, and again starting in 2018. Political scientist Matthew Motta has argued that these latter shifts seem to be a product of the March for Science, wherein large numbers of scientists, engaging as scientists, more or less overtly declared themselves to be opposed to Trump and aligned with his political opposition—maneuvers that further increased (already high) trust in scientists among liberals while exacerbating declines among conservatives.206

We see the same patterns when we look along partisan (Democrat, Republican, independent) lines instead of ideology: after the late 1980s, there were consistent declines in Republicans’ trust in scientists. After 1991, Democrats’ trust in the scientific community began to increase, and it continued to rise steadily through 2016. After Trump was elected president, there was a massive upward shift in Democratic support for scientists. The share of Democrats expressing “a great deal” of confidence in the scientific community rose by more than 20 percentage points in the next five years.207 On the other side of the aisle, declines in trust in experts among Republicans began after 1987. From then through the early 1990s, Democrats, independents, and Republicans were all trending together: Americans across the board were growing more skeptical of the scientific community. However, after 1991, Democrats began shifting the other direction, while Republicans persisted on roughly the same steady downward trajectory from 1987 through 2018. After 2018, however, there was an accelerated decline in Republican confidence in the scientific community—7 percentage points over the subsequent three years. Nonetheless, Republican declines in trust in the scientific community were less than half the magnitude of Democratic increases over roughly the same span of time.

Across the board, trust in experts tends to decline during Great Awokenings. In their aftermath, however, attitudes tend to polarize. Left-aligned Americans shift from critiquing mainstream symbolic capitalist institutions to trying to bolster their legitimacy. Trust among right-aligned Americans, meanwhile, is often more durably eroded. One regular response to this erosion of trust is to construct alternative (right-valanced) infrastructures for cultural production. These often persist long after Awokenings and anti-Wokenings have run their course and durably undermine the authority and reach of mainstream symbolic capitalists.

For instance, in the aftermath of the second Great Awokening, many on the right concluded that academia was a lost cause and sought to establish an alternative ecosystem for right-aligned intellectual pursuits, beginning with the establishment of the Heritage Foundation (1973) and the Cato Institute (1977).208 In the wake of the third Great Awokening, there was a perception that a right-aligned intellectual sphere was not enough, and there were moves to establish right-aligned media, beginning with a major push for conservative talk radio and culminating with the 1996 establishment of Fox News.209 In the midst of the current Awokening, there have been repeated attempts to establish right-aligned social media spaces, from Parler to Truth Social to Elon Musk’s “anti-woke” takeover of Twitter and Peter Theil and J. D. Vance’s major investments in Rumble.210

In each Awokening, the already-large gap between symbolic capitalists and the general public tends to rapidly expand and is made highly salient. This creates a perceived market for alternative institutions of cultural production. Born out of the culture wars, these new institutions tend to have an existential stake in perennially sowing mistrust in mainstream symbolic capitalists and perpetuating the culture wars. They build symbolic capital for themselves, capture audience share, and grow their revenues by depicting mainstream institutions as biased, exclusionary, censorious, and out of touch. To the extent that mainstream symbolic capitalists actually do come to approximate these right-wing caricatures during periods of Awokening, they produce and empower their own gravediggers.



Coda: White Liberals

In a prescient series of essays for Radical America in 1977, Barbara and John Ehrenreich defined the professional-managerial class (the term they coined for symbolic capitalists) as “salaried mental workers who do not own the means of production and whose major function in the social division of labor may be described broadly as the reproduction of capitalist culture and capitalist class relations.”211 In layman’s terms, the major role they play in society is to keep the capitalist machine running (in the present and in perpetuity), maximize its efficiency and productivity, and justify the inequalities that were required in order to achieve these ends. This posed a bit of a problem for symbolic capitalists, who, as the Ehrenreichs noted, were generally aligned with the New Left. They sympathized with radical feminism, the Black Power movement, environmental activism, the weakening of sexual taboos, socialism, the antiwar movement, and so on. However, they also had bills to pay and, as time went on, families to support—and there were lots of lucrative and new opportunities for those who were willing and able to partake in the globalized knowledge economy.

Toward the end of the second Awokening, the primary way most resolved this tension without nakedly “selling out” was to insist that they would use their new influence within “the machine” to help the disadvantaged. That is, they would be subversive “cogs,” who would engage in a “long march through the institutions” and leverage them toward alternative ends.212 They would learn to uplift those who were suffering, and empower those who were marginalized, through the very systems and institutions that would have otherwise exploited and oppressed them. Notice, however, that in defining their own flourishing within the “system” as a means of increasing their capacity to help the desperate and vulnerable, symbolic capitalists provided themselves with a powerful justification for climbing as high up the ladder as they could and accumulating more and more into their own hands: the more resources they controlled, and the more institutional clout they wielded, the more they would be theoretically able to accomplish on behalf of the needy and vulnerable (and the less capital would be in the hands of the “bad” elites). “Doing well” was redefined as a means of “doing good.”

From the outside, it often seemed as though symbolic capitalists were relentlessly engaged in a rat race to enhance their own social position. However, the Ehrenreichs noted, they typically did not think of themselves as being oriented toward such banal ends. Granted, the promised reallocation of the assets and opportunities amassed—ostensibly on behalf of the downtrodden—would likely never come (and indeed, some four decades after the Ehrenreichs published their essays, we’re still holding our breath on that). However, symbolic capitalists could nonetheless generate a sense of “progress” toward their egalitarian commitments by pushing their institutions to take symbolic actions with respect to empowering women and minorities, validating LGBTQ people, protecting the environment, and so forth.

The second key strategy adopted by the symbolic capitalists to reconcile their “day jobs” with their political beliefs was to try to live in accordance with their New Left values personally (that is, to find ways to signal their own individual commitment to feminism, antiracism, environmentalism—including through “just” consumption), and to encourage their peers to do the same. In the process, they turned the campaign for social justice “inward”—into a psychological and even spiritual project. The status quo may persist, largely as a result of their own work no less. However, symbolic capitalists could still think of themselves as virtuous in light of how they carried themselves in the private sphere and by conspicuously demonstrating the purity of their own hearts and minds.

Over the course of their essays, the Ehrenreichs powerfully explain some of the “pull” factors that led symbolic capitalists of the 1970s to disengage from social justice activism. However, there were also “push” factors that led them away from direct action during the second Awokening. Exploring those is perhaps an ideal way to both close out this chapter and transition to the themes of the next.

In the news media of the 1960s (as remains the case today in some respects), racism was depicted as primarily a problem of “backwards” rural and southern areas.213 However, as civil rights leaders began to see major breakthroughs in the South, they decided that their work was not yet done. At the invitation of the Coordinating Council of Community Organizations, a Chicago-based civil rights body, Martin Luther King Jr. and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) launched a campaign against the de facto segregation in northern schools, neighborhoods, and workplaces in 1965. They began by trying to move Black families into predominantly white neighborhoods in Chicago. Rather than being welcomed with open arms by enlightened urban northerners, they were violently resisted at every turn. Here, it is worth quoting King at length:


Bottles and bricks were thrown at us; we were often beaten. Some of the people who had been brutalized in Selma and who were present at the Capitol ceremonies in Montgomery led marchers in the suburbs of Chicago amid a rain of rocks and bottles, among burning automobiles, to the thunder of jeering thousands, many of them waving Nazi flags. Swastikas bloomed in Chicago parks like misbegotten weeds. Our marchers were met by a hailstorm of bricks, bottles, and firecrackers. “White power” became the racist catcall, punctuated by the vilest of obscenities.… I’ve been in many demonstrations all across the South, but I can say that I had never seen, even in Mississippi, mobs as hostile and as hate-filled as in Chicago. When we had our open housing marches many of our white liberal friends cried out in horror and dismay: “You are creating hatred and hostility in the white communities in which you are marching. You are only developing a white backlash.” They failed to realize that the hatred and the hostilities were already latently or subconsciously present. Our marches merely brought them to the surface.… We were the social physicians of Chicago revealing that there was a terrible cancer.… We were the social psychiatrists, bringing out things that were in the subconscious all along.… As long as the struggle was down in Alabama and Mississippi, they could look afar and think about it and say how terrible people are. When they discovered brotherhood had to be a reality in Chicago and that brotherhood extended to next door, then those latent hostilities came out.214



As King explained in his 1967 address to the American Psychological Association, this vicious reception among the people who were supposed to be “allies”—among those who had been cheering the civil rights movement elsewhere—this stalling-out of progress in the section of the country that was supposed to be easier than the South led to deep rage in the Black community.215 The SCLC’s message of nonviolence, forbearance, faith in humanity, and interracial cooperation increasingly rang hollow. Riots broke out. Increased repression followed. Black militias gained in prominence, encouraging African Americans to defend themselves against white aggression.216 Black nationalist movements grew.

As scenes of unrest played out in northern streets (rather than comfortably far away in the South), media coverage of King and civil rights demonstrations grew overwhelmingly hostile.217 Despite previously holding King up as a national hero, the Johnson administration cut off contact and access altogether when King began to criticize the Vietnam War. In 1967, with President Johnson’s blessing, the FBI launched a new campaign, COINTELPRO–BLACK HATE, seeking to “disrupt, misdirect, discredit, or otherwise neutralize the activities” of King, the SCLC, and many other civil rights organizations and activists.218 Public opinion quickly soured as well: at the time he was assassinated, King had a 75 percent disapproval rating according to polls.219

Seeing the establishment turn so rapidly on a person who had bent over backward to accommodate them—who had consistently extended the benefit of the doubt to whites and encouraged others to do the same—the sense grew in Black organizing spaces that white liberals could not be trusted. They may even be worse than right-wing opponents, many argued. Reactionary conservatives, for instance, would directly tell you how they felt and what they were after. You could plan around that; you could work with that (even if what they had to say was often horrifying or offensive). It was much harder to deal with people who pretended to be on board but were unwilling to make meaningful sacrifices and constantly deflected blame for social problems onto others. It was much more difficult to work with people who wouldn’t resist the movement per se, but instead try to hijack it to suit their own interests. It was far tougher to tolerate someone who would not only lie to others, but who couldn’t seem to be honest with themselves about what they were trying to accomplish and what their ideal endgame was. As Ebony magazine editor Lerone Bennett Jr. explained at the time,


White friends of the American Negro claim, with some justification, that Negros attack them with more heat than they attack declared enemies.… Oppressed people learn early that the problem of life is not the problem of evil but the problem of good. For this reason, they focus their fire on the bona fides of avowed friends.… The white liberal is a man who finds himself defined as a white man, as an oppressor in short, and retreats in horror at that designation. But—and this is essential—he retreats only halfway, disavowing the title without giving up the privileges, tearing out, as it were, the table of contents and keeping the book. The fundamental trait of the white liberal is his desire to differentiate himself psychologically from white Americans on the issue of race. He wants to think, and he wants others to think, he is a man of brotherhood.… What characterizes the white liberal, above all, is his inability to live the words he mouths … he joins groups and assumes postures that permit him and others to believe something is being done. The key word here is believe.220



King grew increasingly disillusioned as well, arguing toward the end of his life that “Negros have proceeded from a premise that equality means what it says, and they have taken white America at their word when they talked of it as an objective. But most whites in America in 1967, including many persons of goodwill, proceed from a premise that equality is a loose expression for improvement. White America is not even psychologically organized to close the gap—essentially, it seeks only to make it less painful and less obvious but in most respects to retain it. Most abrasions between Negros and white liberals arise from this fact.”221

The year before King uttered these words, SNCC issued a position paper arguing, “More and more we see black people in this country being used as a tool of the white liberal establishment. Liberal whites have not begun to address themselves to the real problem of black people in this country.… Previous solutions to black problems in this country have been made in the interests of those whites dealing with these problems and not in the best interests of black people in the country. Whites can only subvert our true search and struggles for self-determination, self-identification, and liberation in this country.”222 Ultimately, SNCC would vote to expel whites from the organization entirely. Reporting on the purge in New Republic, journalist Andrew Kopkind noted at the time, “What galls SNCC people most is the way white radicals seem to have treated SNCC as some kind of psychotherapy, as a way to work out problems of alienation and boredom and personal inadequacy.”223

James Baldwin would find himself frustrated by the same. In 1972, he observed that even when white liberals tried to engage critiques by frustrated African Americans, they seemed to convince themselves (and tried to convince their interlocutors) that other white liberals were the problem. They sought to maintain themselves as an exception and aligned themselves fervently with Black Power and civil rights as a kind of indulgence (in the Catholic sense) for their ongoing sins: “It seemed very clear to me that [white liberals] were lying about their motives and were being blackmailed by their guilt … struggling to hold on to what they had acquired. For, intellectual activity, according to me, is and must be, disinterested. The truth is a two-edged sword—and if one is not willing to be pierced by the sword, even to the extreme of dying on it, then all of one’s intellectual activity is a masturbatory delusion and a wicked and dangerous fraud.”224

Baldwin, like King, began his public career as a firm believer in the possibility of racial reconciliation. While unflinching in discussing the horrors of the past and present, he was optimistic that the future could be better than the past. And he was beloved by white liberals for these characteristics. However, witnessing the growing infighting within the Black community, seeing the public turn against the civil rights struggle, and particularly in the wake of King’s assassination—Baldwin’s work increasingly reflected frustration and disillusionment. His trademark “critical patriotism” became less evident. As a consequence, his perspective grew increasingly out of step with his (symbolic capitalist) primary readers in the post–second Awokening era, who wanted to pat themselves on the back for the gains made in the civil rights era, hagiographize King (who was broadly despised at the time of his death), pretend King’s mission had been more or less accomplished, and get back to business.225

Of course, some Black leaders never grew alienated from white liberals because they never trusted them to begin with. For instance, in 1963, before the second Great Awokening was even fully underway, Malcolm X declared,


In this deceitful American game of power politics, the Negros (i.e. the race problem, the integration and civil rights issues) are nothing but tools, used by one group of whites called Liberals against another group of whites called Conservatives, either to get into power or to remain in power.… The white liberal differs from the white conservative only in one way: the liberal is more deceitful than the conservative. The liberal is more hypocritical than the conservative. Both want power, but the white liberal is the one who has perfected the art of posing as the Negro’s friend and benefactor; and by winning the friendship, allegiance, and support of the Negro, the white liberal is able to use the Negro as a pawn or a tool in this political “football game” that is constantly raging between white liberals and white conservatives. Politically the American Negro is nothing but a football.226



Baynard Rustin, however, argued that the focus on white liberals’ sincerity or consistency was ultimately a dead end, as were attempts to try to carve out special considerations for members of historically marginalized and disadvantaged groups.


I believe that the Negro’s struggle for equality in America is essentially revolutionary. While most Negroes—in their hearts—unquestionably seek only to enjoy the fruits of American society as it now exists, their quest cannot objectively be satisfied within the framework of existing political and economic relations.… “Preferential treatment” cannot help them.… Sharing with many moderates a recognition of the magnitude of the obstacles to freedom, [many] survey the American scene and find no forces prepared to move toward radical solutions. From this they conclude that the only viable strategy is shock; above all, the hypocrisy of white liberals must be exposed. These spokesmen are often described as the radicals of the movement, but they are really its moralists. They seek to change white hearts—by traumatizing them. Frequently abetted by white self-flagellants, they may gleefully applaud (though not really agreeing with) Malcolm X because, while they admit he has no program, they think he can frighten white people into doing the right thing. To believe this, of course, you must be convinced, even if unconsciously, that at the core of the white man’s heart lies a buried affection for Negroes—a proposition one may be permitted to doubt. But in any case, hearts are not relevant to the issue; neither racial affinities nor racial hostilities are rooted there. It is institutions—social, political, and economic institutions—which are the ultimate molders of collective sentiments. Let these institutions be reconstructed today, and let the ineluctable gradualism of history govern the formation of a new psychology.”227



We’re now sixty years after Rustin penned those words, and his warnings about the futility of focusing on the hearts and minds of white liberals seem to have been quite prescient. Symbolic capitalists’ rhetoric and expressed attitudes have grown markedly more progressive during each period of heightened concern about social justice. Institutions and allocations of resources, however, remain highly inegalitarian. Since the dawn of the twentieth century, symbolic capitalists have undergone four Great Awokenings. In practice, however, we have never been woke.







3
Symbolic Domination



Who are the elites? In contemporary America, it seems no one wants to adopt this label. The people who administer institutions claim to be helpless cogs in a system and country that are beyond redemption.1 Those who pull in healthy six- and seven-figure incomes define themselves in opposition to “the wealthy,” whom they describe as greedy, materialistic, ostentatious, privileged, and so on (unlike themselves).2 Multimillionaires typically view themselves as “middle class.”3 The “hidden curriculum” of elite boarding schools now emphasizes ease over properness, prioritizes direct and plainspoken modes of communication over demonstration of one’s sophistication, and portrays overt displays of wealth as gauche.4 The overwhelming majority of contemporary American billionaires (a rapidly growing share of whom are associated with symbolic economy industries) define themselves as “self-made.”5 They dress in casual clothes and prioritize “inconspicuous consumption.”6 They express a deep commitment to charity and solving social problems.

Taking these self-presentations at face value, it almost seems as though no one is running the place, no one is truly interested in wealth and status, and those who enjoy various privileges would gladly renounce them if only they could. The social position that socioeconomic and cultural elites occupy is portrayed as almost an accidental and burdensome effect of their massive talent—not anything they consciously and ruthlessly strove to achieve or aggressively work to maintain. None of these socioeconomic and cultural elites view themselves as responsible for social problems. However, virtually all assert that many issues can be resolved by giving more power and autonomy to people like themselves.

In his best-selling Winners Take All, Anand Giridharadas powerfully illustrates how the superrich use philanthropy as a means of shaping society in accordance with their own interests and preferences under the auspices of helping others—often exacerbating the very problems they claim to be trying to solve.7 It’s a great book, but in some respects its focus is too narrow. After all, millionaires and billionaires are hardly capable of creating, enforcing, managing, and perpetuating society and culture all on their own. Instead, symbolic capitalists are indispensable to the workings of contemporary capitalism writ large. It’s difficult to understand how any systemic process works without accounting for people like us.8

For instance, it is symbolic capitalists who enable the mystification Giridharadas describes, wherein the actors who create or exacerbate social problems come to be held up as the solution to those very problems.9 We are the people running the nonprofits and PR firms through which superelites attempt to launder their reputations. We are also the ones managing the financial firms through which they launder their money and avoid taxation. Likewise, we are typically the ones designing and implementing corporate and governmental policies that exploit, impoverish, mislead, and oppress. People “higher up” might set the agenda, but we’re the ones who actually make things happen. And for those who have a grievance with an organization or institution, it is we who must be reckoned with to get their problems addressed. For instance, a citizen struggling to secure federal government benefits can’t take up their problem directly with the president of the United States. Instead, they’re forced to engage with functionaries of whichever agency oversees the program in question. And these bureaucrats often have wide latitude in how they respond to issues brought before them—and thereby exert significant arbitrary power over other people’s lives.10

Moreover, although symbolic capitalists broadly defer to superelites, it is also the case that the wealthy and powerful regularly defer to us. As sociologist C. Wright Mills put it in his 1956 The Power Elite (a book exploring the interrelationships between corporate, military, and political leaders), “The power elite are not solitary rulers. Advisers and consultants, spokesmen and opinion-makers are often the captains of their higher thought and decisions.”11 Indeed, a core sociopolitical issue of our time is that decision-making in the political sphere, the private sector, the nonprofit world, and beyond is increasingly informed and constrained by unelected, minimally accountable, largely nontransparent experts and administrators—often at the expense of constituents who are sociologically distant from mainstream symbolic capitalists.12

To be sure, much of what symbolic capitalists design, implement, oversee, sustain, and justify is on behalf of superelites, directly or indirectly. But that’s far from the whole story. Symbolic capitalists serve wealth, but we also have significant agency and power. We shape the system in accordance with our own tastes and desires, independent of, and sometimes in conflict with, the preferences and priorities of superelites. As Pierre Bourdieu noted, this freedom is necessary for us to effectively mystify social processes and legitimize inequalities. Absent autonomy, our outputs would seem like blatant propaganda rather than “objective” descriptions and rulings. We would seem like mere toadies for rich and powerful interests rather than disinterested observers, arbiters, and advisers. Distance between symbolic capitalists and the superelites, however, enables us to “serve external demands under the guise of independence and neutrality.”13 That is, not only is it the case that we do have significant freedom, superelites are actually somewhat compelled to respect this independence in order to protect our capacity to effectively advance their own interests and goals (through us).

What’s more, even when superelites try to outright dominate us, they often lose. Here, the Ford Foundation is an instructive case. The nonprofit was created by auto magnate Henry Ford and his son Edsel with a mission of supporting hospitals, museums, and basic science in the Detroit metro region and beyond. However, during the second Great Awokening, administrators decided to focus the organization intensely on “social justice” issues instead—funding controversial research, projects, and activism on antiracism, feminism, and anticapitalism—against the protests of Henry Ford II. When Ford tried to push the foundation back toward its original mandate, he was largely ignored. Eventually, recognizing that the bureaucrats now exerted more control over the institution than he did, Ford resigned in protest of what his family’s nonprofit had become. In his resignation letter he noted, “The foundation is a creature of capitalism, a statement that, I’m sure, would be shocking to many professional staff people in the field of philanthropy. It is hard to discern recognition of this fact in anything the foundation does. It is even more difficult to find an understanding of this in many of the institutions, particularly the universities, that are the beneficiaries of the foundation’s grant programs.”14 In subsequent interviews, he expressed regret at having declined to break up the organization when he had the chance, and said he hoped the foundation would go bankrupt in the near future, putting an end to its pernicious work (as he saw it).15 This was not to be. Instead, some forty years after Henry Ford II’s resignation, his son Henry III would eventually be invited to rejoin the foundation—albeit only after explicitly embracing the foundation’s new initiatives to address systemic inequalities.16 The Fords went to war with symbolic capitalists in their own family foundation. The symbolic capitalists won.

In short, symbolic capitalists do not just passively receive or mindlessly execute the dictates of superelites. And contrary to our own frequent self-depictions, we do not stand outside society—nor are we passive, neutral, or helpless observers of the prevailing order. We are active participants. Just like the “1 percent,” we attempt to shape society in accordance with our own will and interests. We facilitate the operation of the prevailing order, ensure its continued viability, and implement reforms. As this chapter will explore, we are also among the primary beneficiaries of contemporary inequalities. And yet, no less than the superelites described in Giridharadas’s book, symbolic capitalists dress up our attempts to consolidate power behind high-minded rhetoric about empowering the marginalized and vulnerable. Much like the millionaires and billionaires, we also play a major role in fomenting the very problems that we present ourselves as the solution to. However, symbolic capitalists generally have a hard time truly understanding ourselves as elites. This chapter is designed to help readers get over that mental block.


Empire of Signs

If you want to understand whom a social order serves, or who benefits most from systemic inequalities (and at whose expense), the starting point of analysis should be to look at who is flourishing in society and who is falling behind. By almost any measure, symbolic capitalists are the primary “winners” in the prevailing order. It is hard for us to recognize this fact because, since the onset of the latest Great Awokening, discussions of inequality have overwhelmingly focused on the top 1 percent.17

More realistically, however, if the goal is to understand whose interests are being served by a social order—to see how it is formed, reproduced, and sustained—we should look not just at the top 1 percent of society but the upper quintile (i.e., those whose incomes fall into the top 20 percent) at minimum.18 As Richard Reeves’s research robustly illustrates, “opportunity hoarding” by those in the upper quintile has been the primary driver of rising inequality and stagnating social mobility in recent decades.19 In their efforts to preserve their socioeconomic position, and help their children advance further up the ladder (or at least avoid sliding “down”), upper-middle-class families have effectively “captured” key sources of symbolic and financial capital, and zealously defend their hold on them. Because this “new American aristocracy” is overwhelmingly white,20 this hoarding of wealth and opportunity has not only exacerbated inequality but has reinforced its racialization as well. It has been estimated that the Black-white income gap would have closed by roughly 30 percent over the last fifty years were it not for these consolidations.21

According to estimates by the U.S. Federal Reserve, at the end of 2022 the top 1 percent of income earners controlled about 26 percent of wealth in the United States. To be sure, this is a radically disproportionate share—a share that has grown dramatically since the late 1980s. However, it’s also the case that the vast majority of wealth in America remains unaccounted for when we focus on the 1 percent. Meanwhile, the other 19 percent of the upper quintile also controlled a hugely disproportionate share (45 percent) of all U.S. wealth. By looking at those in the top 20 percent of incomes, then, we can account for 71 percent—that is, the overwhelming majority—of all wealth in America.22

In 2022, the upper quintile included those with a total household income of $153,001 or higher per year.23 When we look at how household incomes vary by education level, we can get a clearer sense of who forms this top quintile.

All said, roughly 40 percent of American households have a primary breadwinner who possesses at least a BA. They form more than 71 percent of all U.S. households that earn more than $155,000 per year. The median income for households with a degree holder is $118,300 per year (mean: $155,300). Meanwhile, 60 percent of households are not supported by someone who possesses a BA or more. Their median income is less than half that of their more educated peers: $56,778 (mean: $76,508).

A similar story holds for the distribution of wealth. According to estimates by the Federal Reserve, the 41 percent of households supported by someone possessing a degree ended 2022 controlling 72 percent of all wealth in the United States. The majority of American households, which are unsupported by a degree holder, are left to divide the remaining 28 percent of U.S. wealth.24 Since 1989, the wealth of families headed by a college degree holder has increased by 83 percent. Others saw much smaller gains or, in the case of people who lack high school diplomas, marked declines. Consequently, the wealth gap between more and less educated households has widened considerably in recent decades. In 1989, households headed up by a person with “some college” had nearly half as much wealth as degree-holding families. By 2021, they had only thirty cents for every dollar owned by degree-holding households (while households headed up by someone with only a high school diploma possessed only twenty cents for every dollar, and those who lacked high school diplomas had just ten cents for every dollar).25


TABLE 3.1. Educational Attainment and Household Income



	
Highest level of educational attainment for householder


	
Median household income, 2022 (USD)


	
Mean household income, 2022 (USD)


	
Percentage of total U.S. households, 2022


	
Percent of U.S. top-quintile households







	
Less than high school


	
34,847


	
53,428


	
8


	
2





	
High school or equivalent


	
51,470


	
70,300


	
25


	
10





	
Some college, no degree


	
64,150


	
85,450


	
16


	
10





	
AA degree


	
74,920


	
95,740


	
11


	
8





	
BA degree


	
108,800


	
141,700


	
24


	
38





	
MA degree


	
128,000


	
165,500


	
12


	
24





	
PhD degree


	
151,400


	
203,000


	
2


	
6





	
Professional degree (MD, JD, etc.)


	
157,800


	
209,100


	
2


	
4





	
Source: Data from U.S. Census Bureau: Household Income in 2022 (All Races).








These wide gaps in household income and wealth along the lines of education have a few core causes. The kinds of jobs degree holders get (generally in the symbolic professions) tend to pay significantly better than most. However, Americans with a college degree are also more likely to be married, and they’re more likely than other married couples to have a dual-career configuration—often with both partners bringing in above-average incomes.26 In virtue of having multiple streams of solid income, they are much more capable of converting a decent share of their household income into wealth (stocks, property, bonds, etc.). That is, a college education does not just help oneself earn substantially more, it also renders someone much more likely to secure a partner with strong earning capacity27—thereby increasing both parties’ ability to accumulate wealth. However, because symbolic capitalists tend to belong to dual-breadwinner households, families often reach the upper quintile without either partner individually meeting or exceeding a six-figure income, leading many to erroneously assume they are not elites.

Another way we can get at this question is to look at the average incomes of different categories of workers. Writing in 1994, sociologist Steven Brint demonstrated that the share of highly educated professionals whose compensation approached the top of the economic distribution had grown dramatically over time. In 1940, roughly 45 percent of highly educated professionals had top-quintile incomes. By 1960, it was a majority (51.2 percent). By 1980, 60 percent had top-fifth incomes.28 Since then, the divides between symbolic capitalists and everyone else have only grown more pronounced. According to Richard Florida’s estimates, contemporary symbolic capitalists (the “Creative Class” in his verbiage) make significantly more money than all other laborers. They make so much more, in fact, that they set the curve for incomes in the United States writ large: Creative Class professionals earn significantly above-average incomes while all other categories of workers tend to earn below-average wages. As of 2017, we earned roughly double the incomes of those in the next-closest income category (Working Class).

Florida published the first edition of The Rise of the Creative Class in 2002. Since that time, the share of Americans twenty-five and older who possess a college degree has increased by nearly 6 percentage points. However, the percentage of U.S. workers in the Creative Class has remained relatively stagnant (and even contracted a bit since 2010). As a function of these trends, competition for Creative Class jobs has intensified. Meanwhile, the stakes of securing a Creative Class job (as opposed to some other type of work) have grown.

Even as their share of the workforce held stable, the average wages and salaries for Creative Class workers rose 69 percent between 1999 and 2017. For contrast, there is a growing unmet demand for service workers, and their share of the workforce increased significantly (5 percentage points) between 1999 and 2017. Yet their pay increased significantly less than Creative Class workers over this same period (59 percent). All other categories of workers have seen even smaller increases since the turn of the century.

These patterns are difficult to reconcile with traditional supply-and-demand dynamics. In principle, a growing glut of qualified workers for a shrinking or stagnant set of jobs should lead to a suppression of wages (it becomes a “buyer’s market” for labor). Meanwhile, a growing number of positions and undersupply of workers should lead to significant increases in pay relative to other industries (because the “sellers” of labor have many options and are in a strong bargaining position). If the world conformed to the model, we would expect to see anemic wage growth among the Creative Class, especially as compared with the Service Class. The patterns we actually observe seem to be a product of cartel-like behaviors among the Creative Class to ensure that their wages, job security, and working conditions remain superior to most others’ despite elite overproduction29—even as they artificially suppress compensation for workers who provide the services they consume. More on this soon.


TABLE 3.2. The Creative Class



	
Employment class


	
Average annual individual wages and salaries, 1999 (USD)


	
Share of U.S. workforce, 1999


	
Average annual individual wages and salaries, 2010 (USD)


	
Share of U.S. workforce, 2010


	
Average annual individual wages and salaries, 2017 (USD)


	
Share of U.S. workforce, 2017







	
Creative Class


	
48,752


	
30


	
70,714


	
33


	
82,233


	
30





	
Working Class


	
27,799


	
26


	
36,991


	
21


	
41,776


	
21





	
Service Class


	
22,059


	
43


	
29,188


	
47


	
34,979


	
48





	
Agriculture


	
18,000


	
< 1


	
24,324


	
< 1


	
25,200


	
< 1





	
U.S. full-time workers


	
31,571


	
100


	
44,410


	
100


	
50,634


	
100





	
Sources: Florida 2002, 2019a, 2019c. Data from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics Occupational and Employment Survey.







In the meantime, it should be emphasized that even these data, striking as they are, fail to fully capture the difference between symbolic capitalists and other workers. This is because, in addition to our generous wages and salaries, symbolic capitalists tend to enjoy significantly better benefits, perks, and working conditions compared with other workers, which can make a huge difference with respect to quality of life.30 We also enjoy much higher social status than virtually everyone else. Across geographic and temporal contexts, status seems to be awarded primarily on the basis of perceived competence or virtue.31 In the contemporary world, across cultural and gender lines, the most status-enhancing things people can do include attending a prestigious university; obtaining a college degree; coming across as intelligent, creative, or knowledgeable; holding a well-paying job; and serving in executive capacities or roles.32 As a consequence of broadly shared tendencies to award status along these dimensions, even people from low-status backgrounds tend to become high status (relative to “normies”) once they become symbolic capitalists.

However, the symbolic professions are not just a means through which elites secure their own social position (and lock “others” out)—they are also used by elites to transfer accrued symbolic capital across generations. In recent decades, the children of symbolic capitalists have increasingly adopted professions similar to their parents. For instance, the child of an anthropologist may become a sociologist, or a curator at a museum. Someone whose parents work in advertising may end up as a journalist, lobbyist, or graphic designer instead. By continuing in their parents’ professions, or choosing a closely associated one, children of symbolic capitalists are able to draw from the accumulated knowledge and connections of their parents, helping them acquire a well-paying job and rise through organizational ranks at a more rapid speed.33 Comparative studies looking at the United States and other advanced economies have found that the symbolic professions have become a central means for reproducing inequalities across generations—exerting perhaps a greater influence than class per se on transferring advantages and shaping life chances.34

We see a similar story at the macro level. Symbolic exchange has largely displaced physical production at the center of economic activity. Although most employees in the United States continue to work in the productive economy (at a ratio of nearly two to one), symbolic industries are approaching the lion’s share of GDP. Finance, insurance, and real estate (FIRE) is the largest industry sector by “value added” overall, despite the fact that this sector does not produce anything—it mostly extracts rents on assets and phenomena that already exist or are theorized to be produced downstream. After FIRE comes professional and business services. Manufacturing comes in at a somewhat distant third.

What’s more, symbolic economy firms largely own the rest of the economy and often dictate how it operates. One study found that a small number of transnational corporations (1,318 out of more than 43,000 total) directly controlled more than 20 percent of all global revenues. These firms also collectively owned (via shares) a majority of the world’s largest “real” economy firms, representing an additional 60 percent of the global economy. A small subgroup of this elite set, 147 companies (mostly in FIRE), controlled 40 percent of the entire network—a network that, again, directly and indirectly governed roughly 80 percent of the global economy.35 However, even data like these, in many respects, understate the centrality of symbolic economy in contemporary life.

As philosopher Roberto Unger explains, it is insufficient to simply look at which economic sectors control the highest share of GDP or employ the largest number of workers in a country or control most company stock. To determine which mode of production is “dominant,” we must also consider which has the greatest capacity to reshape how people in a society live, how we relate to one another, and how we do work in all other sectors.36 Following the “agricultural revolution,” farming clearly played this role. It led typically small nomadic bands of hunters and foragers to form much larger, sedentary, and increasingly hierarchical communities.37 Following the Industrial Revolution, the manufacture of physical goods displaced agriculture as the dominant mode of production, radically transforming where and how people lived, and recasting power relations yet again.38 And today, Unger argues, it is the “knowledge economy” (or in my verbiage, the “symbolic economy”) that plays this role.


TABLE 3.3. The Symbolic Economy versus the Productive Economy



	
Industry sector


	
Value added by industry as a percentage of GDP (2021 averaged)


	
Percentage of American workers in major industry sectors, 2021







	
Manufacturing


	
10.7


	
7.8





	
Health care and social assistance


	
7.5


	
12.7





	
Wholesale trade


	
6.2


	
3.6





	
Retail trade


	
6.0


	
9.7





	
Construction


	
4.1


	
4.7





	
Transportation and warehousing


	
3.0


	
3.9





	
Accommodation and food services


	
2.9


	
8.9





	
Utilities


	
1.6


	
0.3





	
Mining and extraction


	
1.4


	
0.3





	
Agriculture, forestry, fishing, hunting


	
0.9


	
1.4





	
Total


	
44.3


	
53.3





	



	
Finance, insurance, real estate (FIRE)


	
21.0


	
5.6





	
Professional and business services


	
13.0


	
13.4





	
Information


	
5.6


	
1.8





	
Educational services


	
1.2


	
2.3





	
Arts, entertainment, recreation


	
0.9


	
1.3





	
Total


	
41.7


	
24.4





	
Sources: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics; U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis.

Note: This chart excludes the government industry sector because they are not easily categorized in either camp. On the one hand, government bureaucrats tend to be highly paid symbolic capitalists. However, the government sector also includes vast numbers of police officers, bus drivers, and others who provide physical goods and services—and who are often compensated at much lower levels than bureaucrats. The “other services” industry sector was similarly excluded due to concerns of ambiguity. As a consequence, the columns do not sum to 100 percent.







Previous modes of production, such as agriculture and manufacturing, have themselves been completely reshaped by the knowledge sector (giving rise, for instance, to “smart” manufacturing and “smart” farming), even as their relative social prestige has been diminished. Rather than the growing and harvesting seasons—or the Monday-through-Friday, nine-to-five factory workdays—it is the knowledge economy that sets the pace of contemporary life. Its modes of organization increasingly pervade all other economic sectors, and indeed society writ large: constant connection and exchange, unending data collection and surveillance, algorithmic curation of options, personalized products or services, “on-demand” availability, and so on. Virtually everything, from state governance to entertainment to sexual relations, is increasingly inflected with these logics.

An implication of Unger’s argument is that professionals associated with the symbolic economy exert immense influence over the shape, character, and trajectory of society—far more than their (relatively high) incomes, wealth, or status might suggest.



Inequalities in Context

The amount of money symbolic capitalists take home every year is higher than for virtually anyone else in society. The only competitive nonsymbolic occupational group is “health-care practitioners and technicians”—and those who compose one of the largest and best-compensated sets of actors within this group, physicians, are perhaps best understood as symbolic capitalists too (in contrast with, say, surgeons or others who more directly intervene on physical bodies).39 That said, there is wide variation in pay among symbolic capitalists depending on the specific work they do. Jobs in finance, for instance, tend to be compensated much more highly than those in education.

There are also profound inequalities within the symbolic professions along the lines of gender and race. Female-skewed symbolic occupational groups tend to be less well compensated than those that favor men. In fact, the gender pay gap is actually wider among workers who possess a college degree than for those without.40 Moreover, despite the rhetorical focus on diversity, equity, and inclusion in these spaces, the symbolic professions skew overwhelmingly and disproportionately white—much more so than nonsymbolic occupational groups. Within the symbolic professions, Black and Hispanic professionals also tend to earn significantly less than other occupational peers.


TABLE 3.4. Comparing Occupational Pay, Demographics, and Share of Total Workforce



	
Minor occupation group


	
Average salary, 2020 (USD)


	
Percentage of total workforce, 2020


	
Percentage of occupation employees: Non-Hispanic white, 2020


	
Percent of occupation employees: Male, 2020







	
Management, business, and financial


	
94,769


	
15


	
71


	
54





	
Computers, engineering, and science


	
89,942


	
6


	
64


	
73





	
Health-care practitioners and technicians


	
83,339


	
6


	
67


	
24





	
Education, legal, community service, arts, media


	
56,625


	
11


	
70


	
34





	
Protective services


	
54,903


	
2


	
59


	
76





	
Installation, maintenance, and repair


	
51,735


	
3


	
67


	
96





	
Sales and related


	
51,468


	
10


	
65


	
47





	
Military


	
50,074


	
< 1


	
62


	
86





	
Construction and extraction


	
47,919


	
5


	
56


	
96





	
Production


	
42,620


	
6


	
56


	
70





	
Office and administrative support


	
38,864


	
11


	
62


	
25





	
Transportation and material moving


	
37,401


	
8


	
53


	
79





	
Farming, fishing, and forestry


	
28,164


	
< 1


	
41


	
72





	
Health-care support


	
27,300


	
3


	
46


	
14





	
Building and grounds cleaning and maintenance


	
27,288


	
4


	
44


	
59





	
Personal care and service


	
23,339


	
3


	
57


	
25





	
Food preparation and serving


	
19,637


	
6


	
52


	
45





	
OVERALL


	
55,954


	
100


	
62


	
52





	
Source: Data USA. Data from U.S. Census Bureau and American Community Survey Public Use Microdata Sample 5-Year Estimate.







It is critical to put these facts in perspective, however. Although Black professionals earn on average eighty-one cents for every dollar earned by white professionals, the gap between Black people who are professionals and those who aren’t is larger still (African Americans who do not belong to these occupations earn only sixty-seven cents for every dollar earned by Black professionals). That is, Black professionals may experience systemic disadvantage compared with white professional peers, but this does not erase the reality that they are elites compared with most other Black people and, indeed, most other Americans writ large. To the extent that Black professionals cast themselves as poor or marginalized because they earn less than other elites, they are misrepresenting (and likely misunderstanding) social reality.


TABLE 3.5. Median Weekly Earnings by Race/Ethnicity and Occupation, 2017–2019 (USD)




	
Professional affiliation


	
White


	
Black


	
Hispanic


	
Asian American and Pacific Islander







	
Management occupations


	
1,527


	
1,175


	
1,153


	
1,730





	
Business and financial operations occupations


	
1,304


	
1,135


	
1,058


	
1,442





	
Computer and mathematical science occupations


	
1,404


	
1,138


	
1,233


	
1,605





	
Architecture and engineering occupations


	
1,676


	
1,595


	
1,579


	
1,730





	
Life, physical, and social science occupations


	
1,410


	
1,268


	
1,363


	
1,553





	
Community and social service occupations


	
942


	
865


	
881


	
983





	
Legal occupations


	
2,001


	
1,689


	
1,680


	
1,952





	
Education, training, and library occupations


	
1,036


	
923


	
961


	
1,059





	
Arts, design, entertainment, sports, and media occupations


	
1,057


	
933


	
899


	
1,165





	
Health-care practitioner and technical occupations


	
1,251


	
1,117


	
1,199


	
1,466





	
Average for U.S. professionals


	
1,288


	
1,045


	
1,080


	
1,498





	
Average for U.S. workforce overall


	
965


	
702


	
673


	
1,042





	
Source: V. Wilson, Miller, & Kassa 2021. Data from Economic Policy Institute Current Population Survey Extracts, Version 1.0.15.







Likewise, within the symbolic professions there is a growing bifurcation allowing some symbolic capitalists to enjoy still higher incomes and social status by exploiting other symbolic capitalists. At the upper end of the spectrum are professionals engaged in the most creative and nonroutine labor. They enjoy an especially high degree of autonomy, flexibility, and authority. They are compensated well, with great benefits and secure employment. They tend to possess advanced degrees. At the lower end of the spectrum, the work is more about executing someone else’s vision and doing the tasks that higher-ranking symbolic capitalists find tedious or otherwise unpleasant. This work tends to be much more routine in nature (rendering some of these jobs vulnerable to loss via outsourcing or automation). These positions are also more likely to be contingent or unstable, with workers drawn on as a reserve labor pool by multiple organizations or actors in order to complete particular tasks. Their labor is generally not compensated nearly as well. Although these positions tend to require fewer (and less prestigious) credentials, even at the low end of the spectrum most symbolic capitalists possess at least a BA.

Once again, there is systematic variation with respect to who persists in which camp: whites, men, people from relatively affluent backgrounds, and graduates of elite schools are especially likely to occupy more prolific positions and in more prestigious institutions—and they tend to spend far less time in the lower rungs of organizational hierarchies compared with peers who are women, minorities, or from less privileged backgrounds. In virtue of these facts, one might be tempted to interpret many who fall into the less prestigious group of symbolic capitalists as nonelites. This would be a mistake.

As sociologist Shamus Khan has explained, there is a sense in which income or wealth is an incomplete measure for marking out elites.41 Symbolic capitalists’ dominance over knowledge production, cultural curation, institutional bureaucracies, and (through these) the political sphere often affords us far more sway over society than most other Americans. As society has been reoriented around the symbolic economy, the people who traffic in data, ideas, knowledge, and representations have been growing, and continue to grow, ever more influential—even when they’re not pulling in above-average incomes (although, typically, they are).

Indeed, even though their pay and benefits are low relative to peers in more permanent and prestigious roles, symbolic capitalists on the low end of the spectrum still tend to earn about as much as or more than they would if they pursued work outside the symbolic professions.42 They tend to enjoy much better working conditions than most other workers as well (even if their working conditions tend to be significantly worse than many other symbolic capitalists). Some from this “lower” tier of symbolic capitalists earn well into the six figures doing contracting, consulting, and other contingent labor, and choose to do this kind of work in order to enjoy greater employment flexibility (and are often empowered to do so because they are partnered with someone who retains the “traditional” employment benefits they are walking away from).43

As a concrete example from my own neck of the woods, consider the plight of contingent faculty members. Full-time non–tenure line faculty tend to bring in less than half as much money per year as full tenured professors. Nonetheless, 2022 American Association of University Professors estimates show that full-time instructors, lecturers, and unranked faculty take home between $66,000 and $73,000 per year on average.44 For context, according to U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics estimates, the median salary of full-time year-round workers in 2022 was roughly $60,000. In fact, full-time contingent faculty members don’t just earn more than most other workers, they individually collect roughly the same income as the median household in America. Without a doubt, contingent faculty are exploited relative to tenured and tenure-track professors. However, it is also critical to bear in mind that the challenges they face generally pale in comparison to the kinds of problems that exploited nonsymbolic workers have to deal with.

Moreover, irrespective of salaries, benefits, and the like, symbolic capitalists tend to enjoy much higher levels of social prestige from their work relative to other laborers.45 Indeed, many who inhabit relatively low-paid roles within the symbolic professions persist in part because they prioritize symbolic capital over financial capital: they would prefer to be a freelance writer or a part-time contingent faculty member (earning an average of $3,874 per course section)46 rather than work as a manager at the Cheesecake Factory, or a flight attendant, or a truck driver, or a postal worker—even if they could make a bit more money, with more stable income and better benefits, doing these other jobs instead. And symbolic capitalists often have the ability to make that choice due to other advantages they possess over others.

The people who occupy the really low-paid positions within the symbolic professions (working for free or nearly so) are often able to persist in these roles while living in expensive cities (rather than relocating to somewhere more affordable but less glamorous and doing something else with their lives) because they are supported in part or in full by families or partners who tend to be relatively affluent, or because they have a nest egg of their own. Symbolic capitalists generally try to “stick it out” in these positions not because they lack other options but rather because they view even the unglamorous and poorly compensated work they’re doing as more valuable or meaningful than pursuing other forms of employment that might pay more in the short to medium term—and because they view these contingent jobs as stepping stones to positions with especially high pay, benefits, and social prestige.47

In the meantime, the lack of compensation helps reduce the number of competitors for higher-pay, higher-status positions by weeding out most of those who are not from elite backgrounds early in the process (because most nonelites are unable to sustain themselves for long on little to no pay). Working in these relatively lowly positions also helps elite aspirants feel as though they have “earned” any eventual high-paying posts they might secure. As a consequence, if they are able to outlast the other competitors and successfully make the leap to the higher echelons, they demonstrate little sympathy or solidarity with those occupying the positions they used to hold. Instead, they often assert that others need to “prove” themselves in the same ways that they did—by being subjected to the same kinds of pressures and degradations that they had to endure. Exploiting others and being exploited are thereby recast as a virtue game—as a means of revealing the most driven, the most skilled, and the most tenacious players (rather than serving as a means of filtering out and, in the meantime, taking advantage of women, minorities, and people from more humble socioeconomic backgrounds).48

None of this is to suggest that exploitation within the symbolic professions is trivial or unproblematic. Rather, the point is to illustrate that even those symbolic capitalists who are exploited are not really in the “same boat” as most other workers49—and what’s more, they generally don’t want to be (Awokenings, again, are driven by frustration among certain symbolic capitalists that they are not as elite as they feel they “should” be). More importantly, irrespective of where they fall within the symbolic professions, and irrespective of their ancestry, gender, sexuality, and other identity characteristics, symbolic capitalists’ lifestyles tend to be premised heavily on the precarious and poorly compensated labor of non–symbolic capitalists—especially those who are immigrants, minorities, or women.



Disposable Labor(ers)

Compared with other Americans, symbolic capitalists possess idiosyncratic tastes and unusual lifestyles. These preferences and expectations are generally fulfilled by exploiting desperate and vulnerable people, whose poverty and precarity are prerequisites for the elite lifestyles we enjoy.

For instance, although significant inequalities remain between the genders, highly educated women of middle- and upper-class backgrounds have achieved significant gains in the professional sector. In some circles, this is portrayed as a great victory for feminism. And yet, this change has not come about due to some major change in gender roles—for instance, because men have taken on a reciprocally larger share of domestic responsibilities. Generally speaking, they have not.50

Within highly educated households, for instance, wives continue to perform significantly more domestic work than husbands. Highly educated mothers also engage in much more intensive parenting compared with either their husbands or less educated mothers.51 Elite couples typically try to reconcile their traditionally gendered relationship patterns with the progressive gender ideologies they explicitly subscribe to by justifying divisions of labor in instrumental and gender-neutral ways. As one study put it, insofar as highly educated couples “understand the [domestic labor allocation] processes as gender-neutral, they can write off gendered outcomes as the incidental result of necessary compromises made among competing values.”52 The fact that women do the overwhelming majority of the domestic and caregiving work in symbolic capitalist households is recast by both parties as a mere coincidence—just the way things “happen to work out” situation to situation, day after day.

Of course, the persistence of this gendered division of labor raises an obvious question: Given that there has not been a major shift in gender roles or domestic responsibilities within elite households, how have highly educated women been able to make such significant gains in the professional sphere? Largely by offloading domestic responsibilities onto other women—poorer women, typically women of color, disproportionately immigrants.53 Within a growing number of symbolic capitalist households, “other” women are tending to children while the parents are at work or socializing. Likewise, “other” women are preparing and serving meals, cleaning the home, caring for the sick and elderly, tending to pets, and so on. Symbolic capitalist families have typically been able to profit from having two salaries despite purchasing increasing quantities of domestic labor by paying these “other” women below-market (often nonlivable) wages for their services.54

Within symbolic capitalist households, even sex is being increasingly outsourced to “other” women. Contemporary American adults report having less sex with their partners than previous cohorts—a trend that is especially pronounced among highly educated and married couples.55 Yet there has been a simultaneous increase in demand for prostitution, particularly in symbolic economy hubs, facilitated by online platforms that allow relatively well-off urbanites to procure sex on demand—to shop for sexual services the same way they shop for dining options, and to rate providers much like restaurants are reviewed on Yelp.56 Those who regularly connect to sex workers through internet sites like the Erotic Review (“hobbyists”) are disproportionately white, married, highly educated, and financially well off. More than 84 percent earn above the median national income in the United States; about 43 percent make $120,000 per year or more; 79 percent have a BA or higher, and 41 percent possess graduate degrees. More than 84 percent are white.57 Sex workers, on the other hand, are primarily cis and trans women of color (and often immigrants)58—although clients are willing to pay more for providers who are white. Here, too, there is a strong premium on degrees: highly educated sex workers tend to earn much more money for less work and are treated significantly better by their (highly educated) clients as compared with those who lack college education.59

More banal forms of shopping have also been transformed by symbolic capitalists’ reliance on “disposable labor.” As a function of their relatively high incomes and geographic concentrations, symbolic capitalists generally have more shopping options available to them than virtually anyone else in the United States. Nonetheless, relatively well-off urban residents are much more likely than anyone else in America to buy things online rather than in-store.60 However, they still want to get their hands on desired merchandise within a time period that rivals in-store shopping—the same day or, at most, a couple of days. And they want all of this without significantly increased expense—at least, without additional expense to themselves. Instead, the costs for fulfilling these preferences are typically transferred to others, whose exploitation plays a central role in providing elites with the immediate gratification they demand.

With respect to online retail purchases, orders are translated into parcels that arrive at one’s doorstep thanks to tens of thousands of warehouse workers who toil under immense strain and deplorable conditions. At Amazon, the largest online retailer in the United States by far, individual movements and productivity for fulfillment center employees are constantly and relentlessly tracked. Failure to hit the always-intense quotas can lead to one being written up or terminated. This disciplinary process is often automatic—carried out by machines, with little option to appeal and little regard for any extenuating circumstances.61 If you don’t hit your targets, you are punished. Your peers are quite possibly punished alongside you (by being denied team-based performance incentives). Journalists have documented how the resultant desperation leads many workers to skip eating, to urinate in trash cans, or to hold their waste until they develop urinary tract infections62 because the windows workers are provided for breaks are impossibly short, and the quotas seem otherwise impossible to reach. The intense pressure many employees feel to hit their targets leads to unsafe behaviors: rates of serious injuries at Amazon warehouses are nearly twice as high as in the industry overall.63

Critically, Amazon’s exploitative labor practices do not end at the warehouse doors. Once the fulfillment centers have packaged the orders, parcels are transported to metropolitan hubs by undercompensated truckers.64 They ultimately arrive at one’s home by means of post office workers and delivery contractors who are overburdened by the sheer quantity of packages to be distributed (paired with their employers’ desires to keep staffing as low as possible).65 Like warehouse workers, Amazon’s drivers are constantly surveilled by AI systems and given unreasonable quotas—and they face abrupt termination if they fail to reach them.66 And just like fulfillment center employees, drivers are punished for bathroom breaks, leading people to regularly urinate in their vehicles.67 Worse, many feel pressured to drive recklessly in order to hit their quotas. This has resulted in unnecessary injuries and deaths to bystanders throughout the country.68 Injury rates to drivers are also extreme, with nearly one in five (18 percent) reporting harm in 2021. This is more than double the injury rates of non-Amazon package deliverers.69

Many of the vendors Amazon lures to its platforms also end up as its victims. The company often draws small businesses into participating in its Amazon Marketplace under the auspices of supporting local vendors and expanding the reach of small businesses. In reality, the company often kills participating businesses, apparently quite willfully. Through various fees, Amazon typically takes more than a third of all revenues from transactions done on their platforms—in many cases, taking most or all of the profit companies stand to receive from transactions.70 Many small businesses often end up losing money on orders placed through Amazon as a result of the company’s high commissions and fees. Hence, even when vendors actually do reach more customers through the Amazon Marketplace, they often end up making substantially less money overall. Worse, should businesses deliver a product that proves profitable and popular despite these obstacles, Amazon often creates its own version of that good, copied very closely (typically labeled as an Amazon Basics product, but sometimes sold under private-label brands like Rivet or Goodthreads), sold at a much lower cost, and made to appear higher in search results.71 This often forces businesses to lower their prices even further to compete, or else increase contributions to Amazon in order to improve their search rankings. These moves by Amazon tend to simultaneously reduce vendors’ sales volume and their profit margins, often driving them out of business altogether. And the closures of these small businesses often bring myriad adverse side effects for the communities they were embedded in.

Critically, killing off small businesses is a feature and not a bug of Amazon’s approach. From the outset, the company has operated by selling goods at an unprofitably low price (often below the manufacturer’s suggested retail price) in order to drive competitors out of business and capture their customers. The Amazon Marketplace likewise seems oriented around pressuring or enticing small businesses around the country to convert their customers into Amazon customers and then cutting local businesses out of the picture entirely once it has captured their clients (and, in many cases, emulated their most successful products), so that Amazon can take an even higher cut of all transactions and become the direct supplier for those products (and anything else customers might need).72

The company’s brutal approach to labor is also quite intentional. It is not lost on managers or corporate executives that most workers cannot maintain the intensity Amazon demands of them for very long. The employee turnover rate at Amazon is nearly double that of the rest of the retail and logistics field. This is not an accident: founder Jeff Bezos (in)famously described an entrenched workforce as a “march to mediocrity.”73 His company willfully pushes manual laborers to the point of burnout and then casts them aside when they’re all used up.74 Amazon understands that this approach is not sustainable in the long run. The goal has always been to lay off most of their human workforce outright once they were able to replace them with machines.75 After all, machines don’t need breaks or overtime or benefits. They can’t lawyer up or organize. There’s no public outcry or government investigations or civil suits if the company breaks one of its machines.

In the meantime, all of the exploitation just described is the cost of saving symbolic capitalists some trips to the store (or even to multiple websites)—and to spare us the indignity of waiting a reasonable amount of time to receive online orders. “Everything” is available on one site, the prices are low, and the shipping is fast and “free” because others are paying high costs to make this a reality. And we love Amazon for its willingness to exploit these others on our behalf. According to one striking study by the Baker Center at Georgetown University, Democrats (America’s “left-wing” party) place more “institutional confidence” in Amazon than in any other company or institution in America. Faith in Amazon is higher than in colleges and universities, nonprofit institutions, the press, religious institutions, any branch (executive, legislative, judicial) of government at any level (local, state, federal), labor unions, the military, law enforcement—you name it.76

The runaway success of Amazon has led many to imitate its business model to provide not just goods but also services to symbolic capitalists—taking advantage of urban elites’ high disposable incomes, our inclination to have everything “on demand,” and our apparent indifference to the treatment of workers and small businesses that satisfy our desires.

For instance, symbolic capitalists are especially inclined toward eating from restaurants. A growing share of residences in symbolic economy hubs don’t even have kitchens because renters often don’t use them and, increasingly, don’t really know how to cook at all.77 However, for large and growing numbers of symbolic capitalists, it is not enough to simply have others prepare food for us—we often insist that meals are rapidly delivered to our homes as well (as it is apparently too much for us to pick up the food ourselves, let alone actually dining at the restaurants we order from). Unsurprisingly, the cities with the highest per capita spending on food delivery are all major symbolic economy hubs: New York City, San Francisco, Boston, Los Angeles, and Miami78—with the average consumer expenditures per year driven heavily by outsize spending among professionals within these cities.

Within symbolic economy hubs, food deliveries are overwhelmingly and increasingly orchestrated through third-party platforms such as DoorDash, Grubhub, and Uber Eats (rather than customers ordering directly from the restaurants they wish to eat from). These apps are convenient for symbolic capitalists, allowing us to scroll menus and order food from myriad establishments on a single site. Like Amazon, they afford us the convenience of one-stop shopping from our smartphones. However, also like Amazon, the use of these platforms is often devastating for local businesses.

Restaurants have always operated on slim margins: even for a healthy restaurant, only about 10 percent of revenues will generally be left over as “profits” (after subtracting rent, supplies, labor, utilities, and other necessary expenses). Because companies like DoorDash often take 30 percent or more of all revenue for orders placed through their apps, establishments typically end up fulfilling these orders at a loss.79 However, because customers prefer the use of these apps, and competitors are allowing customers to order through these apps, many businesses feel as though they have little choice except to follow suit in order to avoid losing customers who occasionally make profitable orders as well (for instance, by dining in-restaurant, or calling in and picking up orders themselves). Indeed, even when restaurants explicitly decline to do business with delivery apps, they are often simply added without consent (a move platforms make in order to avoid having to negotiate more favorable terms with local businesses).80

Critically, it’s not just the restaurants that are shortchanged. Only a tiny fraction of the money raised by the delivery companies goes to the people making the deliveries. One study found that DoorDash deliverers took home an average of $1.75 per hour after taxes and operating expenses were factored in—and they actually lost money on roughly a third of their deliveries (i.e., they incurred more expenses to deliver the food than they received in wages, commissions, and tips for the delivery).81 Even in relatively lucrative markets like New York City, app-based food deliverers average roughly $12 per hour in gross compensation—far below the general state minimum wage of $15 per hour. After deducting the considerable expenses incurred to do their jobs, they earn on average $7.87 for each hour worked—significantly below the pre-tip minimum wage for tip-eligible food service workers in New York ($8.65).82 The picture is little better for those who deliver groceries (rather than prepared food from restaurants) through platforms like Instacart.

Across the board, delivering food for third-party apps is grueling, high-pressure work. Deliverers are exposed daily to road hazards and the elements. Indeed, customers become especially likely to lean on these apps when it is dangerous or miserable to go out. This was true during the COVID-19 pandemic, when professionals chose to keep themselves safe by exposing “others” (largely poor people and minorities) to risk in order to procure things on their behalf. This was also true in 2021’s Hurricane Ida, when food delivery workers in Manhattan were forced to navigate historic flood conditions in order to allow professionals to enjoy take-out food during the storm (professionals who often tipped poorly, to boot).83 It is likewise true during blizzards and heat waves, and all manner of other terrible conditions.

On top of this, much like Amazon, food delivery apps provide workers with extremely tight windows to complete deliveries, and deprioritize or drop couriers who do not hit their windows, often pushing workers to navigate cities in an unsafe way in order to keep working. According to 2020 U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics estimates, couriers and express delivery workers hold one of the most dangerous jobs in America, with rates of occupational illness and injury that are 2.6 times higher than the average for workers overall.84 And because those who deliver for these “gig” companies rarely receive benefits, should workers get sick or injured, they typically have to pay out of pocket for any care they receive, and earn no compensation while they are out of commission.85 Hence many work even when they are unwell because they don’t really have a choice—a decision that often puts them at higher risk for even more severe illness or injury down the line.

Within urban areas, the people filling these jobs are disproportionately immigrants and minorities. According to an estimate presented in the New York Times, roughly 80 percent of delivery app workers in New York City are undocumented immigrants (primarily from Central America, Africa, and Asia).86 Studies in San Francisco, Boston, and other major cities have produced similar findings to the Times’ reporting on New York City: while the workers fulfilling orders are widely represented as “side-hustlers” attempting to earn some “extra” money in their downtime via casual work arrangements, in fact most orders are being fulfilled by people working full time as deliverers. This reality is partially concealed in company data because workers are typically forced to work with multiple platforms (e.g., DoorDash, Uber Eats, and Grubhub) in order to make ends meet, and they often fail to reach full-time hours with any of them individually. Moreover, these studies have found that the app-based delivery workforce has shifted dramatically toward minorities and, especially, immigrants over time—and the pay and autonomy for these jobs have declined significantly as the workforce has grown more diverse.87

In a nutshell, orders placed via food apps commonly generate losses for the restaurants fulfilling the orders, sometimes driving them under. Deliveries tend to be made by vulnerable and marginalized individuals working heavy hours, under difficult conditions, with low compensation and few benefits or protections.88

Similar realities hold with respect to delivering people. What are Uber and Lyft drivers, for instance? They are chauffeurs for people who cannot deign to drive themselves around, take public transportation, or even exert the minimal effort of hailing a cab.89 They provide members of the new elite with an experience formerly available only to the rich: having someone available at their beck and call to transport them privately wherever they want to go, whenever they want to go there. How has this service been rendered affordable to white-collar professionals? Rideshare companies outsource expenses like insurance, gas, vehicle acquisition, and maintenance to the drivers themselves,90 provide few benefits, and offer such low compensation that contractors typically have to work well over full time just to make ends meet if this is their only “gig.”91 Companies try to portray this last fact as unproblematic by claiming that most drivers are just working for them part time in order to supplement other income (consequently, their wages and benefits don’t need to be livable). This narrative, while technically factual, also fails to tell the truth.

Within symbolic economy hubs, while most drivers “on the books” may be part time, a majority of rides are actually provided by the subset of drivers who work more than thirty-two hours per week.92 Critically, this is just looking at data within individual companies. But as with food couriers, many who may be categorized as “part time” on one particular app are in fact driving full time—just splitting their assignments over multiple apps (typically driving for both Uber and Lyft). That is, the actual full-time driver workforce these companies rely on—and the share of rides provided by full-timers—is likely much higher than can be observed by looking at the companies individually. As these are data that external researchers have been able to glean from public reports and empirical investigations, it is safe to assume that none of these facts are lost on company executives. Yet they continue to publicly (and deceptively) profess that their services are provided by casual workers side-hustling to earn some spare change in their free time: students looking for some pocket money, housewives with some free time while the kids are at school, bored retirees, and so on. In reality, as with food delivery apps, rideshare drivers (especially the full-timers) are disproportionately minorities, especially immigrants, and people of humble socioeconomic means—often struggling to keep a roof over their head, working long hours with few benefits or workplace protections, and living in precarity.

Nonetheless, it is also the case that many others do drive part time—drawn in by (unrepresentative and often inaccurate) stories of people making tidy sums of money for doing very little work and putting in just a few hours here and there in their free time. Most of these more casual workers do not last long (months at the most), as it quickly becomes clear that the only way to really make any money from these apps is to reorient one’s life around them—and again, even people who spend all day every day driving for rideshare companies tend to barely scrape by. As a consequence, the “churn” for rideshare companies tends to be extraordinarily high—even relative to other service work.93 This constant turnover has two somewhat contradictory effects. First, it renders long-term and full-time drivers even more critical to companies in order to ensure a consistent and positive customer experience: were it not for the fact that most rides are provided by durable full-timers, rideshares would be extremely unreliable, unpredictable, and undesirable for most (rides would be perennially delivered by neophytes with unstable availability, little commitment to the job, and inadequate knowledge or experience to efficiently navigate the city). At the same time, however, the constant inflow of new recruits hoping for a quick buck helps to perennially suppress the wages of full-timers by artificially inflating the apparent “supply” of drivers.

Yet, despite providing little pay, benefits, or protections for their workers, rideshare enterprises have consistently operated at a loss—propped up by vulture capitalists who quite explicitly plan on radically jacking up fares as soon as taxis have been effectively killed off, or else laying off all their human “contractors” once self-driving car technology sufficiently advances—whichever comes first (again, cribbing the Amazon model).94 Unfortunately for these companies, taxis have proved more resilient than many projected. Meanwhile, the pursuit of self-driving cars has proved to be more protracted, demanding, and expensive than many anticipated.95 And now that companies like Uber and Lyft have gone public, raising billions in their initial public offerings, they have a fiduciary duty to shareholders to provide consistent returns on investment. In order to meet these obligations (and get “in the black”), Uber and Lyft have been forced to significantly increase their fares96 (which have always been artificially low, even after accounting for poor driver compensation). Yet the revenue generated by these rate hikes is being directed almost entirely toward paying out dividends to the aforementioned shareholders—not the drivers through whom this wealth is derived. Stock prices have plummeted despite these maneuvers, as it is becoming increasingly obvious to investors that their profit model is not sustainable (and never was). And it’s not just rideshares: food delivery apps97 and other “urban millennial lifestyle” services are experiencing similar crises for roughly the same reasons.98

For their part, customers often seem blissfully unaware of these tensions. Indeed, beyond their low fares (provided largely by imposing expenses on drivers) and ease of use, perhaps the most valuable service these companies provide to clients is that, in serving as a middleman between the customers and exploited workers, they eliminate any sense of responsibility for laborers among those who consume their services. With respect to drivers, for instance, chauffeurs tended to be direct employees of a family or a company—and they typically got paid regardless of whether their clients needed to be driven around much on a given day or not. If there was a problem with the vehicle, the employer was typically obliged to help remedy the situation if they wanted to get driven around. Rideshare customers, however, get all the benefits of having a chauffeur without any of the social obligations. If professionals don’t have anywhere to go, drivers get nothing. If their cars break down, it is up to drivers to remedy the situation, out of their own pockets. If said drivers can’t pay their bills as a result of either of these factors, that isn’t the client’s problem. It isn’t anyone’s problem but their own.

Symbolic capitalists love intermediaries like Uber, Grubhub, and Amazon precisely because they carry out the requisite exploitation to enable symbolic capitalists’ idiosyncratic preferences and lifestyles, but they also help create a “distance” between symbolic capitalists and the workers exploited on their behalf. Clients are rarely forced to understand or confront the actual costs of the cheap and disposable labor they rely on. We simply experience goods and services being delivered according to our preferences in a fast, frictionless, and affordable manner (thanks to the magic of the internet, according to popular mythology). And we often punish workers when they fail to help us maintain our preferred illusions.

For example, as we will see, symbolic capitalists tend to prioritize physical fitness—dedicating significantly more money and time toward health and wellness than any other segment of American society. Yoga and spin classes are especially popular, but many engage in other forms of guided exercise too. Sessions tend to be offered at all hours to cater to client schedules. Classes are usually small in size or altogether private, and are regularly carried out in well-appointed studios or in the client’s home (sometimes remotely). The people leading these lessons are often struggling to get by—receiving low pay, few benefits, inconsistent hours, and highly unpredictable and insecure employment conditions. There are significant disparities along racial and gender lines in terms of how much clients and companies are willing to pay these workers, and whom they are willing to retain as permanent or full-time staff. Yet fitness professionals (fitpros) typically go to great lengths to hide their struggles. Clients attend these sessions to escape the “real world” rather than confront it—and they expect sessions to be all about themselves, their own needs, their own progress, and so on. As historian Natalia Petrzela put it, “Looking like you’re living your best life—even if you woke up at 4 A.M. in the Bronx to teach a 6:30 A.M. class in TriBeCa on knees that are shot because otherwise you won’t get paid and have no insurance—is an important part of the job. Indeed, many fitpros feel a responsibility to maintain that fantasy beyond the studio via social media. Interrupting that embodied ideal by pointing out labor conditions rather than panting inspirational exhortations is in itself a considerable professional peril.… Fitness instructors are as successful as the image of leisure and wellbeing they project.”99 Those who fail to provide elites with the sense of escape they are looking for tend to quickly find themselves without clients or income.

And it’s not just the services symbolic capitalists consume that tend to be especially exploitative, but often the goods we prefer as well. Consider restaurants offering the “organic,” “fair trade,” “free range,” or otherwise “ethically sourced” products we tend to gravitate toward: given the high cost of the ingredients themselves, establishments often try to keep their prices relatively affordable (for professionals, at least) by paying subpar wages to “back of the house” workers who, disproportionately, tend to be immigrants and minorities.100 Meanwhile, the “front of the house” workers at these higher-end restaurants (where someone can actually make solid money from waiting tables) are much more likely to be white.101 Women and minorities, who form the overwhelming majority of waiters, servers, and hostesses, tend to be more heavily concentrated in less lucrative restaurants, where they often earn less than the minimum wage (even after tips) and struggle to survive. Across the board, because their livelihood is contingent on the whims of their patrons, these workers are often forced to endure racism, sexism, harassment, and other forms of demeaning and degrading behaviors from customers—with a smile on their face—in order to make a living.102

Similar dynamics hold with respect to the “urban manufacturing” of high-quality, small-batch, specialized (or “artisanal”) goods sold in trendy, high-end, or boutique stores—increasingly popular among symbolic capitalists. Such goods are regularly described as “American made”—a label that perhaps leads many to assume that they were constructed by well-paid craftspeople who are doing this work out of their passion for the product. Often this perception is reinforced by the progressive values the companies producing these goods purportedly aspire to, and the apparently middle-class workers who often work the “front” of the stores. In reality, making these more specialized items at a rate and price that symbolic capitalists find acceptable generally leads vendors to rely on urban sweatshops, typically staffed by undocumented workers who receive subpar wages, with no benefits, and who work under horrible conditions.103

Across the board, industries that cater to more high-end clientele tend to have significantly higher wage inequality.104 The “front of the house” people whom elites engage with directly are often compensated and treated relatively well (reinforcing the illusion that the products in question are ethical), while less visible workers experience subpar pay and working conditions. Moreover, in areas where wealth is being concentrated in America today, minorities (and especially immigrants) are especially likely to do domestic work, food service, retail, construction, janitorial, groundskeeping, security, and maintenance jobs—providing the infrastructure and services that empower (disproportionately white) symbolic capitalists to do their work and live their lives in relative comfort and ease.105

Symbolic capitalists actively seek out cities with “diversity” and “amenities.” The “diverse” workers who provide these amenities often live precarious lives—facing down high costs of living, uncertain employment, long hours, low (and inconsistent) wages, few benefits, poor schools, pollution, and fear of crime and law enforcement. Their marginalization, vulnerability, and desperation allow symbolic capitalists to extract labor and services from them at an extremely low cost. And once their purpose has been served, these workers are casually cast aside.



Symbolic Hubs

In the 1970s and 1980s, as the symbolic economy was coming into its own, there was a widespread and growing perception that America’s great cities were dying. As a result of automation and outsourcing, manufacturing jobs began disappearing at a fast rate. In the wake of this dedustrialization, many U.S. cities faced high levels of unemployment. Drug use, especially crack cocaine, was on the rise. Violent crime and property crimes were as well. Pollution was out of control. White people, especially well-off professionals, increasingly moved to the suburbs and exurbs. Many companies relocated their headquarters in turn. And without professionals patronizing local businesses, still more workers soon found themselves unemployed. All of this resulted in a lower municipal tax base—prompting cuts to city services and infrastructure projects. Urban decay accelerated, driving still more residents who were capable of leaving to flee. Cities seemed to be in a death spiral.106

However, although the 1970s were a rough time for many urban institutions and constituencies, they turned out to be a transformative period for colleges and universities and their role in American society. Institutions of higher learning were able to acquire property at extremely low prices, secure immense tax breaks, and extract many other important concessions from the cities they were embedded in (and state and federal governments besides). As the shift to the symbolic economy grew increasingly pronounced, colleges and universities positioned themselves as keys to urban renewal. The result, as urbanist Davarian Baldwin explained, was the rise of UniverCities.107

In many urban areas, colleges and universities have carved out semiautonomous zones. They are the primary landlords in these areas (and often in the city as a whole), allowing them to set rents in ways that drive out existing residents—at times partnering with the actual government to seize private property from others under the auspices of eminent domain. They close many roads to public traffic. They lock others out via walls, gates, and doors that require university credentials to access—privatizing many formerly public spaces. They have their own private security forces that exert jurisdiction over not only the university itself but the entire area under its domain—empowered to surveille, harass, detain, and at times commit violence against others as they see fit (students, staff, and the public alike), with even less transparency and accountability than regular cops.108 Within these areas, and sometimes in the city writ large, colleges and universities are also the largest employers—allowing them to dictate prices for various goods and services, set wage ceilings for the rest of the city for various types of work, bust unions, and snuff out competition. In short, within these fiefdoms, the vast majority of the population lives in university-owned buildings, works for the university or one of its contractors, gets health care from the university health system, is policed by campus security, and is bound not just by state, local, and federal laws but often by a host of additional university-imposed rules and norms—upon penalty of being expelled from the UniverCity (with all that entails for their lives and livelihoods).

There is a clear hierarchy of how different people are valued within UniverCities. Students (the “paying customers”) are at the top, followed by university faculty and administrators. Most others are essentially third-class citizens. Granted, the students cycle in and out of the community every few years while these “others” remain—because the city is actually their home. Nonetheless, denizens of UniverCities are perpetually subordinated to the whims of twentysomethings who are just “passing through”—twentysomethings whose demographic characteristics, values, and priorities are often sharply at odds with those of the more durable residents.

UniverCities, and the broader metropolitan areas they are embedded in, form the backbone of the symbolic economy. They serve as central hubs for research, collaboration, and exchange. For historically and geographically contingent reasons, specialized differences have emerged between these symbolic hubs. For instance, Chicago became a key hub for commodities, New York City for finance, Los Angeles for movie and television production, Nashville for music, Boston for technology, and Washington, DC, for lobbying and policymaking—with “circuits” of exchange connecting cities with similar or complementary specializations across the country and around the world.109 Alongside these specialized economic differences arose systematic variations in culture among symbolic capitalists. Seattle, San Francisco, Austin, Atlanta, Miami, and Boston all have very different vibes with respect to architecture, clothing, food offerings, prominent forms of art and entertainment, and so on.

That said, there are a number of characteristics that tend to unite cities that emerge as key focal points of the symbolic economy—responding to tastes and preferences common to virtually all symbolic capitalists. For example, as Richard Florida’s research shows, symbolic capitalists generally demand amenities like beautiful parks, bike paths, diverse and high-quality restaurants, convenient and reliable transit options, and so forth.110 They gravitate toward cities with a vibrant cultural (art, music, nightlife) scene. And they aggressively purge anyone who isn’t “their kind of people.”

Since 1970, cities have grown increasingly segregated along the lines of race, wealth, employment, and education status. Whites, the affluent, the employed, and the college educated have been concentrated heavily into particular regions of cities, while racial and ethnic minorities, the poor, the less educated, and the unemployed or underemployed are concentrated in others. This sorting has been especially pronounced within symbolic hubs and is driven heavily by symbolic capitalists.111

Although relatively affluent, highly educated white liberals are among the strongest proponents of affordable housing in principle, they often adopt a “not in my backyard” position with regard to their own communities. Studies have consistently found that as cities trend increasingly left, denizens tend to choke off new housing development.112 This significantly increases costs of living and drives out poorer residents—contributing greatly to racial segregation and the consolidation of minorities into areas of “concentrated disadvantage” (increasingly in suburbs and exurbs, creating significant commutes for people who do service work, while reducing their access to critical resources).113 Lower-income and minority residents are gradually replaced by highly educated, Democratic-voting, relatively affluent (disproportionately white) professionals.114 Yet symbolic capitalists’ fairly blatant maneuvers to preserve or increase the value of their own property (thereby building their wealth), and to restrict the neighborhood to the “right” kind of people, are often framed in anticapitalist terms—as “ordinary joes” banding together against ruthless real estate developers who want to destroy the “character” of their neighborhoods.115 Actions that dislocate the poor and further disadvantage minorities for the sake of affluent professionals are described as if they were socialist revolts.

As the work of Richard Florida and others has emphasized, symbolic capitalists tend to cluster in places that are perceived to be liberal, tolerant, and diverse. In reality, however, most symbolic capitalists have fairly homogeneous social networks: their lovers, close friends, and coworkers tend to be the same race or ethnicity as themselves, and generally share similar educational and class backgrounds too.116 Although symbolic hubs tend to be extremely diverse, interactions among people of different classes are rare and fleeting (occurring primarily in the context of lower-class people selling goods or providing services to professionals).117 Beyond these interactions, symbolic capitalists tend to live in different neighborhoods, send their kids to different schools (even when they live in the same neighborhood), attend different places of worship (if at all), shop in different stores, and engage in different modes of recreation.

Yet, although they do not necessarily engage in a meaningful way with people different from themselves, symbolic capitalists nevertheless like to see diversity when they are traversing the city. They want to have the option of forming relationships with a diverse cadre of people, even if they don’t often exercise that option—indeed, even as their own behaviors actively undermine that possibility. They love diversity and inclusion in principle, but generally not at the expense of their property values or aesthetic preferences. As a function of these contradictory responses to diversity, life often becomes quite precarious for those who live at the frontier of symbolic capitalists’ domains.

Higher-income people who are drawn to “frontier” spaces between the wealthy and the poor tend to be symbolic capitalists (typically young professionals or artists), and they lean overwhelmingly “blue” in terms of their politics.118 Despite the leanings, as symbolic capitalists begin to colonize an area, policing tends to grow much more frequent and aggressive—even for small crimes.119 Calls placed to 311 also rapidly increase, largely due to new white residents complaining about minorities being too loud or unruly. Studies have found that these calls by new white residents are especially likely to result in arrests (compared with 311 calls by others). Lower-income nonwhites are the overwhelming majority of those arrested.120 In a similar vein, an investigation by the Center for American Progress found that a plurality of 911 calls in major symbolic economy hubs are for nonemergency, low-priority incidents.121 Most commonly, callers are attempting to sic armed police on those who are homeless, mentally unwell, or under the influence of drugs or alcohol. Often, however, callers end up reporting someone for simply “walking while Black” or “driving while Black.”

These same residents happen to be the prime urban constituencies for services like Nextdoor or the ironically named Citizen and Neighbors apps—used to surveille, report, and discuss “suspicious” individuals and activities in one’s community. Those flagged as “suspicious” in gentrifying areas are overwhelmingly people of color—often just doing their jobs (i.e., delivering packages, reading meters) or passing through their own neighborhoods.122 And when even these efforts prove insufficient to establish the kind of order gentrifiers prefer, many pool their money to retain private security firms to patrol their neighborhoods as well.123

It deserves to be emphasized: these are “liberal” metro areas we’re talking about here—symbolic economy hubs. Indeed, those calling the police on people of color for things like taking shelter from the rain, failing to wave at a white passerby while leaving their Airbnb, sitting in their own car waiting for yoga class to start, accidentally brushing up against a white person in a store, selling water on the street, or barbequing in a public park—the people who regularly seek out law enforcement for things like loud music, loitering, “suspected” criminal activity, or domestic disturbances—tend to be relatively well off, highly educated, liberal, white denizens who are eager to “clean up” or “protect” their adopted neighborhood.124 In practice, what they are often doing is using police to punish people of color who are insufficiently deferent to their own demands or preferences or who simply violate their aesthetic sensibilities (such as homeless people).125 However, their ostensibly antiracist convictions seem to make it difficult for symbolic capitalists to “see” their own behaviors this way. After all, they often moved into these neighborhoods in the first place because they are “historic,” “cultured,” or “diverse.”126 That is, although symbolic capitalists tend to define themselves in terms of open-mindedness, tolerance, and an embrace of diversity, how these values are expressed “in the world” is often much different from what their rhetoric might suggest.



Sex and Symbolic Capital

Symbolic capitalists nearly unanimously possess college degrees as preconditions for their jobs. In the United States, 81 percent of college-educated breadwinners who happen to be married are partnered with someone who also possesses at least a BA. Degree holders whose parents also graduated college are still more likely to marry a fellow degree holder: 86 percent of married degree holders with college-educated parents are partnered with someone who has a degree.127 This “assortative mating” is a significant driver of inequalities between more and less educated households. According to one estimate, inequality in the United States would be reduced by at least a fifth if assortative mating on education was scaled back to 1960s levels.128

The gender dynamics underlying these patterns are complex. On the one hand, these trends have been driven primarily by preferences among women. To this day in the United States, just as in other historical and cultural contexts, women overwhelmingly prefer men who earn more than they do. This preference is even more pronounced among highly educated women.129 Indeed, when highly educated and professionally successful women earn more than their husbands, they often feel embarrassment and resentment toward their spouses and become significantly more likely to initiate divorce (in the contemporary United States, divorces are overwhelmingly initiated by women).130

However, this preference to “marry up” (or at least “marry equal”) puts many educated women in a bind because even as women have become increasingly educated, are increasingly employed, and are earning more than they have in the past, the opposite trends are taking root for men. Male college graduation rates have been relatively stagnant, and men are growing less likely to be employed, to live independently, and so on.131 These trends, which were already severe, have been greatly exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic.132 Indeed, in many symbolic economy hubs, especially New York, Los Angeles, and Washington, DC, young women are now making more than young men on average—a pattern driven by disparities in education between the sexes (and the heightened importance of education for earnings in these locales).133 Consequently, insofar as they desire a partner who earns as much as or more than themselves, highly educated or professionally successful heterosexual women are forced to compete ever more intensely with one another for an ever-diminishing pool of acceptable guys.

The big “winners” in this arrangement are elite men. Even as growing numbers of nonelite men find themselves increasingly “unmarriageable” (even undatable), men who are well educated, affluent, or upwardly mobile are having more sex than ever.134 The decline of men overall gives them even more power to dictate the terms for sex and relationships.135 In contexts with significant gender imbalances, as the ratios skew more intensely female, men become less likely to commit to relationships. Women, meanwhile, grow less confident, more sexually permissive, and more concerned with conforming to the apparent preferences of desirable male partners.136

And what do elite men want? Across the board, men tend to prefer women who earn less than them and are comparably or less educated.137 This reality may help explain why, in contexts where opportunities for women approach parity with those for men, gender differences in career choices actually increase rather than decrease:138 were elite women to fully capitalize on the opportunities available to them, their dating and marriage prospects may be greatly diminished. That is, in a world where women aggressively pursued the highest-earning jobs they could obtain, elite men would likely continue to gravitate toward those women who had comparably less education or income than themselves—rendering it difficult for high-earning women to secure a high-earning male partner, or perhaps any stable male partner at all (as, again, relationships where women outearn men tend to be less durable). Indeed, research has found that men in the highest income category are 57 percentage points more likely to marry than men in the lowest income category. For women, income has a mild inverse correlation with probability of marriage. And while the highest-income married men have a much lower probability of divorce compared with those in the lowest income category—and are similarly more likely to get remarried in the event of divorce (typically to someone younger)—for women, the situation is reversed. The highest-earning married women are more likely to undergo divorce than the lowest-earning married women, and the effects of income on probability of remarriage are empirically uncertain.139

To be clear, it is unlikely that many elite women consciously decide to choose a suboptimally earning career path in order to avoid being punished on the dating and marriage market. These kinds of social coordination processes play out more subtly than that and, truthfully, are not yet well understood.140 Moreover, there are many other factors that likely play a large role in decisions to “opt out” of certain high-paying careers as well—including hostile work environments in many male-dominated symbolic capitalist spaces. However, from a behavioral perspective, it is nonetheless clearly the case that this tendency among many women (to choose courses of study and careers that are well compensated but not the highest earning) does help heterosexual men and women find acceptable high-earning partners. And when they are able to successfully form unions, the household income for both partners is radically enhanced compared with a world where elite women chose to maximize their individual earnings but were unable to find an acceptable partner or were forced to more aggressively “marry down” because elite men preferred to do the same.

Beyond income and education considerations, highly educated and wealthy men also tend to be far more concerned than most about their partners being attractive and physically fit.141 It is perhaps not a coincidence that highly educated Americans, especially highly educated women, spend significantly larger shares of their leisure time engaged in physical exercise than most others, are much more conscious about their diets, and are more likely to pursue elective cosmetic medical procedures142—even as they encourage others (i.e., potential competitors) to look however they want and enjoy whatever body type they happen to have. Likewise, women who live in metro areas with high levels of socioeconomic inequality (such as symbolic economy hubs) tend to spend much more money on clothes and at beauty salons compared with other women, and they’re much more likely to post sexualized pictures of themselves online.143 Across many lines of research, the picture is clear: the types of women who take part in the symbolic professions seem to be engaged in much more aggressive aesthetic intrasex competition than comparably positioned men or less elite women.

Yet with respect to physical appearance, important filtering has often taken place even before college: those who are perceived to be physically attractive tend to get better grades and treatment throughout their K–12 journey and are much more likely to go to college, to persist through college to graduation, and to attain relatively high-paying positions postgraduation.144 How much more likely? Sociologists have found that the magnitude of earning disparities between more and less attractive people rival the size of race gaps in earnings.145

Indeed, attractiveness is itself an important source of symbolic capital. Those viewed as more physically attractive than average also tend to be perceived by others as being especially intelligent, authoritative, trustworthy, and competent (the so-called halo effect)—and they view themselves as especially talented, moral, and hardworking too (and are more confident and extroverted, on average, as a result).146 Given that symbolic capitalists trade largely on how people perceive them and who they are connected to, and because attractiveness significantly enhances social perceptions and facilitates relationship building, it is no wonder that highly attractive people tend to cluster in the symbolic professions (where returns on the halo effect tend to be especially pronounced). Nor should it be surprising that symbolic capitalists seem to be especially attentive to physical appearance.147 However, the intense competition among elite women to secure acceptable male partners seems to exacerbate these trends (helping to explain why the differences between symbolic capitalists and everyone else on all the dimensions just explored tend to be especially pronounced among women).

“Woke” ideologies play an interesting role in reinforcing these gender dynamics. For instance, women who self-identify as “feminists” (who, as we have previously explored, are especially likely to be highly educated, relatively affluent whites) exhibit much stronger preferences for premium beauty products as compared with nonfeminist women. The practical purpose and effect of these investments is to help elite women stand out relative to female rivals—both in professions where looks matter for symbolic capital and in dating and mating markets that heavily favor elite men. Yet these investments are often justified in the name of female empowerment.148

In American Hookup, sociologist Lisa Wade similarly details how college-educated women often try to reconcile their personal desires, political beliefs, and the stark realities they are faced with on the dating market by essentially defining “hookup culture” in feminist terms.149 They try to convince themselves that it is empowering for women to emulate the purported male ideal of casual, emotion-free, commitment-free sex. And for some, perhaps it is. Yet, Wade’s research showed, most women actually found this arrangement to be unsatisfying and coercive. Many felt they had to be willing to “hook up” in order to be considered a viable dating option at all (at least, for the kind of men they were interested in). Those who wanted to “take things slow” found themselves consistently passed over in favor of those willing to “put out.” When relationships were initiated, they tended to turn primarily around sex. Women often found themselves unable to signal desire for more depth or commitment, lest they be perceived as “clingy” (and be subsequently abandoned in favor of someone who was more willing to engage “without strings”). Even in purely physical terms, the women in Wade’s study rarely achieved orgasms during sexual encounters because, in a dating market so heavily tilted in favor of elite men, successful males often felt little obligation to reciprocate sexual favors or ensure encounters were mutually satisfying.

And yet, on dating apps, elite men regularly portray themselves as committed feminists, antiracists, and anticapitalists in order to lure college-educated women. There’s even a term for it: woke fishing.150 On its face, it may seem absurd for any online daters to paint themselves as social justice revolutionaries given that, across genders, the people who use these apps tend to be elites. U.S. Tinder users, for instance, skew urban, upper socioeconomic status, and highly educated.151 But in fact, and perhaps counterintuitively, this strategy may work because precisely what a “radical” profile signals to potential mates is one’s elite status. Again, “woke” discourse is deployed primarily by highly educated elites affiliated with the symbolic professions. It can therefore serve as a means for symbolic capitalists to identify others like themselves. On most dating apps, where the vast majority of users tend to be men, and the overwhelming majority of these men are undesirable to most female users, filtering for “woke” profiles may be a good heuristic for helping elite women identify partners who can meet or exceed their own earning potential.

Here again, I am describing how woke dating profiles seem to function in practice, not necessarily by design. That is, women likely do not consciously seek out woke profiles as a means of identifying high–socioeconomic status men, and elite men may not consciously present themselves as socially progressive as a means of signaling their high social status. However, such profiles do clearly indicate socioeconomic status: nonelite men generally would not have the ability to produce a convincingly woke dating profile, nor see it as an advantage for them to do so. And highly educated women, who are the most concerned with securing a high-earning mate, do use signaled political affiliations to identify compatible partners. Indeed, empirical studies have found that it is primarily upper–socioeconomic status and highly educated users who are prone to disclose their political leanings in dating profiles, and who gravitate toward political affiliation as a means of selecting matches.152

In any case, it is clear that many women are finding it increasingly difficult to find an acceptable male partner, and that these shortages are particularly acute among college-educated women (and also, statistically, African American women).153 According to research by the American Enterprise Institute’s Survey Center on American Life, nearly half (45 percent) of single women with a college degree say “not being able to find someone who meets their expectations” is a major reason they’re single (with an additional 28 percent describing this as a minor reason they remain unpartnered). For contrast, only one-third of college-educated men, 28 percent of non-BA women, and less than a fifth of non-BA men view this as a major obstacle to forming a relationship.154

Faced with a shortage of men who earn as much as, or more than, themselves, a growing share of highly educated or high-earning women are deferring or opting out of marriage altogether rather than “marrying down.”155 While unsuccessful men are being pulled into “incel” culture, growing numbers of successful women are identifying as “femcels” and resigning themselves to indefinite celibacy,156 or else freezing their eggs to extend their “biological clock” while they hold out hope for an acceptable mate.157 Still others are expanding their sexual horizons.

According to Gallup, the share of Americans who identify as LGBTQ increased by 60 percent from 2012 through 2020 (rising from 3.5 percent up to 5.6 percent).158 The trends were driven almost entirely by women (who shifted toward LGBTQ identity at three times the rate of male peers). Moreover, they occurred almost exclusively among millennials and Gen Z—that is, the age groups that are forced to contend with the lopsided dating market just described. In terms of education, the shifts were most pronounced among college grads, for whom the rate of conversion was roughly 50 percent higher than for those who have not obtained at least a BA (non–college grads became roughly 1 percentage point more likely to identify as LGBTQ between 2012 and 2017; for college graduates it was 1.5 percentage points). In terms of race or ethnicity, minorities gravitated toward LGBTQ identity at a faster pace than non-Hispanic whites. And the shifts overwhelmingly entailed women from these categories (liberal, highly educated, under forty) coming to define themselves as “bisexual” (rather than, say, as lesbian or trans).

Using data from the General Social Survey, sociologists D’Lane Compton and Tristan Bridges identified virtually the exact same patterns.159 Between 2008 and 2018, there was a 72 percent increase in the number of Americans who identified as lesbian, gay, or bisexual (rising from 2.9 percent of respondents up to 5 percent). They found that these shifts were driven virtually entirely by women, and particularly by the subgroups of women facing the most acute shortages of marriageable men: racial and ethnic minorities (especially Black women), women under thirty-five, and those who are college educated. And like Gallup, they found that the changes were almost exclusively a product of more women from these categories coming to identify as bisexual; the number of Americans identifying as lesbian or gay was essentially flat between 2008 and 2018.

From a sociological standpoint, it is highly significant that the changes in sexual orientation are overwhelmingly driven by women—and the particular subset of women who face acute shortages of eligible men. It likewise telling that the shifts mostly entail these women coming to identify as bisexual. According to Pew estimates, roughly nine out of ten partnered people who identify as bisexual are currently in a relationship with someone of the opposite sex.160 Among 2018–2021 General Social Survey respondents, most women under thirty who identify as bisexual report exclusively male sexual partners over the last five years.161

Collectively, data like these suggest that many of the women newly identifying as bisexual still primarily desire to settle down with an opposite-sex partner—and the increased apparent openness to same-sex relationships is driven largely by a dearth of acceptable males. Put another way, the observed shifts in sexual orientation in the United States may have less to do with changing values, aspirations, and preferences, and more to do with upwardly mobile young women trying to cope with a highly competitive and increasingly bleak heterosexual dating and marriage market. This is emphatically not to suggest that the growing numbers of bisexual women are being insincere in their sexual identification. The claim is merely that, although these women may be genuinely sexually attracted to people of both genders, statistically speaking, they do not seem to be equally interested in males and females. In practice, they strongly favor males. At the macro level, these shifts in sexual identification may not have occurred to the same extent (if at all) in a world where the heterosexual dating and marriage market was less off-kilter.

The good news is that female symbolic capitalists open to partnering with other women can generally find numerous high-quality dating and marriage options in symbolic economy hubs and in the symbolic professions. As Richard Florida’s data show, although symbolic capitalists are overwhelmingly cisgender and heterosexual, they tend to cluster in cities that are especially LGBTQ friendly and possess a vibrant “gay scene.”162 LGBTQ people, in turn, are particularly likely to settle in cities that have a robust “creative class,” and to work in the symbolic professions themselves.163

In terms of household prosperity, lesbians tend to earn more than heterosexual women.164 And much like their cisgender and heterosexual peers, married LGBTQ Americans tend to be more educated and prosperous than most others in the United States. In fact, on average, lesbian and gay married couples enjoy significantly higher household income than their heterosexual married counterparts.165 Recent research likewise suggests that children raised by married same-sex couples tend to outperform most others in terms of educational attainment.166

All said, male or female, straight or queer, symbolic capitalists are more likely than most to settle into long-term, committed, and monogamous relationships—typically with other people who are also highly educated and high earning.167 And they leverage those relationships to enhance the social position of their households relative to everyone else. Indeed, although symbolic capitalists are the Americans most likely to disparage “traditional families,” they are also among the most likely to have hailed from “traditional families” themselves, and to establish “traditional families” of their own.168 And not for nothing: family structure, sequencing, and stability can make a huge socioeconomic difference in one’s own life trajectory and earning prospects—and for those of one’s children as well.169 Symbolic capitalists “bristle at restrictions on sexuality, insistence on marriage or the stigmatization of single parents. Their secret, however, is that they encourage their children to simultaneously combine public tolerance with private discipline, and their children then overwhelmingly choose to raise their own children within two-parent families.”170

In light of these realities, it’s striking that symbolic capitalists so regularly and conspicuously denigrate to others the very strategies they use to ensure their own socioeconomic prosperity—and typically in the name of social justice, no less! Social psychologist Rob Henderson referred to positions like these as “luxury beliefs”:171 it is easy to encourage everyone to be satisfied with their appearance insofar as one happens to be physically fit and conventionally attractive oneself. It is easy to declare it unnecessary to find a “breadwinner” when one happens to be earning far more than most Americans and is well positioned to find a partner who can do the same. It is easy to describe traditional families as unnecessary and outmoded when one has already reaped the benefits of growing up in a traditional family structure and is well on the way to producing a traditional family oneself. However, were the less privileged to internalize and live in accordance with these espoused beliefs, it would generally be to their detriment. It would render them less competitive. It would hinder their social mobility. Luxury beliefs, in a nutshell, entail striking cosmetically “radical” postures on social issues that help elites signal and reinforce their social position, often at others’ expense. Nonelites would be well advised to ignore what symbolic capitalists say and look at what we do instead. Those interested in understanding contemporary inequality would be well served by adopting the same strategy.



Coda: Rich, White, and Blue

Across the board, with few exceptions, those who lack at least a BA tend to be outright excluded from the symbolic professions. Within the symbolic economy, the possession of a degree (and where it is from) shapes which voices are deemed worth listening to or taking seriously; which candidates for a position are worth considering; and who has access to institutions of cultural or political influence as bureaucrats, politicians, teachers, journalists, researchers, artists and entertainers, and so on. Indeed, even religious leaders are increasingly expected to be “credentialed.” Consequently, those who tend to be systematically excluded from colleges and universities will tend to be even more dramatically underrepresented in the symbolic professions and possess relatively low symbolic capital overall.

There are dramatic disparities in educational attainment in the United States along the lines of race, gender, and class. For instance, a white American is twice as likely to have a PhD as a Black American, and nearly four times more likely to hold a PhD than a Hispanic American. U.S. men are 33 percent more likely to possess a PhD than U.S. women, and 27 percent more likely to possess a professional degree (JD, MD, etc.), despite women significantly outpacing men for AA, BA, and MA credentials. As a function of these disparities, jobs that require a BA will exclude 83 percent of African Americans right out of the gate (and an even higher share of Hispanics). A job that requires an MA will exclude 95 percent of Hispanic Americans. When a preference for elite schools is added in, the disparities grow even more pronounced.172

Nonetheless, as a growing share of the U.S. public began to attain college degrees, the educational requirements for symbolic economy jobs increased—as did employer preferences for credentials from elite colleges and universities.173 Consequently, the symbolic professions tend to be highly unrepresentative of America as a whole. To illustrate just how out of step they tend to be, consider the demographic breakdown of the professoriate.174


TABLE 3.6. Postsecondary Completion Rates, Highest Attainment by Race/Ethnicity and Sex, Americans Twenty-Five Years and Older, 2021




	
Self-identification


	
AA


	
BA


	
MA


	
PhD


	
Professional







	
Asian (alone)


	
6.7


	
33.7


	
19.6


	
5.4


	
2.3





	
Male


	
9.5


	
22.8


	
9.5


	
2.4


	
1.8





	
Non-Hispanic white (alone)


	
11.1


	
26.0


	
11.8


	
2.3


	
1.8





	
U.S. average (total population)


	
10.5


	
23.5


	
10.7


	
2.1


	
1.5





	
Female


	
11.3


	
24.1


	
11.9


	
1.8


	
1.3





	
Black (alone)


	
10.6


	
17.2


	
8.6


	
1.3


	
1.0





	
Hispanic (any)


	
9.0


	
14.5


	
4.8


	
0.6


	
0.7





	
Source: U.S. Census Bureau.







Disaggregating these data by institutional rank reveals even deeper disparities: tenured professors are especially likely to be white and male. Black, Hispanic, Indigenous, and female scholars, meanwhile, are especially likely to occupy part-time and contingent faculty positions, with much lower pay, benefits, job security, institutional authority, and academic freedom.175 They also tend to be concentrated into less prestigious and lower-paying schools (including two-year colleges),176 and in fields where faculty are not compensated as well.177 Put another way, even as more nonwhites are aspiring to become professors, a growing share of aspirants are being dumped into a disposable labor pool, with systematic variance along the lines of race, gender, ideological leanings, and socioeconomic or regional background with regard to who gets sorted where.178 The growing stratification of academic faculty roles in recent decades is striking because, over this same period, the professoriate has also grown far more politically progressive. In 1969, liberal professors outnumbered conservatives by 1.7 to 1. By 2019, it was 6.9 to 1. Moreover, the ideological constitution of schools is correlated strongly with prestige: the more elite a school is, the more homogenously liberal it tends to be.179

For a host of reasons, it would be difficult to include the socioeconomic backgrounds and the community types (rural, urban, suburban) that faculty were typically raised in within this same breakdown. However, an ambitious recent study exploring the socioeconomic backgrounds of faculty members found that nearly nine in ten professors seem to have grown up in urban areas; on average they enjoyed household incomes that were 23.7 percent higher than the national average at the time of their childhoods. More than three out of four grew up in houses their parents owned (also higher than national averages during their childhoods). Most faculty had at least one parent with an advanced degree; nearly three-quarters had a parent with at least a BA. Moreover, the authors found, those raised by one or more parent with a PhD were significantly more likely to land a tenure-track position at an elite school as compared with faculty whose parents did not have terminal degrees.180 Across the board, the overwhelming majority of tenured and tenure-track faculty hail from a small number of elite schools, which themselves cater primarily to students from well-off families.181


TABLE 3.7. How the American Professoriate Compares with the Broader U.S. Population: Full-Time Professors at Four-Year Colleges and Universities




	
Self-identification


	
Percentage of U.S. professoriate


	
Percentage of U.S. population


	
Percentage over- or underrepresented in professoriate (relative to general population)







	
Non-Christian faith


	
13


	
4


	
+225





	
Politically “left”


	
62


	
24


	
+158





	
Asian and Pacific Islander


	
11


	
6


	
+83





	
LGBTQ


	
8


	
5


	
+60





	
Religiously unaffiliated


	
31


	
20


	
+55





	
White


	
69


	
60


	
+15





	
Man


	
52


	
49


	
+6





	
Woman


	
48


	
51


	
−6





	
Politically “moderate”


	
29


	
35


	
−20





	
Christian


	
53


	
76


	
−30





	
Black


	
6


	
13


	
−54





	
Hispanic


	
6


	
18


	
−67





	
Politically “right”


	
9


	
37


	
−76





	
Sources: Data on the professoriate from the National Center for Education Statistics and the Higher Education Research Institute. Baseline data on U.S. adults from same-year estimates by the U.S. Census Bureau and Gallup.







In short, tenured and tenure-track college professors represent a very narrow geographic and socioeconomic slice of society. They are highly unrepresentative of the rest of the country demographically and ideologically as well. However, the professoriate is not an outlier relative to the other symbolic professions.

Take journalism as an example: more than nine out of ten contemporary journalists have a BA or higher (as compared with fewer than six in ten journalists in 1971).182 Ubiquitous degree requirements for journalism jobs tightly constrain the field—de facto excluding the overwhelming majority of African Americans, Hispanics, people from rural backgrounds, low-income, and working-class Americans from taking part in the journalistic enterprise. Other industry factors intensify this exclusion.

Over the last few decades, media organizations have been consolidated into the hands of a small number of companies. In 1983, roughly 90 percent of all media were controlled by fifty companies. By 2012, that stat had been reduced to six companies.183 Even local newspapers and television conglomerates are increasingly being bought up by huge conglomerates.184 There have been massive layoffs of journalists nationwide, and a huge and growing share of the media jobs that remain have been centered in a small number of coastal metropolitan hubs.185 These consolidations have led to a significant decline in coverage of local issues (and the issues locals care about).186 People in “flyover country” therefore not only are left with few outlets to influence the national discourse but also have less capability to make their voices heard even at the state or local level. Instead, local and state news has largely been replaced with nationalized and centralized news, contributing to the “nationalization of politics” in turn.187

Media organizations have contemporaneously become more politically parochial. Although the profession has long skewed left, in 1971 roughly 25.7 percent of U.S. journalists identified as Republican; this was a figure not much lower than the general population at the time (28 percent). By 2022, however, only 3.4 percent of journalists identified with the GOP. Republicans have gone from being outnumbered 1.4 to 1 within the journalism profession to being outnumbered by more than 10 to 1.188 And this is just in terms of formal partisan affiliation. Although a majority of journalists identify as “independent,” polls show they tend to donate to or vote for Democrats at far higher rates than their explicit identification might suggest.189

Moving beyond the narrow partisan political divide, the values and priorities of journalists tend to be far out of step with those of most other Americans. For instance, 76 percent of Americans believe that journalists should strive to cover all sides of an issue with equanimity; only 44 percent of journalists share this sentiment.190 Likewise, a recent study by the Media Insight Project found that journalists also tend to emphasize social criticism over focusing on solutions or things that are going right or working well. They tend to reactively side with rebels and minority populations in conflicts at the expense of more dominant groups. Only about 20 percent of the public aligns with journalists in terms of values and priorities like these—primarily, highly educated liberals. What’s more, the Media Insight Project found that the wide moral chasm between journalists and the rest of the public is widely recognized by laypeople, and it significantly undermines their trust in journalistic outputs.191 Nonetheless, journalists tend to labor under the mistaken impression that their values and politics are broadly aligned with “the people.”192

Beyond being consolidated along the lines of geography, ideology, and education, the journalistic profession has also increasingly become a profession by and for the affluent. As communication scholar Christopher Martin demonstrated, around the same time that the Democratic Party shifted away from the working class (in the late 1960s), journalists did as well. Working-class issues and working-class readers were largely abandoned in favor of more “upscale” and “sophisticated” audiences; labor was cast aside in favor of consumer and business interests.193 However, the changes were not just in the stories produced and how they were covered—there were roughly contemporaneous shifts in the socioeconomic backgrounds of journalists themselves.

Much like university faculty, a hugely disproportionate (and growing) share of contemporary media interns, reporters, and editors hail from a small number of highly selective schools—a reality that is especially pronounced at “prestige” media institutions. Indeed, outlets like the New York Times, Wall Street Journal, and New Republic tend to have higher shares of graduates from elite schools than Fortune 500 CEOs, the U.S. Congress, or federal judges. They have shares of elite school graduates comparable to that of the Forbes Billionaires list.194

Similar to academia, newsrooms have come to increasingly rely on poorly compensated (or altogether uncompensated) labor. Freelancers are typically paid little to nothing because the pool of people desperate to have their work published anywhere (especially prestige media outlets) has grown so large.195 Many are convinced they must give away content for free, in order to build a portfolio that would allow them to charge for content later (or to have a chance at being hired as a staff writer somewhere). Moreover, interning is now viewed as an almost necessary rite of passage to land a secure and well-compensated media job—especially if one aspires to work at a prestige media outlet. But of course, it is a very particular type of young person who can work long and flexible hours without getting paid (or barely getting paid), yet still survive in the expensive cities that media organizations are located in: people who come from wealthy backgrounds. Indeed, much like journalists themselves, interns at flagship news organizations tend to hail overwhelmingly from highly selective schools that cater primarily to the well-off.196 Consequently, journalism’s increased reliance on freelancers and interns has reinforced and accelerated its transformation into a profession of privilege.

This is a problem, of course, because journalism was founded as a profession under the auspices of holding elites to account. This becomes much more difficult to do in a world where the rich, the powerful, and the famous are also journalists’ family, friends, lovers, and mentors; when they have convergent socioeconomic and political interests; when they share similar backgrounds, life experiences, tastes, and worldviews (all of which clash dramatically with those of the hoi polloi). It has become especially difficult to hold to account the new class of symbolic capitalist millionaires and billionaires who directly underwrite many contemporary journalistic enterprises and also indirectly fund news organizations via “sponsored content” (advertisements made to look like regular news stories) purchased by the nonprofit and advocacy organizations these superelites control.197 Not only do journalists broadly sympathize with these new oligarchs and their social and political agendas, they also want to keep the checks coming. These ties and incentives can influence coverage in all sorts of subtle, often unconscious, ways—irrespective of how sincerely committed the affected journalists might be to independence, rigor, and other purported values of the profession.198

With respect to race and ethnicity, much like academia, the media industry writ large skews significantly whiter than the general population. Flagship publications tend to be even worse with respect to racial and ethnic diversity than most other journalistic outlets. And as unrepresentative as journalists are relative to the general U.S. population, they are even more out of sync with the demographics of the cities that media outlets tend to be based in. These dynamics grow even more pronounced as one moves “up” the organizational ladder: editors and executives are significantly more likely than journalists themselves to be non-Hispanic whites. Likewise, journalistic editorial and executive positions continue to be dominated by men.199 At the very highest level, of the people who direct the six newspapers with the largest circulations, the three major broadcast networks, the three big cable news channels, and the websites with the most monthly visitors, 80 percent are non-Hispanic whites and 73 percent are male.200


TABLE 3.8. Demographics of Selected Occupations by Percentage of Total Workforce, 2022




	
Occupation


	
Percentage women


	
Percentage white


	
Percentage Black


	
Percentage Asian


	
Percentage Hispanic







	
U.S. workforce overall


	
46.8


	
77.0


	
12.6


	
6.7


	
18.5





	



	
News analysts, reporters, and journalists


	
48.4


	
79.8


	
13.1


	
3.0


	
8.8





	
Writers and authors


	
57.3


	
87.7


	
6.7


	
4.5


	
7.3





	
Technical writers


	
65.1


	
87.6


	
0.0


	
9.5


	
9.2





	
Editors


	
66.0


	
91.5


	
2.6


	
3.5


	
3.0





	



	
Graphic designers


	
53.7


	
82.0


	
6.3


	
7.7


	
12.9





	
Photographers


	
47.8


	
83.3


	
8.4


	
3.7


	
15.8





	
Artists and related workers


	
49.2


	
83.9


	
6.1


	
5.7


	
14.5





	



	
Public relations and fundraising managers


	
64.3


	
87.4


	
8.9


	
2.9


	
7.5





	
Public relations specialists


	
67.0


	
81.4


	
12.2


	
2.4


	
11.9





	
Promoters, agents, managers for public figures, performers, entertainers, or events


	
42.7


	
68.2


	
19.0


	
8.1


	
17.9





	



	
Advertising and promotions managers


	
49.7


	
80.3


	
13.8


	
4.4


	
8.9





	
Marketing managers


	
58.9


	
83.9


	
6.8


	
7.5


	
11.4





	
Advertising sales agents


	
52.1


	
85.6


	
7.8


	
5.4


	
9.9





	
Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. Readers should note that the Bureau of Labor Statistics does not currently separate out Hispanic from non-Hispanic whites. Hence, racial and ethnic statistics typically sum to more than 100 percent. Full dataset available in U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2023b.







Although the lack of diversity in many U.S. newsrooms is often explained as a “pipeline problem,” it is also the case that minority graduates in communications or journalism are not being hired when they hit the job market. An investigation by Columbia Journalism Review found that graduating minority students in journalism or communications were significantly (17 percentage points) less likely to land a media job as compared with white graduates.201 A big part of the story seems to be that minority graduates are less likely to possess credentials from elite schools (which many institutions prefer). They’re also less likely to be able to afford to do unpaid internships and are less connected to elite networks (through which many affluent whites find jobs). In short, the growing educational and socioeconomic elitism within U.S. media reinforces disparities along racial and ethnic lines as well.

Nonetheless, a 2022 Pew Research poll found that nearly half of U.S. journalists believe news organizations do a good job “giving voice to the unrepresented.” Less than a quarter of the broader public agreed.202 This is another of many cases where laymen seem to have a better handle on the situation than practitioners. As communications scholar Nikki Usher memorably argued, news media is increasingly becoming an industry by and for the “rich, white and blue.”203 Yet these trends are hardly limited to the journalistic sphere. They are pronounced in the arts and entertainment industries more broadly.

Although these industries lean overwhelmingly Democrat, with few exceptions, they also skew disproportionately white. Those calling the shots in these industries are especially likely to be white and male. For instance, on its face, the motion picture and film industry seems close to parity with the broader U.S. population in terms of race and ethnicity—although women are heavily underrepresented. However, looking at producers and directors, a different picture emerges. Women are a little better represented, minorities less so. According to 2022 U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics estimates, producers and directors are 83 percent white, 3 percent Asian, and 9 percent Hispanic (with African Americans near parity at 12 percent). As revealed in the previous table, the demographics of writers and authors are even more skewed in favor of whites.

That is, the minorities who work in the film and television industry are largely consolidated into positions where they work to execute other (white) people’s visions. They work in positions where they have less agency, and also less pay and prestige, than white decision makers. Similar realities hold across gender lines: women make up 44 percent of producers and directors overall. However, for the top 250 movies of 2020, less than 23 percent of the writers, directors, producers, executive producers, editors, and cinematographers were women. For the top 100 films, it was 21 percent.204 Pretty much the same story holds for broadcast and streaming television programming.205 Across the board, to the extent that women are directors or producers, it is typically for smaller-budget and less widely distributed or publicized works. At the highest level, a 2020 New York Times investigation highlighted that among the people who run the top twenty-five TV networks and Hollywood studios, 60 percent were men, and 88 percent were non-Hispanic whites.206


TABLE 3.9. Demographics of Selected Industries by Percentage of Total Workforce, 2022




	
Occupation


	
Percentage women


	
Percentage white


	
Percentage Black


	
Percentage Asian


	
Percentage Hispanic







	
U.S. workforce overall


	
46.8


	
77.0


	
12.6


	
6.7


	
18.5





	
Newspaper publishers


	
46.0


	
81.8


	
10.2


	
3.7


	
7.3





	
Periodical, book, and directory publishers


	
55.8


	
83.1


	
4.7


	
6.2


	
7.2





	
Libraries and archives


	
77.5


	
82.0


	
7.5


	
8.1


	
7.7





	



	
Performing arts companies


	
46.3


	
77.8


	
12.1


	
7.8


	
13.1





	
Independent artists, writers, and performers


	
46.2


	
85.7


	
8.6


	
3.4


	
11.2





	
Museums, art galleries, historical sites


	
48.5


	
87.5


	
7.0


	
2.0


	
11.1





	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Motion picture and video industries


	
31.0


	
77.5


	
11.9


	
6.7


	
14.0





	
Software publishing (including video games)


	
31.1


	
75.6


	
5.6


	
14.4


	
6.7





	
Broadcasting (except internet)


	
38.8


	
82.4


	
10.7


	
3.0


	
13.1





	
Internet publishing and broadcasting


	
39.6


	
63.7


	
10.0


	
22.5


	
9.7





	
Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. Readers should note that the Bureau of Labor Statistics does not separate out Hispanic from non-Hispanic whites, so racial and ethnic statistics typically sum to more than 100 percent. Full dataset available in U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2023c.







Irrespective of their gender or race, people who work in the entertainment industry tend to be from wealthy backgrounds. Like journalism, the film and entertainment industry increasingly relies on workers who get paid little to nothing in the hope of getting a foot in the door to becoming a writer, editor, producer, director, agent, or executive. The only people who can afford to live in the expensive cities where these productions take place, and work more than full time on erratic schedules (which interfere with taking a second job), and for little to no money, tend to be people who hail from affluent backgrounds and receive financial support from others with significant discretionary income.207 Much like superfluous degree requirements, the extremely low (or nonexistent) pay in the initial career stages of many symbolic professions serves as a filtering mechanism to exclude people from the “wrong” backgrounds from being able to secure the coveted industry jobs that are very well paid, secure, and vested with significant prestige, autonomy, and influence.

A recent study looking at U.S. “creatives”—artists, musicians, actors, and other performers, writers, filmmakers, and so on—found that they tend to be highly educated, skew disproportionately white, and hail from relatively affluent backgrounds (with their wealthy families subsidizing their artistic lifestyles and endeavors, as creatives tend to earn inconsistent income, and less money than other symbolic capitalists, while living in very expensive cities).208 Those who prove able to sustain themselves as artists, to persist in the arts over time or work across genres, are especially likely to hail from these backgrounds.209 Geographically speaking, creatives overwhelmingly tend to have grown up in symbolic economy hubs.

Within those hubs, it used to be the case that creatives would cluster in lower-income areas within cities, often beautifying them and fostering a vibrant cultural scene—making their adopted neighborhoods more appealing to other symbolic capitalists (and thereby serving as a vanguard for gentrification). While this still happens in some places, today it is more common for creatives to operate in neighborhoods that either have long been affluent or are already gentrified.210 That is, creatives swoop in after the long-standing poor and minority residents have been largely displaced, and often work directly with cities, developers, advertisers, and incoming businesses (i.e., “the man”) to give recently gentrified areas a more “edgy” feel through relatively sterile forms of graffiti, public installations, interior decorations, and so on.211 Likewise, creatives are often given space to open galleries or studios and put on shows or classes in order to make an area seem more “cultured” after its preexisting culture has been largely cleansed (a phenomenon colloquially known as “artwashing”).212

Because creatives are often surrounded by extremely rich people, many mistakenly assume they are not, themselves, elites. However, as Richard Florida explained, “even though the vast majority of creatives are not truly wealthy, they are relatively advantaged relative to most urbanites and most Americans. This becomes clear when we take into account the amount of money that artists and cultural creatives have left over after paying for housing.”213 The typical creative in New York, Los Angeles, or San Francisco, he showed, tends to have nearly three times as much discretionary income as the typical service worker in those same cities. “Empirically speaking,” he continued, “their aggregate economic situation puts them closer to the company of a more advantaged urban elite, and a world away from that of the less advantaged service class.”214

Alternatively, consider the tech industry. Mirroring trends among media organizations, a small number of tech institutions have been gobbling up all competitors, killing competition, stifling innovation, and, increasingly, engaging in cartel-like behaviors.215 Moreover, much like being a professor or a journalist, being a successful inventor today is heavily contingent on being relatively affluent and well connected.

A study of 1.2 million U.S. inventors since 1980 found that they tend to come from the top income quintile—and one’s likelihood of becoming an inventor increases exponentially when one’s family income surpasses the top 10 percent, and again at the top 5 percent. Inventors, like artists, tend to hail from symbolic economy hubs. Much like how tenure-track academics reproduce across generations, a child is especially likely to grow up to be a successful inventor if their parents were inventors too—largely because they have much greater access to key social networks and nonpublic knowledge. Critically, all of this holds even while controlling for popular measures of innate ability. People from the high end of intellectual acumen (as measured by standardized test scores) are unlikely to become inventors if they happen to hail from lower socioeconomic backgrounds. Likewise, independent of raw ability, one’s prospects as an inventor also tend to be much lower if one happens to be female, Black, Hispanic, or a product or resident of “flyover country.” People who are nonmale, nonwhite, and from nonurban and nonaffluent backgrounds are even less likely to become highly cited or highly paid inventors—irrespective of their measured aptitudes (if they manage to become an inventor at all).216

Like academia or the media and entertainment industries, the tech industry skews overwhelmingly left politically.217 In 2018, for instance, 95 percent of political donations $200 or higher went to Democrats from workers at Facebook, Salesforce, Alphabet/Google, Lyft, Stripe, Apple, Airbnb, Twitter, and Netflix. Additionally, roughly nine out of ten donations in excess of $200 from employees at Amazon, Microsoft, PayPal, eBay, and Tesla also went to Democrats. The major tech company workforce that is furthest to the right, Oracle, still had more than two-thirds of its employees’ political donations go to the Democratic Party.218 However, these workers don’t just support Democrats in general, they strongly favor the candidates who are furthest to the left. An analysis by the Financial Times found that, during the 2020 Democratic primary election, the overwhelming majority of tech workers favored Bernie Sanders and Elizabeth Warren. All other candidates combined (including the eventual winner, Joe Biden) garnered less support than either of these two individually.219

Yet despite this tight alignment with America’s primary left-wing party (and its most left-aligned candidates), the tech industry is also roughly 70 percent male, and it is notorious for its culture of casual sexism and sexual harassment.220 The field’s well-earned reputation for gender discrimination and misogyny reinforces the demographic skew, as most women are disinclined to pursue courses of study and lines of work that will probably embed them in a hostile work environment.221

The racial picture is just as bad. Only about 5 percent of all tech employees are Black or Hispanic. Given that roughly 30 percent of America is Black or Hispanic according to U.S. Census estimates, this underrepresentation is extreme—and is roughly double what would be expected if the “pipeline” (i.e., the dearth of Black or Hispanic college graduates in relevant fields) was the main issue.222 Instead, in tech, as in journalism, a big part of the problem is that formally qualified Black and Hispanic candidates simply aren’t getting hired. For those who do land jobs, Black and Hispanic tech employees also tend to earn much less than their white peers.223 On average, Hispanics in tech earn about 25 percent less than non-Hispanic whites. African Americans earn 30 percent less.

The racial pay gap is significantly larger than the gender pay gap in the industry. Women in tech earn on average about 18 percent less than men. This gap is typically explained in terms of the fact that women are more likely to take time off to raise children, which interrupts their career trajectories. Moreover, because they are more likely to prioritize their families over their jobs relative to men, women are often less willing to work an extreme number of hours per week, especially unconventional hours, which puts them at a competitive disadvantage with respect to male colleagues who more fully embrace “crunch culture.”224 These explanations don’t seem to well explain the racial wage gaps, which hold even among Black and Hispanic men as compared with white and Asian peers—and which have been growing even as the gender pay gaps have been shrinking.

Similar realities hold across the symbolic professions (e.g., finance, law, consulting). They tend to skew overwhelmingly liberal while also being extremely parochial, hierarchical, and exploitative. Although they profess to champion the marginalized and disadvantaged, symbolic economy institutions are composed primarily of people from highly educated, relatively affluent, urban-dwelling families. Notwithstanding intense institutional preoccupations with diversity, equity, and inclusion, symbolic professions tend to be far less diverse than most other American workplaces. Systematic inequalities along the lines of race and gender are quite pronounced, not just in symbolic capitalists’ workplaces but also in their communities and in their tastes and lifestyles. Our intense rhetorical focus on the millionaires and billionaires should not distract from the reality that symbolic capitalists are among the primary “winners” in the prevailing order. We’re some of the main beneficiaries of the inequalities we condemn. And we have never been woke.







4
Postmaterialist Politics



As symbolic capitalists have been increasingly consolidated into a relatively small number of specialized urban hubs, capital has followed them. In the contemporary United States, wealth has been concentrated heavily in urban, coastal regions, particularly the West Coast (Seattle through San Diego), and the Northeast Corridor running from Boston through New York to Washington, DC, plus a handful of other major cities such as Chicago, Miami, Atlanta, Minneapolis, Austin, and Boulder.1 These metropolitan regions serve as hubs for the most lucrative and essential industries in today’s economy: finance, consulting, law, technology, and medicine.2 Perhaps unsurprisingly, college graduates from around the country are increasingly flocking to these cities as well—creating a “brain drain” for much of the rest of the country.3

The states hosting this nexus of social and financial capital tend to be solidly “blue.” Within those states, districts containing major metropolitan centers where symbolic capitalists tend to work and live trend even further left—and have been growing even bluer in recent cycles as a result of symbolic capitalists’ tightening alignment with the Democratic Party. To give some perspective of how much has changed: in 1993, the richest 20 percent of congressional districts were represented by Republicans over Democrats at a ratio of less than two to one. Today, they tilt Democrat by nearly five to one.4 The socioeconomic profiles of Democratic primary voters have shifted significantly as well. Counties with higher concentrations of lower- and working-class Americans are today a much smaller portion of Democratic primary voters than they were in 2008, while counties with large concentrations of affluent households comprise an ever-growing share.5 This has important consequences for the types of candidates that succeed in primary elections, the language those candidates use, the issues they center, what the party platform ends up looking like, and, ultimately, who is drawn to the party and their candidates in national elections (and who is alienated therefrom).6

Likewise, in the wake of Citizens United v. FEC, there was much hand-wringing among Democrats about “dark money” and its potential to warp policymaking to serve the hidden agendas of millionaires and billionaires. Almost the entire conversation on this topic was focused on the political Right.7 Yet, in the decade following Citizens United, Democrats were the primary recipients of dark money from elites—and the disparities between the parties have continued to grow. In 2020, for instance, Joe Biden raised more than six times as much money from anonymous donors than Donald Trump. Perhaps unsurprisingly, as Democrats emerged as the main beneficiaries of dark money, financial transparency became a much smaller priority on the left. “Social justice” arguments against financial disclosure have even been developed and deployed by progressives to protect and legitimize discreet access to the pocketbooks of billionaires and their foundations.8

At a more local level, U.S. cities associated with the symbolic economy are not just places where vast and ever-growing sums of wealth are consolidated; they are perhaps more uniformly “liberal” than they have ever been, and tend to be starkly segregated along political lines.9 According to estimates by Ryan Enos and his collaborators, roughly 38 percent of contemporary Democrats live in “political bubbles” (where less than a quarter of one’s neighbors belong to the nondominant political party)—largely as a result of how politically homogeneous most major cities have become: “The most extreme political isolation is found among Democrats living in high-density urban areas, with the most isolated 10% of Democrats in the United States expected to have 93% or more of encounters in their residential environment with other Democrats.… In major urban areas, Democrat exposure to Republicans is extremely low, especially in the dense urban cores. Notably, a large plurality of Democrat voters live in these areas and the very low levels of exposure extend even to the medium-density suburbs of these major areas and to minor urban areas.”10

Now, given the current concentrations of financial and cultural capital into these areas—which are controlled by Democrats to an extent that approaches one-party rule—it is actually well within the power of mainstream symbolic capitalists and their copartisans to significantly upend the distribution of wealth and opportunity in the United States purely through how they allocate their own resources, manage the organizations and institutions they are embedded in, and leverage city and state governments that Democrats firmly control. And yet, the regions symbolic capitalists dominate also happen to be the most unequal places in the United States—with an ever-growing share of denizens classifying as either extremely well off or impoverished.11 Although these metropolitan centers are more diverse than ever, they remain heavily segregated along racial and ethnic lines.12 As economist Tyler Cowen put it,


The data show that the rich and well educated are keener to live together, in tight bunches and groups, than are the less well educated. Democrats cluster themselves more tightly than do Republicans.… And if we look at professions? Well, the so-called creative class is more clustered than the working class. Ironically, it’s these groups—the wealthy, the well-educated, and the creative class—who often complain about inequality and American segregation with the greatest fervor. The self-selection process is running its course, and how people are voting with their feet often differs from what’s coming out of their mouths.13



Granted, the cities symbolic capitalists gravitate toward do tend to have significantly higher taxes, largely to fund more generous social safety nets, infrastructure projects, and government services. However, these state and local tax revenues tend to be extracted at significantly higher rates from people in the lower quintiles of the income distribution.14 It is the poor and middle classes who disproportionately fund the more generous social safety nets in these states and municipalities. Meanwhile, upper-middle-class and wealthy taxpayers tend to be much more aggressive in using charitable donations and other deductions and loopholes to reduce their tax liability—in the process, drastically reducing government revenues, and thereby undermining state-led efforts to assist the disadvantaged.15

Yet despite being more likely to claim deductions, and despite having more discretionary income at their disposal than most, the relatively well off in symbolic economy hubs tend to be less likely to make charitable donations than other Americans. They also generally give a smaller share of their income to charity and tend to focus the donations they do provide on causes other than helping the poor or mitigating inequality. Studies consistently show that the Americans who are most likely to give, and who dedicate the largest share of their income to charity, are actually those from the lower socioeconomic quintiles and those who live in rural, suburban, or “red” districts—particularly those who identify as religious or conservative.16 These are also the donors whose charity is most directly oriented toward addressing poverty and human suffering. In contrast, wealthier, more educated, urban donors (who trend left) are more likely to dedicate resources to causes like environmental protection or animal rights, or to organizations like the ACLU or Amnesty International.17 Very few donations by these donors are aimed at underserved communities.18 Instead, the largest charitable contributions consistently go to universities, especially elite private schools, and museums or the arts—that is, to institutions that these elites (and their families) are, themselves, among the most likely to utilize.19 Indeed, even when they invest in ostensibly public spaces like parks, said elites often work to tightly restrict access thereafter—particularly with respect to minorities and the poor.20

A bitter irony underlying this stinginess is that it is precisely the “coerced philanthropy” of the poor and working classes that allows symbolic capitalists to enjoy the lifestyles they take for granted. As discussed in the previous chapter, it is their desperation and exploitation that subsidize our ability to rely on cheap, disposable labor to run our errands, care for our loved ones, cart us around on demand, produce boutique goods and services at an “affordable” price, and so on. As Barbara Ehrenreich powerfully emphasized,


When someone works for less pay than she can live on—when, for example, she goes hungry so that you can eat more cheaply and conveniently—then she has made a great sacrifice for you, she has made you a gift of some part of her abilities, her health and her life. The “working poor,” as they are approvingly termed, are in fact the major philanthropists of our society. They neglect their own children so that the children of others will be cared for; they live in substandard housing so that other homes will be shiny and perfect; they endure privation so that inflation will be low and stock prices high. To be a member of the working poor is to be an anonymous donor, a nameless benefactor, to everyone else. As Gail, one of my restaurant coworkers put it, “you give and you give.”21



To illustrate the tensions at play, consider the case of California: the state has been a Democratic bastion for decades. It is, by far, America’s most populous state22 and also the most “culturally diverse.”23 California includes some of the nation’s best universities, and it serves as a key hub for tech, entertainment, media, and more. With respect to real GDP, it is far and away the richest state in the union.24 Many in the state are personally rich as well: roughly one out of every twelve Californians is a millionaire. Yet the state also has the highest poverty rate in the nation.25 Many of its metropolitan areas host vast encampments of homeless people due to a lack of affordable residential options—yet the overwhelmingly liberal denizens of these cities nonetheless aggressively resist the construction of shelters or multifamily housing. In the same election cycle that Democrat Joe Biden carried the state by more than 29 percentage points in his quest for the White House, Californians also decisively voted to prevent gig workers from being counted as employees—thereby disqualifying them from the benefits and protections most other laborers enjoy.26 Noting contradictions like these, Ezra Klein observed, “There is a danger—not just in California, but everywhere—that politics becomes an aesthetic rather than a program … where the symbols of progressivism are often preferred to the sacrifices and risks those ideals demand. California, as the biggest state in the nation, and one where Democrats hold total control of the government, carries a special burden. If progressivism cannot work here, why should the country believe it can work anywhere else?”27

A similar story could be told of New York. It has also long been a Democratic stronghold. In terms of ideological self-identification, its residents are among the most liberal in America.28 The state boasts some of the most prestigious private and public higher education institutions in the nation, including two Ivy League universities. New York City serves as a key hub for banking and finance—not just for America but for the world. It is also, perhaps, the single most important city for media and publishing in the United States. New York State’s economy is the third largest in the nation (measured in terms of real GDP). The state has the fourth-largest population in the United States as well. Roughly one out of every thirteen New York State residents is a millionaire.29 Yet New York also has the second-highest level of income inequality in the country.30 Hence, despite its immense wealth, alongside California, the state has one of the highest poverty rates in America. Although New York is one of the most diverse states in the union, it also has the ignoble honor of possessing the most racially and ethnically segregated school systems in the entire United States.31

As New York Times economic analyst Binyamin Appelbaum put it, “Blue states are the problem: Blue states are where the housing crisis is located. Blue states are where the disparities in education funding are the most dramatic. Blue states are the places where tens of thousands of homeless people are living on the streets. Blue states are the places where economic inequality is increasing most quickly in this country.”32 Despite Democrats describing Republican efforts to restrict the ballot as “Jim Crow 2.0,” blue northeastern states also happen to have some of the heaviest voting restrictions in the country.33

As bad as these contradictions may look at the state level, they are far, far worse when one drills into the specific cities symbolic capitalists are congregated in. They tend to be far richer and more diverse than the rest of the state and skew far more liberal than the rest of the state—yet they also tend to contain much higher levels of poverty, segregation, inequality, and exploitation than other parts of the state. Indeed, on all counts, these metropolitan areas tend to drive the overall trends for the states they are embedded in. Put another way, despite how blue these symbolic economy hubs are, and despite how vocally preoccupied symbolic capitalists are with various forms of inequality, wealth continues to be concentrated into the hands of elites in these regions at a far higher clip than it is being reallocated to the disadvantaged.

In order to understand these dynamics, it is necessary to go beyond understanding symbolic capitalists in generic terms, for instance as “liberals” or “Democrats.” This chapter will illustrate that symbolic capitalists are not just different from other people in terms of our professions and social position; we also tend to be very different from the broader public in terms of our ideological and psychological tendencies. As a result of the interplay between our unique social position and cognitive profiles, symbolic capitalists are predisposed toward a peculiar style of politics and tend to have a political agenda that does not easily fit in the traditional left-right American spectrum. As symbolic capitalists became increasingly influential in the U.S. economy and culture, both parties actively tried to court them. Ultimately, they ended up aligning with the Democrats. In the process, they profoundly changed the Democratic Party and, indeed, the U.S. political landscape writ large.


Sophisticated Accumulation

Many alternative names for symbolic capitalists refer to them as a class: the professional-managerial class, the new class, the creative class, the aspirational class, Class X. On the one hand, this is sensible, as these elites have convergent interests, especially around issues like intellectual property laws, public trust in education, science and expertise, or continued investments in science, technology, research, and the arts. They concentrate in the same urban hubs. They broadly share certain ideological and cultural dispositions. However, at best, they could be understood as a class in statu nascendi—that is, a class still in the process of being formed. This process has been consistently undermined, most notably by changes in the economy that have created growing inequalities within and between the symbolic professions—generating often-intense internal struggles over resources and prestige, claims and counterclaims for authority and jurisdiction, and so on. Great Awokenings are largely manifestations of these internal tensions.

What’s more, as scholars of this elite constellation have long observed, symbolic capitalists tend not to think of themselves as a class. Consequently, they do not organize themselves as a class in pursuit of shared interests in the way that earlier generations of elites have done. As Shamus Khan explains,


The culturally important shift in the elite identity has been from being a “class” to a collection of individuals—the best and brightest. That is, rather than identifying as a group which is constituted through a set of institutions (families, schools, clubs, a shared cultural-historical legacy, etc.), today’s elites consider themselves as constituted by their individual talents.… While they certainly know that their individual traits, capacities, skills, talents and qualities are cultivated, they suggest that this cultivation is done through hard work, and access is granted through capacity rather than birthright. If I were to talk about elite culture today, then, I would talk about a culture of “individual self-cultivation.”34



To the extent that symbolic capitalists identify with groups, it is generally in the service of enhancing their individual position. Costly sacrifices on behalf of other people or collectives are rare in symbolic capitalist spaces. Although our language often makes appeals to solidaristic altruism, symbolic capitalists primarily deploy political discourse (broadly construed) for the purposes of individual enhancement and personal expression. These bids tend to focus on things like representation, symbols, distinctions (between people and across and within groups), various forms of etiquette and decorum, deference practices, and nomenclature because precisely what symbolic capitalists are primarily concerned about—the main thing they are struggling over—is social status. And their desire for symbolic capital tends to be insatiable.

Generally speaking, there are diminishing returns for financial capital. After a certain point, the happiness or empowerment people receive from additional material assets begins to taper off, as does the ambition to increase one’s wealth. There is loss aversion (most are hesitant to move down from their current position), but the desire to accumulate still more begins to cool. Indeed, contrary to earlier narratives defining humankind as the profit-maximizing homo economicus, it turns out that most people are happy being whatever they perceive to be average, or a little better than average, with respect to wealth. That is, it is possible for people to feel more or less satisfied and secure with respect to financial capital. This is much less the case for symbolic capital. Instead, research shows that as people approach the point where they become less concerned with materialistic forms of capital, their desire for symbolic capital begins to accelerate rapidly.35 Millionaires and billionaires create charities and invest in institutions essentially to convert excess financial capital into symbolic capital.36 Those few who continue to aggressively chase wealth despite being rich often do so because they view their wealth as a sign of social status and they’re trying to surpass peers who possess more than they do.37 That is, after a point, even the pursuit of financial capital stops being “about” the money; it’s used as a placeholder for symbolic capital.

There seems to be no point after which the desire for symbolic capital levels off. The returns don’t diminish either. Instead, the more status one has, the more intense one’s desire becomes for still more symbolic capital.38 As sociologist Cecilia Ridgeway put it, “The desire for status is never really satisfied because it can never really be possessed by the individual once and for all. Since it is esteem given by others, it can always, at least theoretically, be taken away.”39 This possibility is a source of significant anxiety among symbolic capitalists because many aspects of our social standing are also nontransparent and outside our control. As Jeff Bezos helpfully put it, “Your brand is what people say about you when you’re not in the room.”40

Moreover, because status is intrinsically relative—that is, it is fundamentally “about” being better or worse (higher or lower) than others—status competition much more closely approximates a zero-sum game. It is difficult for someone or something to rise in status without others losing attention, recognition, deference, and so on relative to what they once enjoyed. Materially speaking, it is theoretically possible for everyone in a society (indeed, everyone in the world) to have sufficient resources to live secure and comfortable lives. It is more or less definitionally impossible to ensure that everyone enjoys a high level of symbolic capital. A world where everyone had the same status would be a world where no one and nothing really held any status.41

As a function of these realities, those whose lives and livelihoods are oriented around symbolic capital tend to feel as though their position is precarious, irrespective of the financial assets at their disposal. More than most, they are constantly comparing themselves to others, and competing against others, to affirm, enhance, or protect their status42—including and especially through symbolic political engagement.



A Tempest in a Teapot

Symbolic capitalists tend to be supportive of egalitarian causes. However, we generally concentrate our efforts on the symbolic realm—how people talk and think, what they say and feel—rather than the reallocation of power and resources. This symbolic engagement, in practice, is often sterile. We primarily engage others who already agree with us. Our “social justice”–oriented engagement also tends to circulate nearly exclusively among other elites, with little impact on the genuinely impoverished and marginalized in society.

As an example, many academics aspire to improve the world through their research. Others go so far as to style themselves “radicals” and erstwhile revolutionaries. Yet quantitative analyses suggest that 82 percent of articles in the humanities—and roughly a third of all articles published in the social sciences—are never cited, not even once. As bad as these numbers seem, they would actually look much worse if self-citations were excluded from consideration. It has been estimated that roughly half of all journal articles are never read by anyone other than the articles’ authors, editors, and reviewers.43 And very few of the academic works that do enjoy solid readership or citations actually manage to break out of the Ivory Tower. They mostly circulate among other intellectuals. White papers and policy briefs often do a bit better in terms of readership. However, they still tend to be consumed nearly exclusively within policymaking, nonprofit, and elite activist spaces. Vanishingly little scholarly work of any kind, produced by academics or think tanks, is read (let alone utilized) by those who are not symbolic capitalists. Most of it is barely read at all.

The picture is not much better for books. In 2022, for instance, the best-selling nonfiction title (a self-help book called Atomic Habits) sold 1.2 million copies. The number two bestseller, The Body Keeps Score, sold roughly half as many units (637,000). For context, there are roughly 258 million adults (eighteen years and older) in the United States. This means the absolute best-selling nonfiction title in the U.S. reached less than 0.5 percent of American adults, and the runner-up reached roughly 0.25 percent. Even the number one fiction book, It Ends with Us, only sold enough units to reach roughly 1 percent of American adults.44 For university presses, the numbers tend to be much lower. The typical monograph sells less than 500 copies. More trade-oriented academic press books tend to move around 5,000 units at the high end.45 At the pinnacle of the academic publishing world, Thomas Piketty’s Capital in the 21st Century has sold more than 2.5 million copies worldwide since 2013. As impressive as that sounds, it amounts to only 1 percent of the current U.S. adult population—and this statistic counts all units sold over the last decade, many in international markets.

And of course, as it relates to impact, many who buy books never read them (there’s even a Japanese word for this practice, tsundoku). Even those who start to read titles regularly fail to finish them. E-reader-based estimates by mathematician Jordan Ellenberg suggest that the overall book completion rate for American readers may be as low as 3 percent—with Piketty’s bestselling Capital being among the least likely to be finished once started.46 With only around 1 percent of the population buying even the best-selling titles in a given year, and only a small fraction of purchasers actually reading those texts to completion (if at all), even the most successful titles typically reach a miniscule share of the public and have a negligible effect on the social world.

News media circulation and consumption also tend to be confined to a relatively narrow slice of the population. Looking at circulation and subscriptions, even the nation’s top newspapers each only reach 1–2 percent of U.S. households.47 Pew Research estimates the total circulation of all U.S. newspapers combined was roughly 20.9 million copies per day in 2020 (the latest year available at time of writing).48 The U.S. Census estimated there to be roughly 128.5 million households in the United States that year.49 Even if we assume that households never buy more than one periodical, these data suggest only 16 percent of U.S. households are reached on a given day by any paper. In reality, however, there is significant overlap between readers of most major newspapers and magazines (i.e., many people who regularly read the New York Times also read the New Yorker or the Washington Post), so the total share of Americans who consume this content is smaller still. And it’s not a representative cross-section of the country either. Instead, Americans who pay for news are especially likely to be white, to possess a college degree, to self-identify as liberal, and to have a household income in excess of $150,000 per year.50

Should we expand to look at digital news consumption across various platforms, most Americans do not even view one single article in a typical month from the outlet with the widest online reach, CNN. Nor are most of those who do consume at least one article regular or repeat viewers: average users, themselves a minority among Americans in virtue of engaging with this content at all, spend twenty-two minutes per month (roughly forty-four seconds per day) on CNN digital platforms. The audience and engagement for all other news websites tend to be significantly smaller. Even the largest runners-up tend to reach less than a third of Americans in any given month, even once, on any platform, counting everything they publish, anywhere.51

Television broadcasts tell a similar tale: evening network TV news programs (ABC, CBS, NBC, PBS) collectively reach about 10 percent of Americans in a typical night. For the cable news networks (Fox, CNN, MSNBC), even the most popular prime-time newscasts are viewed by less than 1 percent of Americans. According to estimates by political scientist Markus Prior, only about 10–15 percent of voting-age Americans watch even ten minutes of news per day from CNN, MSNBC, or Fox News (combined).52 Most Americans do not even watch an hour of cable news over the course of an entire month. Even the age bracket that consumes the most television news, Americans fifty-five years or older, only watch roughly ninety minutes per day including all channels.53

Across its various platforms, Americans who consume content from NPR are overwhelmingly white, affluent, urban, college educated, and Democrat aligned.54 Likewise, the minority of Americans who listen to podcasts vary systematically from the broader population. For one thing, they tend to skew towards the younger side of the age distribution. Yet, in spite of their relative youth, most podcast listeners possess college degrees; more than one in three possess graduate education as well.55 The median household income for podcast listeners in 2020 was $82,641 (well above the 2020 median U.S. household income of $67,521). Those who listen to podcasts about news, history, science, technology, business, or society and culture are especially likely to be white or Asian, to be “heavy” podcast listeners (who consume podcast content at least ten times per month), and to be well off (median incomes for listeners in these categories tend to be above $90,000 per year).56

Frequent social media users tend to look a lot like heavy podcast streamers: young, highly educated, and relatively affluent. For virtually all social networks, those with college degrees, with incomes over $75,000, or who live in urban areas are the most likely to use social media—and they tend to engage with these platforms much more frequently than other users. On the whole, those who use social media at all, for any purpose, tend to use it lightly. Most users check in once per day or less. In contrast, roughly 40 percent of those who are urban, are college graduates, or earn at least $75,000 per year say they are “almost always” online. Among users under fifty from these demographics, it is well over a majority.57

Critically, most content that is shared on social media receives few views and even fewer engagements. The median YouTube video, for instance, receives 0 likes, 0 comments, and only 40 views.58 And across social media platforms, views and engagement of posts have been steadily plummeting, even for large accounts with social media managers and paid campaigns.59 In short, it is a small subset of Americans who use social media regularly and an even smaller share who produce or engage with content when they do log on. Users who share or interact with political content are even more niche.

Among Americans who use social media at all, the overwhelming majority (70 percent) rarely, if ever, post or share content about political or social issues—especially if their views tilt right of center—most commonly out of fear that they will be maligned or attacked for their views, or that their posts will otherwise be used against them.60 Most instead leverage the platforms primarily for entertainment and to connect with family, friends, and others in their local community.61 Research has found that the type of people who do use social media for political purposes tend to be very different from most others in terms of their dispositions both online and off. They are especially likely to be aggressive and status hungry. They tend to enjoy offending others but are also more easily offended themselves.62 The more intensely the user base of a site is dominated by symbolic capitalists, the more prevalent users like these seem to be.

For instance, data collected prior to Elon Musk’s acquisition show that, compared with other networks, Twitter (now “X”) users tend to be especially young, educated, urban, and left-skewed. Only about 22 percent of Americans were on Twitter at all (32 percent of Democrats and 17 percent of Republicans)63—and just one-quarter of these users (roughly 6 percent of the broader U.S. public) produce 97 percent of the content on the site.64 Only about 10 percent of users (“power users”) log on daily or almost daily. They are responsible for 90 percent of all tweets and generate more than half of Twitter’s global revenue.65 Since Musk’s acquisition, the platform has only grown more niche. The daily active user base declined by roughly 13 percent, and the remaining power users account for 72 percent of all time spent on the app.66

Even before Musk purchased it, Twitter was an incredibly political site. According to 2019 Pew Research estimates, roughly one out of every three tweets were political in nature—and it is a very specific subgroup of users who posted this political content. Roughly 70 percent of all U.S. political tweets were produced by college graduates. Along gender lines, 70 percent of political tweets were produced by women. Along political lines, 85 percent of political tweets were produced by Democrats. Ideologically, most political content on Twitter was produced and shared by people who trend toward the extreme ends of the American spectrum.67 With respect to age, 78 percent of political tweets were produced by users who are fifty-plus years old. Put another way, it is older, female, highly educated, ideologically extreme, and Democratic users who dominated the political discussion on Twitter prior to Musk’s takeover.68 The discourse on the site was (in)famous for being especially vitriolic, with disputes often devolving into mobbings and cancellation attempts. However, the platform was not toxic as a result of democratization—that is, a cacophony of “unsophisticated” people being able to say whatever they want. Quite the reverse: highly educated users seem to produce and amplify most of the politically polarizing content on the site and drive most of its unfortunate dynamics.69

In contrast, about 40 percent of Americans use Instagram. Of the major social networks, it tilts the farthest left, and it is also heavily skewed toward females. Content on the platform tends to be positive, however, and largely apolitical. To the extent that people post political content at all, it’s typically images intended to affirm a particular position or promote a cause, or else show the user and their friends taking part in a political event (e.g., attending a rally or march).70

Facebook is the only traditional social networking platform used by a majority of Americans—although only about a third in the United States say they regularly get news from the site. Those who follow political news on Facebook are especially prone to “liking” ideologically homogeneous pages across different categories. However, most Facebook users are not particularly polarized or political.71 Female Facebook users are especially unlikely to engage with political content or get into online arguments with strangers about controversial topics (this is likely, again, because female Facebook users are significantly more likely to be “normies” than are participants on Twitter or other sites).72

All said, it is a relatively small segment of the population that is “very online” with respect to social media, or that regularly consumes journalistic media in virtually any format (TV, online, print, podcasts)—let alone engaging with research by think tanks, nonprofits, activists, or academics. Mostly, it’s people like us. Virtually the entire political and cultural melodrama carried out in academia, policymaking spaces, media outlets, and social networking sites is carried out among symbolic capitalists. The views and priorities of most others are simply unrepresented in these spaces. And for their part, most of those who are not symbolic capitalists are not particularly interested in the highly idiosyncratic struggles we invest so much of ourselves into.



The Curse of Knowledge

Symbolic capitalists broadly recognize that our political views and sensibilities are different from those of most other Americans. Our preferred narrative to explain these gaps is to appeal to our “superior” knowledge, intelligence, and credentials. While the beliefs and preferences of others may be driven by prejudices, emotions, superstition, dogma, and ignorance, the positions of well-educated or highly intelligent voters are believed to be shaped by logic and “the facts.” We make decisions based on a careful consideration of the issues; we would readily change our minds if the facts were not “on our side,” or as the relevant circumstances evolved.

The faith that education produces just these kinds of citizens has been baked into the project of modern universities from the outset.73 And symbolic capitalists believe themselves to be proof of the project’s success. As Elizabeth Currid-Halkett put it, “The unifying characteristic shared by members of this new elite cultural formation is their acquisition and valuing of knowledge.… They use knowledge to attain a higher social, environmental, and cultural awareness. The process by which they obtain knowledge and subsequently form values is what reveals social position.”74

Highly educated people tend to associate primarily with others like themselves.75 Even among the highly educated, those with high levels of academic performance tend to cluster together—and gradually abandon social ties with those of lower GPAs.76 College graduates often look down on those with fewer (or worse) credentials than themselves. One series of studies looking at college grads in the United States and western European countries found that people who graduated from college viewed less educated people more unfavorably than they did any other reference group. They were also less supportive of programs to help less educated people compared to other potential recipients. And while they often expressed some sense of shame or regret for prejudices expressed against other groups, they were unabashed in their bias against those less educated than themselves.77 In light of the ways educational attainment varies systematically along the lines of race, gender, and class, these forms of education-based prejudice often exacerbate and reinforce other forms of bias and discrimination against the “losers” in the prevailing order, left-valanced ideological commitments notwithstanding.78

Moreover, mainstream symbolic capitalists tend to interpret deviance from, or resistance to, our own preferences and priorities in terms of pathologies (racism, xenophobia, sexism, homophobia, authoritarianism, reactionary closed-mindedness, ideological zealotry, and dogmatism) or deficits (lack of information or education; lack of cognitive sophistication or capability; lack of imagination, empathy, or perspective). This is not hyperbole; it is quite literally the case.

Entire lines of scholarly research and journalistic reporting are oriented around determining which pathology or deficit best explains why people deviate from the preferred positions of symbolic capitalists.79 Huge industries have sprung up trying to exploit big data, predictive modeling, and advances in the cognitive and behavioral sciences in order to “nudge” people into behaving in ways that symbolic capitalists think they “should.”80 Government and nonprofit programs are full of restrictions and requirements that convey that others cannot be trusted to make responsible decisions on their own. Inconvenient social movements are typically explained in terms of some noxious counterelite (e.g., Trump, the Koch brothers, Fox News) “brainwashing” and “duping” an easily manipulated public into pursuing the “wrong” ends.81 A whole government-industrial complex has sprung up ostensibly oriented around combatting “misinformation” and “disinformation,” allowing elite tech and media companies, academics, and Democratic politicians to conveniently label anyone and anything that threatens their business model, subverts their epistemic authority, or circumvents their gatekeeping efforts as inherently “dangerous”—not just dangerous for their own pocketbooks and power but harmful to America writ large (and therefore in need of being surveilled and suppressed).82 Empirical research has found that the kinds of people who buy into alarmist narratives about misinformation, disinformation, “fake news,” and so on are especially likely to view others as epistemologically vulnerable (i.e., gullible, stupid, ignorant, irrational) compared with people like themselves.83

In short, a sense of intellectual elitism tends to haunt symbolic capitalists—extending into perceptions of the presumed superiority of our political commitments, and the processes by which those commitments were forged. But how well placed is this confidence? Although there is not a lot of work on this question focused on professions per se, there is a robust literature on the political psychology and cognition of people with high IQ scores, high GPAs, and high levels of education. We can use this research as a proxy for understanding symbolic capitalists (because we tend to have high education levels, good grades, and above-average test scores). It turns out, the kinds of people who gravitate toward the symbolic professions do tend to vary systematically from most other people … albeit not in the ways we like to think.

For instance, as compared with other constituents, highly educated voters are much more likely to donate to political causes and to have flexible work schedules that facilitate their higher rates of voting, protesting, and other political activities.84 Yet, although these constituents tend to be more politically engaged on average, their political involvement is also much less likely to be oriented toward pragmatic ends. Instead, Americans with high levels of education gravitate toward “political hobbyism” and “expressive voting”—that is, engaging in political research, discourse, and other activities for the purposes of self-aggrandizement, entertainment, validation of one’s identity, and so forth instead of trying to realize concrete and practical goals.85

In virtue of these tendencies, highly educated people tend to follow political horse races much more closely than the general public, and are often much better versed in contemporary political gossip, drama, or scandals. Yet we tend to be little more informed than most with respect to more substantive facts—often lacking even rudimentary knowledge about core civic institutions and processes.86 And we tend to be less self-aware than most with respect to our own biases and ignorance.87 As social psychologist Keith Stanovich put it, “If you are a person of high intelligence, if you are highly educated, and if you are strongly committed to an ideological viewpoint, you will be highly likely to think you have thought your way to your viewpoint. And you will be even less likely than the average person to realize that you have derived your beliefs from the social groups you belong to and because they fit with your temperament and your innate psychological propensities.”88

In fact, highly educated Americans tend to be less aware of our own sociopolitical preferences than most—typically describing ourselves as more left-wing than we actually seem to be. Studies consistently find that highly educated and cognitively sophisticated voters tend to gravitate toward a marriage of cultural liberalism and economic conservativism.89 However, we regularly understand ourselves as down-the-line leftists. As economist James Rockey put it, “How does education affect ideology? It would seem that the better educated, if anything, are less accurate in how they perceive their ideology. Higher levels of education are associated with being less likely to believe oneself to be right-wing, whilst simultaneously associated with being in favour of increased inequality.”90

Likewise, highly educated Americans tend to express less animus toward minority groups in polling and surveys. However, this posture may be a function of the fact that, precisely in virtue of being elites, our material interests, ambitions, and life prospects do not appear to be threatened by people from historically marginalized and disadvantaged groups. Far from it. As we have seen, our lifestyles and social position are largely predicated on exploiting people from those same populations. However, research has found that when highly educated people do come to sense that their own interests or prospects are undermined or threatened by competition with racial or ethnic minorities, they often become significantly more hostile toward the groups in question.91

More generally, although cognitively sophisticated people are more likely than most to endorse racial equality in principle, they seem to be no more likely than others to support policies that would undermine relative advantages they personally enjoy—and their cognitive sophistication is part of what may allow them to justify this gap to themselves and others.92 High levels of creativity have likewise been found to be connected with higher levels of unethical behavior—in part because highly creative individuals excel at rationalizing harmful actions to others and themselves.93

In addition to our poor self-awareness with respect to how committed to egalitarianism we actually are, highly educated Americans tend to be much worse at gauging other people too—typically assuming others are more extreme or dogmatic than they actually seem to be.94 This is perhaps a product of the reality that, as compared with the general public, the kinds of people who become symbolic capitalists (highly educated, cognitively sophisticated, academically high performing) tend to themselves be more ideological in their thinking, more dogmatic in their views, and more extreme in their ideological leanings than everybody else95—and the process of attaining a college education seems to drive people even further in the direction of moral absolutism.96 A recent National Bureau of Economic Research study found that the Americans most prone to zero-sum thinking included people who lived in cities, those who have especially low or high levels of income, people who identify as strong Democrats, and those who possess postgraduate degrees.97

Humans’ mental capabilities seem to have evolved in large part to help us cooperate with in-group members in competition against “others.”98 That is, our cognitive capacities are fundamentally geared toward group building and coalitional struggles. We tend to reason in ways that help us acquire and maintain social status and belonging. It should not be surprising, then, that those who are cognitively sophisticated tend to be more prone to tribalism than most.

For instance, highly educated Americans are much more likely than others to know what positions they “should” hold in virtue of their partisan or ideological identities, and we’re more likely to align our beliefs to systematically accord with those identities.99 We are more likely to form positions on issues we didn’t previously have strong opinions about by looking to partisan cues—and to modify our existing positions to bring them into line with new messaging from party leaders.100 Politically sophisticated Americans are also more likely to systematically accord their political beliefs and preferences to their religion, race, gender, or sexuality—conforming themselves with what they “should” think or say on the basis of their identity characteristics (while other in-group peers tend to have much more heterogeneous sets of views and dispositions).101 That is, in a literal sense, the kind of people who gravitate toward the symbolic professions strive to be “politically correct” in their views. Perhaps, then, it should not be surprising that people tend to grow more politically polarized as their knowledge, numeracy, or reflectiveness increases.102 They also tend to grow more intolerant of moral and political disagreement.

Although highly educated and cognitively sophisticated Americans are less likely to express racially prejudicial attitudes on surveys, we tend to be far more prejudicial than most against those whose ideological views diverge from our own.103 The kinds of people who become symbolic capitalists are also more likely than other Americans to report self-censoring, and to support censoring others, on the basis of their political views.104 We are also much more prone to overreact to small shocks, challenges, or slights.105

Moreover, those who are highly educated, intelligent, or rhetorically skilled are significantly less likely than most others to revise their beliefs or adjust their positions when confronted with evidence or arguments that contradict their preferred narratives or preexisting beliefs.106 Precisely in virtue of knowing more about the world or being better at arguing, we are better equipped to punch holes in data or narratives that undermine our priors, come up with excuses to “stick to our guns” irrespective of the facts,107 or else interpret threatening information in a way that flatters our existing worldview.108 And we typically do just that.

In a decades-long set of ambitious experiments and forecasting tournaments, psychologist Philip Tetlock has demonstrated that—as a result of their inclinations toward epistemic arrogance and ideological rigidity—experts are often worse than laymen at anticipating how events are likely to play out … especially with respect to their areas of expertise.109 Likewise, experts have been shown to perform a bit worse than laymen at predicting the likely effects of behavioral science interventions.110 Comparative and longitudinal studies have found that highly educated political leaders perform no better than less educated ones, and may even be a bit worse in some respects.111

In short, far from being independent thinkers who come to their positions on issues through a careful deliberation of “the facts,” who change their minds readily in accordance with “the facts,” and who make wise decisions by deferring to “the facts,” symbolic capitalists are instead more likely than most to be dogmatic ideologues or partisan conformists. Yet it is difficult for us to recognize these tendencies in ourselves due to our larger “bias blind spots” and increased capabilities for motivated reasoning.

In light of these realities, it seems unlikely that the consolidation of symbolic capitalists into a single political party would bode well for the messaging, priorities, and policies of that party or, indeed, U.S. politics and civic society writ large. In fact, rather than growing more rational, civil, or moderate as a result of our influence, American politics have grown much more extreme, tribal, unequal, and unstable as symbolic capitalists have risen in power within the Democratic Party and the U.S. political system as a whole.



Consequences of Consolidation

Two decades ago, sociologists Jeff Manza and Clem Brooks observed, “Professionals have moved from being the most Republican class in the 1950s, to the second most Democratic class by the late 1980s and the most Democratic class in 1996.”112 This consolidation has only grown more pronounced in the intervening years. And as symbolic capitalists have been consolidated into the Democratic Party, they’ve grown increasingly progressive, particularly on “cultural” issues (sexuality, race, gender, environmentalism), and especially relative to blue-collar workers.113

As the partisan and ideological alignment of symbolic capitalists has shifted, so has the narrative about what the partisan diploma divide “means.” When professionals and highly educated Americans skewed Republican, Democrats held this up as proof that the GOP was controlled by elites while they were the party of “the people.” Now that the pendulum has swung the other direction, the narrative is that the Democratic Party appeals to the educated and professionals because their policies are simply more rational, informed, and effective. As Stephen Colbert put it, “Reality has a well-known liberal bias.”114 The GOP, meanwhile, is depicted as the party of ignorant and regressive zealots.

The truth is much more complex and, for many, perhaps disturbing: symbolic capitalists follow political horse races more carefully, yes, but we still tend to be pretty ignorant about the basics of government and how things actually work (and are, perhaps, less aware of our ignorance than most). Worse, certain biases and blind spots that are common to all people may be even more pronounced with us. Far from being more reasonable and pragmatic than other Americans, precisely because we are largely insulated from the actual consequences of political decision-making, symbolic capitalists often approach politics as either a sport or a holy war. After all, the government programs on the table for being cut or painfully restructured aren’t usually ones that we directly rely on; it is generally not our jobs being automated or outsourced; our neighborhoods are not being hollowed out by economic forces, ravaged by drugs, or plagued with crime and blight; it’s not our children getting caught up in the criminal justice system, deployed into a war, or staring down especially grim life prospects. “Those people” and their problems are largely abstractions for us—little more concrete than the principles we are trying to score points for, or the hypothetical future generations for whom our symbolic advocacy, we assert, will somehow pay off.

Reflective of these realities, the increasing dominance of symbolic capitalists over the Democratic Party has had a range of profound impacts on the contemporary U.S. political landscape.

First, symbolic capitalists’ prominence within the Democratic Party has contributed to a growing disconnect between the economic priorities of the party relative to most others in the United States, especially working-class Americans. This is because, as sociologist Shamus Khan has shown, the economics of elites tend to operate “counter-cyclically” to the rest of society. Developments that tend to be good for elites are often bad for everyone else, and vice versa.115 As an example, symbolic capitalists tend to be far more supportive of immigration, globalization, automation, and AI than most Americans because they make our lives more convenient and significantly lower the costs of the premium goods and services we are inclined toward.116 Those in the symbolic professions primarily see upsides with respect to these phenomena because our lifestyles and livelihoods are much less at risk (we instead capture a disproportionate share of any resultant GDP increases),117 and because our culture and values are being affirmed (e.g., our embrace of demographic diversity, cultural cosmopolitanism, or scientific progress) rather than threatened thereby. Others experience these developments quite differently.

Likewise, most in the United States skew “operationally” left (i.e., favoring robust social safety nets, government benefits, and infrastructure investment via progressive taxation) but trend more conservative on culture and symbolism118 (i.e., they are fond of patriotism, religiosity, national security, and public order). Although they are sympathetic to many left-aligned policies, they tend to prefer policies and messages that are universal and appeal to superordinate identities and common goals over ones oriented around specific identity groups (e.g., LGBTQ people, women, Hispanics, or Muslims).119 They tend to be alienated by “political correctness” and prefer candidates and messages that are direct, concise, and plainspoken.

Symbolic capitalists tend to be virtually the opposite of the rest of society: we skew culturally and symbolically left but favor free markets. As statistician Andrew Gelman showed, elites in the Republican Party tend to be significantly more liberal culturally and symbolically than the rest of the GOP, yet more dogmatic about free markets. Meanwhile, Democratic-aligned elites tend to skew significantly farther left on cultural and symbolic issues than most Democrats, but tend to be much warmer on markets.120 The primary difference between Democratic and Republican elites seems to lie in how they rank free markets relative to cultural liberalism: those who prioritize the former have tended to align with the Republicans; those who prioritize the latter have consistently aligned with the Democrats. (Hence, Republican elites tend to be more economically and culturally aligned with the Right relative to Democratic elites, while Democratic elites tend to be more economically and culturally aligned with the Left relative to GOP elites. But across the board, elites in both parties tend to be more right-aligned economically and left-aligned culturally relative to their respective party bases.)

Our prescriptions for addressing unfortunate market externalities vary systematically from everyone else’s too. Highly educated Americans, for example, tend to prioritize redistributive policies to address inequalities (taxes and transfers) over predistributive approaches (e.g., high wages, robust benefits, and job protections that render reallocation less necessary). Most other Americans’ preferences skew in the opposite direction.121 Due to divergences like these between elites and everyone else, as the Democratic Party has drawn itself closer to symbolic capitalists, it has grown increasingly divorced from the concerns and priorities of most other Americans.

For our part, as symbolic capitalists have grown increasingly dominant politically and economically, we’ve likewise grown increasingly out of touch with the values and perspectives of ordinary Americans.

When elites comprise a relatively small share of the population, they are forced to engage with, and consider, the broader public. For instance, in a world where less than 3 percent of Americans possess a college degree, as was the case in 1920,122 it would be impossible for degree holders to simply ignore everyone else. They wouldn’t even be able to keep food on the table if they concerned themselves only with the highly educated. It would be much harder for such a small voting bloc to control a major political party, orient entire cities around their whims, and dictate the flow of the broader economy in the United States and beyond. They would be largely unable to simply exert their will over others with minimal compromise or regard.

Today, however, more than one in three Americans have degrees. They’re increasingly consolidated alongside the wealthy into a small number of hubs, with tight networks of institutions that reinforce one another (such as academia, the mainstream media, advocacy organizations, and left-aligned foundations). Under these circumstances, degree holders no longer need to engage much with the rest of the country. Symbolic capitalist enterprises can likewise easily sustain themselves by focusing only on superelites, other symbolic capitalists, and the communities and institutions they inhabit in the United States and around the world. Academics, journalists, entertainment companies, and other cultural producers can focus exclusively on the culture, values, and priorities of symbolic capitalists and their superelite patrons with little concern (or even outright disdain) for being accessible, compelling, or useful to others. A political party can be flush with funds, and viable electorally, by aggressively pursuing the interests of symbolic capitalists and their cities at the expense of most others.

For example, voters with a BA or higher have formed an outright majority of the electorate in Massachusetts, New York, Colorado, and Maryland. Many other states hosting symbolic economy hubs are trending in the same direction.123 Studies have found that the effect of educational attainment on Democratic partisanship grows stronger as the share of degree holders in a county increases:124 as symbolic capitalists grow less accountable or connected to “normies,” they align more homogeneously with the Democratic Party.

The rise of a new major donor class has exacerbated these divides. As David Callahan notes, the transition to the symbolic economy has led to the rise of a new constellation of millionaires and billionaires who retain most of the wealthy’s traditional aversion to regulation, taxes, trade protectionism, and labor unions (and the aversion to focusing on issues like poverty and class per se) but who skew far left on issues like environmentalism, gender, sexuality, race, immigration, criminal justice reform, and aggressively leveraging the state to address perceived social problems.125 These new millionaires and billionaires (and their families) comprise a growing share of the superelite. Critically, these new symbolic economy oligarchs are not just to the left of the median voter on cultural issues, they are frequently to the left of Democratic activists.126 And these superelites have poured immense sums of money into nonprofit organizations, political campaigns, journalistic organizations, and institutions of higher learning to move symbolic capitalists and their preferred political party further in their preferred direction. Quite successfully. As economist Thomas Piketty demonstrates, the new “Brahmin Left” has more or less fully “captured” the contemporary Democratic Party and its agenda.127

In response, those who feel unrepresented by symbolic capitalists and our social order (including growing numbers of minority voters) have shifted toward the GOP.128 As Richard Florida demonstrated, creative-class workers have moved aggressively toward the Democrats in recent decades and are now by far the most staunchly Democratic labor group. Although service-class workers still lean left, they have been drifting consistently toward the Republicans since 2008. Meanwhile, working-class voters are now decisively Republican, and they have been shifting still further right over time.129

This is, in part, because the reorientation of the party around symbolic capitalists has changed not merely the substance of Democratic politics but also the style. For instance, as compared with other voters, symbolic capitalists tend to be much more impressed by charts, plans, and data, and gravitate toward “policy wonks” (who often hold limited appeal in a general election).130 Because our lives are oriented around the production and manipulation of symbols, we also place a lot of stock in things like representation, symbolic actions, performative demonstrations, “proper” rhetoric, semantic distinctions, and so on—what Democratic strategist James Carville derisively described as “faculty lounge politics.”131 In its bid to attract and mobilize symbolic capitalists, the Democratic Party has increasingly adopted this kind of “academic” messaging.

Indeed, even when the party wants to speak to nonelite audiences, these efforts are often hampered by the fact that the people developing the messaging tend to be highly educated ideologues from relatively affluent backgrounds who often possess inaccurate ideas of what will resonate with their intended audience. And even when the message itself is solid, the people delivering the intended message—from sympathetic media figures to social media advocates and door-to-door canvassers—all tend to be highly educated, relatively affluent, and ideologically extreme. And they tend to describe the party, its platform, and its candidates in ways that reflect their own personal values and priorities, often speaking “off script” in ways that alienate potential voters.132 That is, Democrats end up delivering “faculty lounge politics,” even though party leaders would rather not, because the party apparatus, from top to bottom, is increasingly dominated by symbolic capitalists.

The Republican Party, meanwhile, has largely abandoned the realm of “ideas” altogether.133 When both parties were actively trying to court the symbolic capitalist vote, the struggle between the parties was defined in terms of principles and competing positive visions of what the United States is or could be. Political polarization increased dramatically during this period, with the dividing lines between the parties cast primarily in ideological terms.134 This is no longer the case. Contemporary polarization does not seem to be driven by deep philosophical divides, nor by differences on “the issues,” nor by incompatible understandings of “the facts.”135 Instead, the conflict between Democrats and Republicans has been largely reduced to a matter of identity: what kind of people Democrats and Republicans are perceived to be, and how constituents feel about “those people.”136 Democrats and Republicans alike hold increasingly negative, and often inaccurate, views about members of the opposite political party.137 Moreover, it is negative partisanship that increasingly drives voting behavior: partisans are often not particularly fond of their own political party or candidates, but they are deeply committed to keeping power out of the hands of “those people” in the rival camp.138

However, partisan politics is far from the only arena in American life that has been transformed by symbolic capitalists’ growing social influence and our idiosyncratic cognitive and behavioral dispositions. Myriad other social institutions have also been bent to our will, with profound sociopolitical implications beyond the perennial tug-of-war between Democrats and Republicans. For example, there seems to be an inverse correlation between “postmaterialism” and economic growth.139 As symbolic capitalists increasingly set the sociocultural agenda, economies tend to stagnate. Economic stagnation, in turn, has been shown to exacerbate many of the adverse conditions plaguing contemporary U.S. civic culture, such as calcifying inequalities and declining social mobility, growing tribalism and intolerance, heightened mistrust of institutions, rising antidemocratic impulses, and increased myopic or zero-sum thinking.140

This relative lack of economic dynamism within the symbolic economy may be driven in large part by the reality that, contrary to our self-image, symbolic capitalists actually tend to be rather hostile toward innovation and nonconformance.



Disciplined Minds

Consider the dynamics that often define symbolic capitalist spaces: bubbles and crashes, virality and death spirals, “blowing up” and “getting canceled,” and so on. Underlying all of these phenomena is the widespread inclination to copy others in one’s network, immediately and reactively. These are not phenomena one would expect to observe in contexts defined by those who painstakingly seek out “the facts,” exercise healthy skepticism, independently arrive at conclusions, and comfortably defy the crowd.

Nonetheless, symbolic capitalists broadly imagine themselves as people who think outside the box and color outside the lines. We see ourselves as visionaries and “disrupters.” Our workplaces tend to be less structured, and our jobs more flexible, than most; we tend to have much less direct supervision. According to some narratives, these characteristics define our professions because we’re simply not amenable to limitations, structure, and supervision: we’re just too free-spirited and open-minded to allow ourselves to be managed like “other” workers.141

Since the 1970s, a growing share of Americans have joined the symbolic professions, with the level of credentials ever rising for those who take part. Symbolic capitalists and their outputs exert ever more influence over U.S. society and culture. Governments and the private sector are dumping enormous sums of resources into science, technology, and research and development. In a world where symbolic capitalists’ self-narratives were accurate—where our high levels of education, our intellects, and our unique psychological profiles drove us toward nonconformance and originality—one might expect that we would today be living in a period of unprecedented innovation and growth.

Instead, both innovation and scientific discoveries have slowed significantly, corresponding with the rise of the symbolic economy and the growing influence of symbolic capitalists.142 Total factor productivity has seen similar stagnation since the turn of the century.143 Despite more money being dumped into science and technology, and more and more Americans taking part in research and development, the societal returns on these labor and financial investments have been consistently decreasing.144 Papers and patents have become less disruptive across most scientific fields and draw on increasingly narrow portions of existing knowledge.145 New ideas no longer fuel economic growth as they did in previous eras.146 In short, the reality of scientific, technological, and economic dynamism under the reign of symbolic capitalists seems to be the opposite of what our preferred narratives might predict.

Some have attempted to explain these unfortunate trends in terms of changes to intellectual property and antitrust laws that have allowed powerful actors to “capture” markets and stifle competition.147 Others posit that perhaps the “big” discoveries in many sectors have already been made and it is simply unreasonable to expect that the kinds of revolutions in science, technology, productivity, and standards of living that defined previous eras would persist or be repeated.148 Still others argue that the sheer size of many scientific fields, and the number of papers that are constantly being churned out, impede the rise of new ideas: unsure of what is reliable or worthwhile, unable to keep tabs on new findings and scholars, and in the midst of a replication crisis, scientists increasingly cluster conservatively around the same subjects and cite the same canonical papers from the same already-established researchers—allowing them to feel as though their own work is premised on a secure foundation (and assuring peer reviewers and potential funders of the same).149

All of these narratives likely explain part of what’s going on here. However, changes in research and development priorities, and how funds are allocated, are likely a core piece of the puzzle too.150 Before the 1980s, scientific research was largely conducted by industry scientists at industry labs or conducted by academics supported by industry and in close collaboration with industry scientists. These efforts were oriented largely toward practical ends, such as improving the efficiency, productivity, and reliability of enterprises, and developing new or improved goods and services. Other transformative innovations, such as communications satellites and the internet, were developed directly by government scientists, often in collaboration with industry. After the 1980s, however, many corporations ended up closing or scaling back their labs. Scientific research began to be carried out primarily at universities, by academics rather than government or industry professionals. This research was increasingly funded by foundations and the federal government, often oriented toward addressing huge and borderline intractable social challenges rather than discrete practical problems. There was a greater emphasis on “basic” (rather than “applied”) research as well.151

This matters because, with some exceptions, scientific and technological revolutions have rarely occurred as a result of top-down planning. Revolutionary discoveries have often been stumbled upon by practitioners, amateurs, or outsiders of a field. They’ve been the products of accidents, improvisation, or tinkering. These breakthroughs are then explained, refined, built on, and operationalized by systematizers—the scholars, the specialists, the experts, and others.152 Those in the latter group are generally not people who think outside the box; they are the people who build boxes and inhabit them; and once they’ve settled on a paradigm, they often strongly resist change.153 Rather than taking intellectual risks, scholars are generally oriented toward producing work that will be easily and widely embraced by peers (thereby maximizing the likelihood of publication, citation, and grant funding); such work tends to affirm rather than challenge the prevailing consensus.154

Consequently, in a world where virtually the only people “doing” science are symbolic capitalists embedded within institutions of higher learning, and where there is diminishing exchange between these scholars and everyone else, one would expect to see exactly what we do see: a slowing of innovation.

We see similar patterns unfolding with entrepreneurship, likewise corresponding to the changing role of educational institutions and credentials in the symbolic economy. Launching a successful business has been historically associated with two factors: coming from a privileged background and having a propensity toward risk-taking and rebellion.155 However, in the contemporary context, postsecondary education, especially elite education, has become increasingly important for building social and symbolic capital, the cultivation of which significantly enhances one’s prospects of launching a successful business, should one make the attempt.156 The problem is, the kinds of people who tend to enjoy and excel at school are generally not particularly original thinkers or bold decision makers.157 Elite university graduates, for instance, tend to pursue the same kinds of elite jobs at the same elite firms,158 or else attempt the same kinds of startups in the same fields, making the same kinds of marginal variations on already-existing products or services.159 Far from being especially prone to disruption or innovation, degree holders have grown increasingly unlikely to start their own businesses—instead flocking to safer and relatively high-salary positions within established firms.160 Indeed, although growing shares of Americans possess college degrees, the share of entrepreneurs with a BA or higher fell by more than half between 1985 and 2014. Consequently, rather than seeing a blossoming in entrepreneurship corresponding with the rise of the symbolic economy, entrepreneurship rates in the United States have consistently declined since the 1970s.

Pop culture has followed the same basic trajectory as science and enterprise. It has become a conversational meme that just about everything these days seems to be a reboot, a remake, a spinoff, or a sequel. Psychologist Adam Mastroianni has empirically demonstrated that this widespread perception does, in fact, seem to map onto reality. Looking at movies, music, TV shows, and video games, he illustrates that an ever-growing share of the outputs that dominate the cultural landscape are just retoolings or continuations of existing hit franchises in the same medium.161 Simultaneously, a smaller and smaller share of cultural producers are claiming ever-larger pieces of the pie, with a higher rate of their outputs becoming major successes, and “charting” for much longer, while the prospects for someone or something genuinely novel to “break through” have been rapidly diminishing. Indeed, old outputs from established figures are increasingly eclipsing even successful works by new cultural producers, even as successful new works are growing increasingly similar to one another.162 That is, rather than seeing unprecedented diversity and churn as a result of shifting demographics, globalization, advances in communications technologies, and a proliferation of platforms, instead there is growing homogenization and hegemony in pop culture. Or as Mastroianni put it, “Pop culture has become an oligarchy.”163 It is likely not a coincidence that over this same period of time, a rapidly growing share of cultural “creatives”—from visual artists to musicians, actors, novelists, and journalists—are people who possess BA and graduate degrees (in an ever-narrowing range of fields, from an ever-narrowing range of prestigious institutions), with rates of credential inflation that far exceed those of the broader U.S. population.164

Insofar as college degrees are used to gatekeep access to the symbolic professions, symbolic capitalists will never be particularly prone toward “disruption.” As Noam Chomsky pointed out decades ago, colleges and universities (and consequently the symbolic professions) are overwhelmingly composed of the kind of people who showed up to school every day and on time; who did not have bad disciplinary records but did have the right kinds of extracurriculars; who turned in their assignments on time and according to the specified instructions; who mastered regurgitating the information that the teachers provided precisely, and in a form that said teachers found aesthetically pleasing; who craved approval from their teachers and other authority figures; who take pride in their grades, believing that their academic records say something meaningful about themselves; who do well on standardized tests—again, often believing that their high scores say something meaningful about themselves; and who are willing to virtually indefinitely delay gratification.165 This is how one ends up with sterling attendance and disciplinary records, a high GPA, and the glowing letters of recommendation that help get one into a selective college. These same dispositions allow one to flourish as a college student and, later, in the symbolic professions.166

As economist Bryan Caplan demonstrated at length,167 the main signal our college degrees send to employers is that we are the kind of people who are willing to endure drudgery, degradation, and busy work (such as is required to obtain a college degree); we are the kind of people who see things through to completion (which is why a degree, even an associate’s degree, will give you a bigger boost on the job market than several years of schooling without a degree); we are the kind of people who will follow the rules, who will complete tasks on time and according to specifications, and so on. In other words, the credentials we are so proud of do not demonstrate that we are creative thinkers or independent spirits. Quite the opposite: they show people that we are capable and conscientious conformists. And it actually makes sense that the symbolic economy would be organized to select for these traits.

For the most part, it is not the job of symbolic capitalists to question authority, but to build it, to apply it, and to defend it. This is just as true of journalists, scholars, spokespeople for causes or organizations, artists, and “thought leaders” as it is for scientists, government representatives, clergy, and the like. People, movements, and organizations flourish in the symbolic economy by proving themselves useful or interesting to those they are seeking support and deference from—not by being threatening. As Jeff Schmidt put it in his provocative Disciplined Minds (a book whose publication cost him his position at the magazine Physics Today),168


Professionals are licensed to think on the job, but they are obedient thinkers. All professional work is in part creative. However, individuals are selected to do professional work not because they are more creative than others, but because they can be trusted to make sure every detail of what they create is politically correct for their employers’ points of view.… Employers will hire dull but politically disciplined individuals over those displaying any amount of politically undisciplined creativity. Just as professionals engage in playpen creativity, innovating within the safe confines of an assigned ideology, so too they engage in playpen critical thinking.… Professionals generally avoid the risk inherent in real critical thinking and cannot be properly called critical thinkers. They are simply ideologically-disciplined thinkers.169



That is, in contrast with our self-narratives about why we enjoy such flexible job structures and light supervision, the true reason symbolic capitalists are not heavily managed is not that we can’t be. It’s because we don’t need to be. We manage ourselves. We discipline ourselves (and often our peers as well). We strive not just to conform with but to exceed expectations. While other types of employees regularly have uncompensated labor, long hours, and unpleasant schedules coerced out of them,170 symbolic capitalists willingly work overtime, even uncompensated. We willingly allow our jobs to encroach on our private time and personal lives, and to crowd out other priorities. We make ourselves available around the clock. We see it as a virtue, and humblebrag about how much time we put in and how productive, busy, and exhausted we are.171 As philosopher Matthew Stewart put it:


The extra hours … are performative. They are not there to get something done, but to prove a point. The obvious part of the point is to manifest the unconditional, strip-me-naked-and-tie-me-to-the-grindstone level of commitment that an employer with access to streams of gusher money may demand in exchange for sharing those market rents with you in particular as opposed to the next fanatical overachiever on the list. It’s the less obvious part of the point—the one intended to convince oneself—that is more concerning. This is the part that involves saying—and believing—that “this Kool-Aid tastes great!”172



In 2021, journalist Sarah Jaffe published a treatise, Work Won’t Love You Back.173 It’s a great book, but the fact that a text like hers would even need to be written (with symbolic capitalists as its target audience) is itself tragic—a testament to how fully many of us have internalized the prevailing institutional logic of our employers. Indeed, although only one in three workers without a college degree views their jobs or careers as central to their overall identity, a majority (53 percent) of postgraduate degree holders (and four in ten BA holders) feel this way.174

Nonetheless, symbolic capitalists like to think of ourselves as subversives and nonconformists. Businesses have been able to exploit this desire in order to gain access to our talents and relatively high disposable incomes. Beginning in the 1970s, as symbolic capitalists were growing increasingly prominent within the economy, companies began aggressively aligning themselves with rebellion and counterculture. Advertisements began suggesting that buying their goods and services (as compared with those of their competitors)—or working at their company—was a bold and rebellious act, a challenge to the status quo, and the sign of an independent thinker.175 Subsequent advertising would be blatantly anticonsumerist, leaning into irony, self-consciousness, and even self-deprecation. Such ads appeal to symbolic capitalists’ sense that we’re savvy, self-aware, and nonconformist: if we do go on to buy their product or service, it’s because that’s what we were going to do anyway, not because we’ve been manipulated. After all, we see right through the ads (not hard, as the ads render themselves transparent).176

More recently, particularly during the Trump years, the trend has been toward “woke-washing” or “commodity activism.” Companies have been highlighting their charitable giving, and even taking “bold” stances on culture-war issues—signaling toward antiracism, feminism, LGBTQ rights, environmentalism, and so on—as a way of selling more of their products and services, staving off potential criticism, and enhancing their public standing with people like us.177 Although these campaigns often alienate people who are not symbolic capitalists, companies are willing to take that hit because we have more disposable income (and are projected to control an even higher share of wealth down the line)—and we reside in mass markets to boot.178 These “woke capitalism” campaigns have often paid off handsomely: it seems as though symbolic capitalists (literally) buy into these gestures, despite many of these companies’ atrocious track records and ongoing disreputable behaviors with respect to their employees, contractors, or supply chains; their egregious tax avoidance; their environmental harm; and so on.179

And why wouldn’t we buy into it? The truth is, these companies are “radical” in the same way that we’re radical: in terms of what is professed (and not what we do or how we live). The “nonconformity” these companies advocate may be calculated, sterile, and almost purely aesthetic—but that is exactly the kind of “nonconformity” that we ourselves engage in. At bottom, they want the same things from their “activism” that we do: to be seen as good, and maybe even do some good, but without making meaningful sacrifices or changes to how we go about our business (maybe even enhancing our position in the process). This parity is, of course, a product of the fact that “they” actually are “us.” At the corporate level, it is overwhelmingly symbolic capitalists who run things; it is also symbolic capitalists who work in advertising firms, producing these strategies for appealing to other symbolic capitalists.

Indeed, part of what these campaigns are “about” is brands selling themselves not just to potential customers or investors but also to current and potential high-value employees. While most workers in the United States would rather their employer stay out of politics, symbolic capitalists express a preference for employers to take (the “correct”) public stances on social justice issues—and we gravitate toward employers who do this.180

In order to recruit and retain what they perceive as the “best” talent while appealing to one of the most lucrative customer bases worldwide, business leaders and corporations try to demonstrate that they share symbolic capitalists’ values and politics.181 And in a deep sense, it must be said, they do.



Coda: “Woke” Capitalism

Symbolic capitalists tend to be highly concerned with disparities between demographic groups. We react to perceived incidents of bigotry, harassment, or discrimination with extreme intolerance. We are the Americans most likely to self-identify as antiracists, feminists, or “allies” for people from historically marginalized or disadvantaged populations. We are the primary producers and consumers of content on antiracism, feminism, and the like—be it in mainstream media outlets, academic journals, or beyond. Many of us view these commitments as fundamentally anticapitalist in nature. However, there is a profound sense in which capitalism and “identitarian” approaches to social justice complement each other well.

As Karl Marx noted, the free market doesn’t care about, and is indeed hostile toward, tradition, strong kinship ties, community, rootedness, and noninstrumental moral commitments. Capitalism requires the “constant revolutionizing of production, uninterrupted disturbance of all social conditions, everlasting uncertainty and agitation.… All fixed, fast-frozen relations, with their train of ancient and venerable prejudices and opinions, are swept away, all new-formed ones become antiquated before they can ossify. All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned.”182 Identitarians tend to likewise disdain tradition, rootedness, and noninstrumental or unchosen relations and commitments—often describing these as obstacles to personal autonomy and self-realization.183

Moreover, as Walter Benn Michaels and Adolph Reed Jr. powerfully argued, a tight focus on inequalities between identity groups is perfectly compatible with high levels of inequality per se:


The implication of proportionality as the metric of social justice is that the society would be just if 1 percent of the population controlled 90 percent of the resources so long as 13 percent of the 1 percent were black, 14 percent were Hispanic, half were women, etc.… It’s the fixation on disproportionality that tells us the increasing wealth of the one percent would be OK if only there [were] more black, brown, and LGBTQIA+ billionaires. And the fact that antiracism and antidiscrimination of all kinds would validate rather than undermine the stratification of wealth in American society is completely visible to those who currently possess that wealth—all the rich people eager to embark on a course of moral purification (antiracist training) but with no interest whatsoever in a politics (social-democratic redistribution) that would alter the material conditions that make them rich.184



Indeed, although symbolic capitalists tend to view themselves as egalitarians, it is a very particular conception of equality that we tend to be most preoccupied by.

In The Sacred Project of American Sociology, Christian Smith argues that sociologists view it as their mission to promote “the emancipation, equality, and moral affirmation of all human beings as autonomous, self-directing, individual agents, (who should be) out to live their lives as they personally so desire—by constructing their own favored identities, entering and exiting relationships as they choose, and equally enjoying the gratification of experiential, material, and bodily pleasures.”185 In this conception of social justice, everyone “deserves to be morally affirmed by everyone else in their society.… Unacceptable, therefore, is any form of real or symbolic lack of acceptance, exclusion, or moral judgment against another. Every identity and lifestyle must not only be tolerated but positively validated, affirmed, and included.”186

Although sociologists pursue this mission in profession-specific ways (e.g., through empirical studies), the moral worldview Smith lays out seems common to symbolic capitalists across the board: people should be able to do whatever they want, to be whomever they want, provided they have the requisite skills, drive, resources, and so forth to pull it off. For instance, all things equal, women should be able to work in all the same jobs as men, be treated the same way, and enjoy the same compensation and expectations while bringing their “whole selves” to work. The same holds for Blacks as compared with whites, queer employees as compared with straight employees, and so on. However, insofar as all things are not equal, inclusivity often takes a back seat.

As a nice encapsulation of these realities, many student clubs at Yale are explicitly oriented around social justice but are also highly competitive to get into. There’s no mission-centric reason that membership in social justice clubs would need to be organized this way. In fact, Yale has repeatedly asked the clubs to stop rejecting people from these organizations on the basis of credentialism (in no small part because students from less advantaged backgrounds end up being especially likely to be excluded from these “social justice” groups when membership is decided in this way). However, the student organizations continue to be highly parochial—even by Yale standards—and in defiance of administration preferences. As one student observed, colleagues seem to derive their sense of purpose and self-worth through being ranked against their peers and turning everything—even social justice advocacy—into a competition.187 They view inclusion as an imperative for everyone who “deserves” to be part of the group. For everyone else, however, exclusion is not only acceptable, it is viewed as natural and appropriate—even in social justice advocacy.

In short, symbolic capitalists tend to advocate for a form of social justice that jives well with, and indeed enhances, meritocracy. The objective is to eliminate barriers against immigrants, women, LGBTQ people, and racial and ethnic minorities so the “best and the brightest” can rise to the top. But notice, this language about “rising to the top” implies a hierarchy, not egalitarianism. The goal, at bottom, isn’t to make everyone equal. It’s to ensure that inequalities are based on the “correct” (meritocratic) attributes. Of course, many capitalist enterprises have a strong interest in the same. The phenomenon derisively referred to as “woke capitalism” is an expression of overlaps like these (an “elective affinity” in Weberian terms).

The embrace and pursuit of mainstream symbolic capitalists’ values, language, and priorities is in the direct financial interest of many companies. In the words of Jamie Dimon, current CEO of JPMorgan Chase and former chairman of the influential corporate lobbying group Business Roundtable, “I’m not woke. And I think people are mistaking the stakeholder capitalism thing for being woke.… What we give a shit about is serving customers, earning their respect, earning their repeat business.… Any senator or congressman who says that’s woke, they’re not thinking clearly because I want to win in the marketplace. I want the best employees, I want happy employees.”188 The point, in a nutshell, is not to change the world. It’s to make more money.

Consider the intense corporate focus on diversity, equity, and inclusion. To be sure, there are PR and legal aspects to this phenomenon. However, there are also direct material incentives at play. As UBS Wealth Management chief economist Paul Donovan has illustrated at length, identity-based bias, prejudice, and exclusion tend to be quite expensive for multinational corporations.189 In the hypercompetitive global arenas that many companies are operating in, the pursuit of profit maximization often aligns cleanly with the pursuit of greater diversity and inclusion. It increases the efficiency of capitalist enterprises to avoid losing access to talent, partnerships, or customers due to “irrational” discrimination. Properly managed, diversity provides a range of competitive advantages with respect to innovation, problem solving, forecasting, knowledge production, and quality control.190 Indeed, economists estimate that 20–40 percent of all economic growth in the United States since the 1960s has been due simply to improved allocation of talent—particularly the opening of more opportunities to highly talented women and minorities at the expense of less skilled, less “hungry,” and less innovative white men (who had largely taken their positions for granted prior, but are now “hungry” as well due to increased competition, which only enhances corporate profits further).191

It should therefore not be surprising that, as Kimberlé Crenshaw put it, “every corporation worth its salt is saying something about structural racism and anti-blackness, and that stuff is even outdistancing what candidates in the Democratic Party were actually saying.”192 And it’s not just words or high-profile donations to organizations like Black Lives Matter. Multinational corporations have also leveraged their political clout to resist and overturn laws perceived to disadvantage immigrants, racial minorities, and LGBTQ Americans.193 This should not be mistaken for altruism or mere cynical gesturing—it is in the perceived material interests of many symbolic economy institutions to become more diverse and inclusive and to resist external impediments to their ambitions in this regard.

But of course, this approach to social justice is also quite limited, with commitments extending only insofar as they actually do enhance the “bottom line.” Interventions are designed to minimize costs and risks, and to maximize profits and opportunities, for those taking part in “benevolent” acts—often at the expense of the people and causes being championed. Meanwhile, approaches to “social justice” projected to significantly disrupt operations, threaten the business model, or undermine profitability are generally avoided or actively resisted—even if they would likely be far more effective at “moving the meter” on various social problems. Consequently, the marriage of identitarianism and capitalism has had a range of somewhat contradictory effects on U.S. society and culture.

As Enzo Rossi and Olufemi Taiwo recently highlighted, on one side of the ledger, most barriers that formally excluded women and minorities from elite spaces have been dismantled over the last half century. This represents a real and significant change to the prevailing order. However, they argue, while it is important to recognize this progress, it is also critical to acknowledge its benefits as quite limited—extending mostly to a small cadre of minority elites.194 These measures have helped elites from historically marginalized and disadvantaged groups preserve or enhance their elite social position, but they have not greatly expanded the share of minorities who can climb up the ladder (let alone reducing or altogether dismantling the hierarchies implied by the “ladder” metaphor). In fact, a smaller share of Black and Hispanic students attend elite colleges today as compared with the 1980s.195 The percentage of African Americans who make it into the top income quintile is basically the same today as it was in 1960.196 Most African Americans who are born poor stay poor throughout their lives, and poverty much more frequently persists across generations for African Americans than for people of other ethnic or racial backgrounds.197 Meanwhile, most children of middle-class Black families are likely to experience downward mobility over their life course, with little wealth accumulating across generations.198

At the institutional level, despite the aforementioned incentives for greater diversity and inclusion, systematic inequalities often persist because employees have personal interests and preferences that often supervene (in social science parlance, this would be described as a “principle-agent problem”). Elite incumbents and aspirants from historically dominant groups may sympathize with competitors from historically marginalized and disadvantaged populations, but they are also keen to preserve or enhance their own status, security, wealth, and future prospects (and those of their lovers, friends, family members, etc.—who tend to share similar backgrounds). As conveyed through their behaviors (their “revealed preferences”), securing these latter objectives is much more important to most than advancing diversity, equity, or inclusion in their organizations. And insofar as already-advantaged incumbents are trying their best to outcompete aspirants from less advantaged backgrounds, all else equal, the incumbent is likely to win. Under these conditions, inequalities can replicate systematically and virtually indefinitely, even when literally everyone supports diversity, equity, and inclusion per se.

And within most symbolic capitalist spaces virtually everyone does support these ideals in principle. We support feminism. We support antiracism. We support LGBTQ rights. We support the environment. We don’t just support these causes in America, we support them worldwide. In our hearts, in our minds, in our rhetoric, we support them. But less so in our behaviors and in our relations with others—especially if it’ll cost us. In this, individual symbolic capitalists tend to operate roughly identically to the organizations we dominate. And Jamie Dimon is right: we have never been woke.







5
Totemic Capital(ism)



From the outset, the high pay, prestige, and autonomy symbolic capitalists enjoy have been justified by claims that we serve the common good and, especially, the most vulnerable, marginalized, and disadvantaged in society. These narratives continue to serve as a core means of legitimation. Increasingly, however, cultural elites are not content to portray themselves as merely advocating for, or representing the interests of, the marginalized and disadvantaged in society. It is becoming increasingly common for symbolic capitalists to assert that they directly embody vulnerable and stigmatized populations. They portray themselves as champions of those victimized by society even as they count themselves among the victimized. This is a mode of legitimation that was previously unique to Black civil rights activists in the segregated South and others occupying similar roles—that is, people who suffered real oppression, who were pushing for concrete changes, who had real followings because they were part of actual movements that they were appointed as spokespeople of. Today, applicants to McKinsey & Co. make similar claims in the service of landing a six-figure job after they graduate from an Ivy.

How did we get here? How did it become appealing for cultural elites to not merely present themselves as concerned with the plight of the less fortunate but to represent themselves as the less fortunate? Anthropologists Didier Fassin and Richard Rechtman chronicled the rise of this novel form of status (and eventual status competition) in their landmark text, The Empire of Trauma: An Inquiry into the Condition of Victimhood.1 The following is their story in a nutshell.

Although the notion of psychological trauma goes back to the late nineteenth century (particularly via the work of Jean-Martin Charcot, Sigmund Freud, and Pierre Janet), even as late as World War II, trauma was not taken very seriously. Many argued that appeals to “trauma” were merely a means for soldiers to excuse their weak constitutions (unlike the “real men” who could hold themselves together in war). It was widely believed that soldiers were exaggerating their symptoms to get sent home from the field or avoid returning thereto. This widespread dismissal spurred a decades-long campaign among practitioners treating those soldiers, alongside veteran advocacy groups, to privilege testimony and subjective experience—to not only take these seriously but to place them, in some senses, above meaningful scrutiny or reproach.

Nonetheless, the concept of trauma was not widely embraced until the Vietnam War. Most intellectuals and academics were against the war. Psychologists and psychiatrists, many of whom had been formerly hesitant or skeptical of the “trauma” framework, increasingly sought to ground their opposition to Vietnam in their domain of expertise—by arguing that the conflict was traumatizing America’s young men en masse. The image of the psychologically damaged veteran became an important component of antiwar advocacy—and posttraumatic stress disorder was formally added to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders III shortly after the U.S. withdrawal from the theater.

From there, the concept was gradually expanded beyond soldiers to include civilian survivors of war and terrorism, then police officers and other first responders, then victims of crimes including (especially) sexual assault2 and, eventually, those who had lived through natural disasters or other catastrophes. Gradually, to be a “victim” or a “survivor” took on less of a negative connotation—and eventually became something like a source of pride or honor. The 9/11 attacks, and the subsequent wars in Iraq and Afghanistan (and the valorization, even sacralization, of those who were killed or wounded therein), played a pivotal role in this transition.

In the years that followed, scientific advances would both reflect and enhance these changing notions of victimhood. Brain scans and other forms of research purported to demonstrate that “trauma” could literally and durably change one’s body and mind.3 To be “traumatized” expanded from being an experience many undergo (and hopefully, eventually transcend) into being a type of person that one becomes, more or less indefinitely. Put another way, “trauma” became naturalized as a basis for identity claims.

Ultimately, a new mode of status competition seems to have emerged from these shifts. For instance, to be pitied by others used to be humiliating, and to be “victimized” by others was a source of shame. People were encouraged to directly (personally) confront those who wronged them. If they were unwilling or unable to stand up to aggressors, they were supposed to be stoic; to be proudly defiant; to not let those who harmed them see them broken. Respect was accorded to those who demonstrated themselves as capable and powerful, who were resilient to suffering and hardship, who were brave in the face of risk and danger, who were collected and confident in response to challenges and uncertainty. These values still prevail in much of the world, and indeed in many U.S. subcultures. However, sociologists Bradley Campbell and Jason Manning argue, a different moral culture has taken hold among contemporary symbolic capitalists—a “victimhood culture.”4

Victimhood cultures, they argue, operate by a different set of rules and norms as compared to moral cultures oriented around “honor” or “dignity.” For instance, rather than directly confronting or negotiating with adversaries (settling things “between ourselves”), the norm in a victimhood culture would be to appeal to third parties to adjudicate conflicts, intervene on one’s behalf, or offer support and validation. In order to enlist these third parties, harm is discussed in hyperbolic ways. People attempt to paint themselves as weak, vulnerable, helpless, or damaged—especially relative to their adversaries. The wrongs done to oneself are tied to historical and ongoing injustices affecting others. An awkward racially inflected comment, for instance, is not described as an isolated remark made by a particular person within a specific context—instead, the comment is tied to America’s history of slavery or Jim Crow, or contemporary tragedies like the murder of George Floyd. Localized or otherwise trivial incidents are recast as fronts in cosmic struggles that others have a perceived stake in.

In a victimhood culture, extending the benefit of the doubt, laying the burden of proof on accusers, and insisting on due process or withholding judgment are often seen as impediments to justice and affronts against victims, whose accounts and interpretations of events should be sacrosanct. Immense pressure is levied on institutional decision makers for swift and decisive action in response to allegations. There is a consistent focus on “safety” (construed extremely broadly) and on aversion to risk. This often leads to censorship and invasive surveillance and management techniques, as decision makers strive not only to mitigate and (as needed) rectify conflict, offense, or harm but to prevent them outright.

The incentives in a victimhood culture push participants to be extremely sensitive even to minor or unintentional missteps by others, and to interpret ambiguous words, deeds, and situations uncharitably. This is how one maximizes opportunities to enhance one’s own moral standing. As essayist Ben Hickman put it, “Pejoratives like ‘snowflake’ miss the point of such politics. This isn’t a discourse of oversensitivity, but of hardheaded pragmatism. It hasn’t led people to fragility; it has led them to the most brutal instrumentalism in which no experience is lost as an occasion to bolster one’s brand and work one’s way up whatever institutional ladder.”5

Within a victimhood culture, challenging a purported victim’s claims or failing to comply with their demands is often recast as a form of abuse—a type of revictimization.6 To extend compassion, sympathy, curiosity, or understanding toward accused wrongdoers—to press for nuance, caution, and proportionality, or to highlight complexities, ambiguities, and uncertainties—is to risk moral pollution. Even the acts of refraining from judgment, trying to stay out of conflicts, or avoiding taking sides can look extremely suspect.

Put another way, within a victimhood culture there are both “pull” factors (a desire to bolster one’s reputation) and “push” factors (a desire to avoid having one’s image tarnished or called into question) that operate simultaneously, creating powerful incentives for people to rush to conclusions, conspicuously align themselves with the “right” side of conflicts, demand harsh punishment for perceived violations, absolve “victims” of any responsibility for creating or resolving unfortunate situations, and to acquiesce to “victims” demands with little resistance whenever possible. Because symbolic capitalists’ livelihoods are literally predicated on their social standing and their social connections, both the push and the pull factors would impress themselves more heavily on us than on most others. We have much more to gain, and potentially much more to lose, in struggles around victimhood and allyship.

We will explore the manifestations and implications of “victimhood culture” among symbolic capitalists in great detail in the sections that follow. However, before getting into that, it seems important to pause and note that the transition to a victimhood culture within American symbolic capitalist spaces happened at a moment when there was a significant change in the demographic constitution of those spaces. As we have seen, the socioeconomic and racial compositions of the symbolic professions, while marginally more diverse, have remained distressingly persistent. However, the gender composition of these professions has changed radically. Overall, women are a decisive and growing majority of contemporary symbolic capitalists, and also of college graduates (i.e., future symbolic capitalists). And although institutional inequalities persist within those professions (e.g., men remain significantly more likely to be in executive positions), this too is beginning to change. The feminization of the symbolic professions is significant in light of the robust and ever-expanding lines of research in moral and social psychology demonstrating that, in the United States and across cultural contexts, men and women tend to engage in very different forms of conflict, competition, and status seeking.7

For instance, although people across sexual lines tend to be highly committed to getting others to conform with their own preferences, expectations, and interests, women tend to be more concerned with ensuring people conform for the right reasons. They want others to comply out of love, admiration, or respect—that is, because others hold them in high esteem. They also want people who conform to explicitly validate that conforming is right and good—especially if they had been previously noncompliant or disagreeable. Men are comparably less concerned about why people comply. They are, consequently, much more comfortable with bribes and stark coercion to get people to do what they want. Put simply, men tend to be relatively more interested in power, while women prioritize status.8 Women also tend to be much more sensitive to differences in status than men, and more resentful toward those with higher status than themselves.9

Moreover, as compared with men, women are much more likely to avoid direct confrontation with rivals or aggressors. Instead, they typically seek to enlist allies in order to collectively ostracize, defame, or humiliate opponents—or else try to rely on formal processes and procedures, and involve institutional intermediaries, in order to address perceived harms—especially in conflicts with those more powerful than themselves.10 Across cultural contexts, women tend to be more averse to risk, threats, and harm (against themselves or others) as compared with men. They also tend to be much more supportive of various forms of censorship, exclusion, surveillance, and related measures in order to proactively ward off the prospect of harm or preemptively neutralize potential threats.11

Of course, as detailed earlier, virtually all of these dispositions are similarly associated with “victimhood culture.” It seems likely that the cultural and demographic processes described earlier were mutually reinforcing: the feminization of the symbolic professions may have hastened the adoption of a new moral culture and vice versa (although more empirical research on the relationship between these trends would be quite welcome!).

One final thing to bear in mind before moving on is that the question of whether victimhood culture is “better” or “worse” than moral cultures based on honor or dignity is not really a scientific question. It is a subjective and normative evaluation. Practically speaking, any moral culture would have trade-offs for various actors and in various contexts (indeed, new moral cultures seem to arise and “catch on” precisely in response to perceived shortcomings with the dominant paradigm among rising elites). Consequently, whether (and to what extent) victimhood culture is perceived as “good” or “bad” would likely depend on a range of factors, including whom we’re talking about, what they value, what they’re trying to accomplish, and where they fall in a given social or institutional order. This chapter will attempt to more or less sidestep questions like these. The goal in this chapter is to instead provide thick descriptions and empirical analyses of how that culture functions in practice among contemporary symbolic capitalists. We’ll start with some observations on how victimhood culture influences status competition.


Victimhood as Status

Let us begin with two stories.

On January 29, 2019, actor Jussie Smollett claimed to be the victim of a hate crime. According to his report to police, two white men wearing Make America Great Again (MAGA) gear were aimlessly roaming through Chicago at two o’clock in the morning in minus-thirty-degree weather, carrying nooses and bleach, when they stumbled upon Smollett, who just so happened to desire a Subway sandwich at two o’clock in the morning and decided to walk to get his meal in below-freezing weather rather than using a delivery service, driving, or hiring a car. In his telling, despite the darkness and the weather (which would require people to be bundled up pretty well), these MAGA whites immediately recognized Smollett as the star of Empire—a Fox drama about a hip-hop mogul and his family. They also happened to be up on their Hollywood trivia enough to know that Smollett was gay. They immediately decided to attack him on the basis of his race and sexuality, deploying the nooses and bleach they just happened to be carrying when they encountered him, all while yelling political slogans associated with the Donald Trump campaign. But then, despite outnumbering him and getting the drop on him, Smollett claimed to have heroically fought off his assailants, forcing them to flee, and was miraculously left with only mild scrapes and bruises related to the altercation.

Although virtually every part of his story seemed implausible, even ridiculous, many celebrities and political figures immediately rushed to signal that they believed Smollett. Indeed, the fact that the story was so absurd on its face created an opportunity for status competition. It provided a chance for people to distinguish themselves by demonstrating just how committed they were to trusting purported victims relative to their peers.12 And so, despite the rather obvious problems with Smollett’s narrative, many immediately rushed to condemn the ostensibly racist and homophobic attack against him, exerted major pressure on the authorities to identify and punish the perpetrators, and viciously targeted those who expressed skepticism about the actor’s claims. Then-presidential hopefuls Joe Biden and Kamala Harris both condemned the incident, with the latter describing it as a “modern day lynching.” Black Lives Matter and CNN anchor Don Lemon played especially important roles in elevating the story and disparaging those who doubted Smollett or even those who simply declined to “speak up.”13

Over the course of the police investigation that followed, it would turn out that the men who “assaulted” Smollett were not only Black (rather than white MAGA supporters, as initially claimed), but they were extras on Smollett’s show. Moreover, they regularly ran personal errands for the actor as a side gig. Upon being apprehended, the “assailants” testified that they carried out the fake attack both on Smollett’s orders and according to his specifications. Investigators would show that Smollett had wired money to the men before the event and had been in regular communication with them both before and after—with text messages and videographic evidence strongly suggesting they were planning the attack together in the days prior and coordinating on the day of.14 Smollett was tried and convicted of five crimes related to faking a hate crime. According to investigators, the apparent aim of the hoax was to increase attention for Empire, while enhancing Smollett’s own public profile, putting him in a position to secure a higher salary in forthcoming negotiations, and generally expanding the suite of opportunities available to the actor downstream.

Although outright hoaxes of this nature seem to be somewhat rare, scholars have identified a common set of motives that seem to drive such behaviors when they occur. People generally fabricate victimization in order to get positive attention from others (or ward off negative attention), to feel special, and to secure additional care, assistance, or compensation from others.15 The Smollett case seems to provide a textbook example of a victimization hoax. The next story is a bit more complicated, and for that reason, perhaps more instructive of certain themes of this chapter.

On December 18, 2018, actress Amber Heard published an essay in the Washington Post describing herself as a survivor of sexual violence and domestic abuse, and positioning herself as an advocate for other survivors. Explicitly aligning herself with the #MeToo movement, Heard claimed firsthand experience with the adverse consequences women often face for resisting or exposing the bad behavior of powerful men. Although not explicitly mentioned, the article strongly alluded to her ex-husband, actor Johnny Depp, as the source of victimization she described. The article received significant news coverage and Heard was widely praised for her bravery in coming forward. The day after Heard’s article came out, she was announced as an ACLU Artist Ambassador for women’s rights. Two days after that, the blockbuster film Aquaman was released, with Heard starring in a lead role. The op-ed and the movie fed off each other, each elevating the prominence of the other, to Heard’s benefit. She was having “a moment.”

Yet, unfortunately (for everyone, in the end), as Heard’s star was rising in the wake of the op-ed, Depp was dropped from numerous high-profile projects, including the blockbuster Harry Potter prequel series Fantastic Beasts and a forthcoming Pirates of the Caribbean film—all due to his alleged abuse of Heard. Suffering tens of millions of dollars in purported losses, and insisting that Heard had misrepresented their relationship, Depp sued his ex for defamation. He claimed that the prevailing narrative had the whole thing backward and, in fact, Heard had consistently physically and mentally abused him. And he successfully convinced a jury of his account of events—winning $10 million in compensatory damages, with an additional $5 million in punitive damages (while Heard won only $2 million in compensatory damages in her countersuit out of a requested $100 million).16

Over the course of the trial, it was revealed that the timing of the events leading to Heard’s “moment” was not coincidental. In exchange for Heard’s pledging $3.5 million to the ACLU (less than half of which ended up getting paid), the nonprofit awarded Heard with the title of Artist Ambassador for women’s rights, more or less composed her viral op-ed, helped place it in the Washington Post, and promoted it thereafter. Correspondence and testimony released during the trial revealed that, at Heard’s insistence, they carefully timed the publication of the op-ed, and the subsequent press release regarding her ambassadorship for women’s rights, to correspond with the release of Aquaman—in order to build up (and capitalize on) buzz for Heard in the lead-up to the film’s debut.17

Both Smollett and Heard’s stories involve elites leveraging claims of victimhood in order to enhance their projects, their public profile, and their downstream opportunities. Both actors recognized that being perceived as a target of racism, homophobia, or misogynistic abuse could be career enhancing under the right circumstances. However, of the two, Heard’s case is perhaps more illuminating because, while Smollett’s claimed victimhood was proved to be fraudulent, it seems plausible that Heard actually was abused. Indeed, in a previous trial in the United Kingdom, the presiding judge ruled that Heard’s accusations were sufficiently credible to dismiss Depp’s accusations of libel.18 Yet recognizing Heard as a potential victim of abuse does not preclude us from also recognizing that she clearly saw it as advantageous to her professional career to leverage the surge in public outrage over sexual harassment, assault, and discrimination in order to direct greater public attention toward herself personally and to her completely unrelated upcoming projects. The potential for career enhancement seemed to be a nontrivial factor both in her decision to get involved with the ACLU and in her attempt to publicly align herself with #MeToo.

Typically, there is a bifurcation in discourse on these issues. Accusers are cast either as genuine victims seeking the justice they deserve or as shrewd opportunists looking to literally capitalize on others’ sympathy for social justice movements. In reality, both are often true at the same time. Within symbolic capitalist spaces, many who seem to sincerely perceive themselves as victims also look for ways they can trade on that victimhood in order to enhance their social position. It is often hard for people to recognize this, and even harder to talk about it, because we tend to see victims as ethically superior to others, as being “above” distasteful motives and unsavory behaviors. However, being victimized, or coming to understand oneself as a victim, tends to produce a broad range of effects on people—many of them unfortunate.

For instance, research has found that people who understand themselves as victims often demonstrate less concern for the hardships of others; they feel more entitled to selfish behavior; they grow more vicious against rivals—not just against the people who victimized them but against anyone who stands in the way of their goals or aspirations. Yet even as they grow more likely to engage in immoral behaviors—and often victimize others who did them no wrong—they also gain a sense of moral superiority relative to everyone else.19

Many of the pernicious effects of victimization are heightened when others recognize and validate one’s sense of victimhood. Bad behaviors are enabled by the fact that people tend to cut others slack if they are recognized as having been victimized. Indeed, it seems to be cognitively difficult for most to simultaneously recognize someone as both a victim and a perpetrator of unjust harm (although people seem to regularly occupy both roles “in the world”).20 Consequently, those who view themselves as victims, and especially those who are recognized by others as victims, often exist in a state of moral exception. The more frequently they evoke their victimhood, the more ethically dubious behaviors they feel entitled to engage in—confident that they will not be held responsible, morally or practically, for their actions.

Far from victimization having an ennobling effect, rendering people more worthy of power and judicious in its use, history is replete with examples of formerly subaltern groups taking power and proving themselves to be every bit as oppressive or depraved as the people they overthrew. This should not be surprising as, again, identification with victimhood often renders people more self-oriented and more hostile toward perceived rivals than they were before (rather than encouraging them to be more tolerant, empathetic, or altruistic). Increased affluence and influence have likewise been shown to render people more selfish and aggressive while undermining empathy and attentiveness toward others. Power tends to exacerbate intolerance and feelings of contempt toward those who obstruct one’s interests or diverge from one’s preferences. It renders people less concerned about the potential downsides of their actions and less aware of others’ perspectives.21 That is, rather than working against one another (with victimhood rendering people more ethical in their use of power, or power helping to blunt some of the pernicious effects of victimhood), the adverse consequences of victimhood and elite status may be synergistic and mutually reinforcing. People with a strong sense of victimization may be especially ill suited for being in positions of power; power may have an exceptionally corrupting influence on people who see themselves as victims.

Yet unfortunately, and perhaps counterintuitively, in the contemporary United States, social status and a sense of victimhood seem to travel hand in hand, with each reinforcing the other. For instance, those who are genuinely marginalized and disadvantaged in society are much less likely to perceive or describe themselves as victims of identity-based bias and discrimination than highly educated and relatively affluent liberals.22 And there’s a reason for that. Although virtually no one wants to be genuinely victimized by others, many status seekers are nonetheless interested in presenting themselves as victims and being perceived as victims—especially in contexts where “victimhood culture” prevails (such as most symbolic capitalist spaces). Some go so far as to reorient their whole identity around having been victimized in order to enjoy the benefits that come with perceived victimization indefinitely. Others find creative ways to capitalize on victimhood they didn’t personally experience at all.



Stigmata

Only certain types of victimization tend to be honored in a victimhood culture. First, in order to reap the benefits associated with being recognized as a victim, one’s victimhood has to be a product of malevolent actions by others. That is, one cannot merely be a victim of circumstance—there must be someone who can be blamed (and, ideally, punished) for one’s victimized status.23 Second, one’s victimization should appear to be a result of factors outside one’s control. Poverty, for instance, is often a product of exploitation and oppression by others. However, it is also widely perceived as something that is at least somewhat within one’s control. It is a state that people are viewed as being at least partially responsible for bringing on themselves.24 It is also a situation that people can conceivably escape. The most compelling forms of victimhood are tied to immutable elements of a person’s being rather than changeable aspects of their present circumstances. As Richard Rorty explained,


Leftists have helped to put together such academic disciplines as women’s history, black history, gay studies, Hispanic-American studies, and migrant studies. This has led Stefan Collini to remark that in the United States … the term “cultural studies” means “victim studies.” Collini’s choice of phrase has been resented, but he was making a good point: namely, that such programs were created not out of the sort of curiosity about diverse forms of human life which gave rise to cultural anthropology, but rather … to help victims of socially acceptable forms of sadism by making such sadism no longer acceptable.… Nobody is setting up a program in unemployed studies, homeless studies or trailer-park studies because the unemployed, the homeless and residents of trailer parks are not “other” in the relevant sense. To be other in this sense you must bear an ineradicable stigma, one which makes you a victim of socially accepted sadism rather than merely economic selfishness.25



Women, racial and ethnic minorities, sexual minorities, those with disabilities, trauma survivors, certain persecuted religious minorities—these are identities that are especially respected in symbolic capitalists’ victimhood culture. Being poor, or coming from poverty, can enhance one’s moral standing if one also bears some other marginalized identity. However, there is very little sympathy for impoverished “cishet” whites. Indeed, they are often viewed as being not just responsible for their own suffering but deserving of it—and their struggles, frustrations, and concerns are widely mocked or dismissed.26

Moreover, although conservatives tend to be consistent in their judgments about victimization and discrimination (viewing America as generally fair and perceiving virtually all “isms” and “phobias” as blown out of proportion), among liberals there is a clear hierarchy of perceived victimization: Blacks and Hispanics at the top, followed by LGBTQ people, followed by Muslims, then Asians and Jews.27

These dynamics create strong incentives for individuals and organizations associated with the symbolic professions to align themselves with a particular subset of victimhood-enhancing identities—often by exploiting the vagueness inherent in many social distinctions.

Consider the term “people of color” (POC), or its fashionable cousin BIPOC (in the United Kingdom, they use BAME):28 Elite institutions are fond of claiming that some large portion of their members are POC. The elite private New York City K–12 school Horace Mann, for instance, proclaims that 46 percent of attendees “identify as students of color.”29 This sounds quite impressive on its face. However, the school’s 2022–2023 IRS filings provide striking context to this claim.30 In fact, less than 13 percent of its students are African American, Indigenous American, or Hispanic. Put another way, roughly 87 percent of its students are white, part white,31 or Asian American. Collapsing these distinctions into a simple binary of POC versus whites allows the school to imply that it has large numbers of students from populations that are otherwise underrepresented in elite spaces. In fact, it does not. Fully half of the minority students at the school are Asian—and Asian Americans tend to be overrepresented in elite institutions like Horace Mann.

Of course, it is also the case that Asian Americans have faced a long history of discrimination in the United States, from the Chinese Exclusion Acts to the internment of Japanese Americans during World War II; to racial zoning, redlining, and persecution that contributed to the rise of “Chinatowns” and “Japantowns” in many American cities; to episodes of racialized violence and lynchings.32 Asian Americans have been subjected to offensive caricatures and stereotypes that persist to this day. They continue to be subject to occasional hate crimes and other forms of racialized animus.33 Asian Americans have to work around de facto quotas at elite colleges and universities, and often struggle to break into the very top positions at institutions and firms (the so-called bamboo ceiling).34 Nonetheless, by most measures, from educational attainment to income, wealth, and social mobility, most Asian racial and ethnic populations tend to do better than most other racial or ethnic minorities in the United States—and indeed significantly outperform whites on average too.35

This is a phenomenon that is in no way restricted to Asian Americans. For instance, the same patterns hold true for Middle Easterners (Jews, Arabs, Persians, Turks). There is a long and ignoble history of anti-Semitism and Islamophobia dating back to the very beginning of the United States; hate crimes persist against people of Middle Eastern backgrounds, especially those perceived to be Muslims or Jews. Since 9/11, Muslims have also been subject to heavy and often extraconstitutional surveillance and persecution by law enforcement and national security agencies.36 Nonetheless, Jews, Persians, Turks, and most Arab subgroups enjoy significantly higher levels of average household income and educational attainment than other Americans. Even populations that are largely marginalized, exploited, and dispossessed throughout the Middle East, such as Palestinians, tend to have higher levels of educational attainment than most other Americans and household incomes roughly equivalent to the national average.37

The fact that many Asian and Middle Eastern subpopulations enjoy comparable or higher levels of prosperity as compared with mainstream whites does not negate the other challenges they may continue to face in virtue of their race, ethnicity, religion, or other factors—nor is it to suggest that they should not identify as POC. The point is merely to recognize that within symbolic capitalist spaces, identifying as a POC “does work” for those who so identify. It allows people who hail from ethnic subpopulations that are statistically more likely than most to succeed—who are statistically overrepresented in elite spaces—to nonetheless present themselves as underdogs (and implicitly as nonelites).

Likewise, studies have found that a majority of those who identify as “Black” at selective schools—and, by proxy, those who are prominent or hold more lucrative positions within the symbolic professions—seem to be Afro-Caribbean, African, or multiracial (typically, half-white).38 This is significant because Blacks from immigrant backgrounds often grow up in ethnic enclaves with communities that possess a relatively strong sense of identity, reciprocity, and trust. They tend to go to better schools and grow up in safer neighborhoods than nonimmigrant Blacks. They are also much more likely to grow up in two-parent households and with highly educated parents.39 Similarly, multiracial Black Americans are much more likely to grow up in wealthier neighborhoods, attend better schools, and be raised by highly educated parents in a two-parent household.40 Both groups tend to have significantly more diverse social networks as compared with nonimmigrant monoracial Blacks. They also tend to fare significantly better in terms of life outcomes. Indeed, the most populous Afro-Caribbean and African immigrant subgroups in America tend to enjoy median household incomes that are equivalent or superior to overall U.S. averages. Statistically speaking, then, people from such backgrounds have not “beaten the odds” insofar as they also secure above-average levels of income or educational attainment—the odds were literally in their favor! This is in sharp contrast with nonimmigrant monoracial Black Americans, for whom socioeconomic outcomes like median household income or educational attainment tend to fall significantly below U.S. averages.41

Irrespective of ethnic background, Black students at highly selective colleges and universities tend to be from relatively well-off households.42 Also independent of ethnic background, lighter skin tone is strongly correlated with socioeconomic success among Black Americans.43 Those with lighter skin are significantly less prone to experience hostile prejudice and discrimination among whites or to be subjected to disciplinary and law enforcement measures.44 They are more likely to be integrated into predominantly white social networks and institutions, and have more options in the dating and marriage market.45 They are more likely to be viewed as competent and intelligent, and are hired and promoted at higher rates.46 That is, lighter-skinned Black folks do not experience anywhere near the same racial stigma as darker-skinned peers.

All said, Black people in elite spaces tend to be fairer skinned, from relatively well-off backgrounds (especially as compared with most other African Americans), or of immigrant or multiracial backgrounds. Yet elites from these categories often actively and willfully collapse these distinctions into the simple label “Black,” in part because it advantages us to do so. It allows us to implicitly portray ourselves as significantly marginalized or disadvantaged even though we are not subject to the same constraints, risks, or prejudices that most other Black people have to face, and despite the fact that we were granted many advantages that the typical Black person in America does not enjoy. This conflation allows elites to pretend as though a “win” for us is somehow also a “win” for those who are more dramatically marginalized or disadvantaged—when in fact, there is little relation between our fates. Indeed, Blacks have long been the most socioeconomically polarized racial group in America (although we were recently edged out by Asian Americans in this regard).47 There is very little “trickling down” or “lifting up” happening, rhetorical solidarity notwithstanding. Instead, upper-middle-class African Americans have often advanced themselves in ways that concentrate disadvantage for other Black people.48

Now, this is not to say immigrants, multiracial people, or fair-skinned people cannot or should not identify as “Black” (I am a biracial person who so identifies; more on that soon)—nor is it to suggest that multiracial, immigrant, light-skinned, or relatively well-off Blacks face no challenges on the basis of their race. The goal is merely to point out that (1) the challenges we face are much less severe than those that monoracial nonimmigrant Black people (i.e., most Black people) face, and (2) Black identification “does work” for elites who lay claim to that identity. It conceals the privileges we typically bear (especially as compared with most other Black people, but even as compared with Americans overall in many cases) and provides us with many additional benefits, to be discussed shortly.

In a similar fashion, we can observe that identifying as LGBTQ seems to “do work” for the growing numbers of elites who identify as queer, bisexual, or nonbinary but who partner overwhelmingly or even exclusively with people of the opposite biological sex. Before the current Awokening, there was a fairly tight correspondence between nonheterosexual identity and nonheterosexual behavior: people who identified as something other than cisgender heterosexuals tended to have sex lives that reflected that identity. This is much less the case today. The share of Americans under thirty who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, or queer is now nearly twice the share of Americans who report having actually engaged in nonstraight sexual encounters—and the gap has continued to grow.49 In fact, young bisexual Americans today seem to be having more heterosexual encounters than peers who identify as cisgender heterosexuals.50 The growing divergence between sexual orientations and behaviors seems to be particularly pronounced among highly educated and left-identifying young women.

There has been a spike in “trans” identification among highly educated and relatively affluent young women in recent years as well.51 However, a 2023 survey by the Washington Post and the Kaiser Family Foundation52—the largest of its kind to date—found that the overwhelming majority of contemporary Americans who identify as trans do not behave or present themselves much differently than cisgender lesbian, gay, and bisexual Americans. For instance, only a third of trans identifiers have pursued hormones, gender-affirming surgeries, or counseling for gender transition. Roughly the same share identify with the gender most commonly associated with the opposite biological sex. Likewise, only 30 percent of trans identifiers “always” try to present as a gender different from their biological sex, and just 24 percent have sought to actually change their name on government documents. As for the other two-thirds of trans identifiers, they claim to be “gender nonconforming” or “nonbinary” rather than associating with the opposite gender. They are much less consistent in presenting themselves in a manner incongruent with norms of others who share their biological sex (typically engaging in these activities only “some of the time” or “not at all”). For this two-thirds of respondents, the primary way they seem to express their trans identity is by requesting that others refer to them with less conventional pronouns or adopting chosen names (which they typically do not try to codify in formal documents). In short, as a larger share of highly educated and relatively affluent young women have begun identifying as trans, the meaning of the term has been expanded significantly—now encompassing large numbers of people whose self-presentation and lifestyle choices are not significantly different from those of cisgender same-sex peers. They embrace the label of being “trans” but largely avoid the challenges faced by the one-third of coidentifiers who consistently and overtly present themselves in a manner incongruent with their biological sex, engage in nonreversible body modification, and/or attempt to permanently adjust their legal classifications to render them congruent with the gender they identify with.

Here, the point is not to suggest that growing numbers of bisexual or trans identifiers are not really LGBTQ or should not identify as such. Readers should simply accept these identity claims at face value for the purpose of this analysis. However, while granting these self-identifications as likely sincere reflections of their feelings, we can nonetheless observe that the “revealed preferences” of growing shares of LGBTQ Americans (as expressed in their dating and mating behaviors, self-presentation, etc.) are largely identical to those of “cishet”–identifying peers. Consequently, in contexts where LGBTQ identification did not convey advantages—or especially if it provided disadvantages—it may be that many of these people would not have come to identify the same way. However, for the world in which we actually live, and in social arenas symbolic capitalists operate in more specifically, undefined terms like “queer”53 or umbrella terms like LGBTQ often function much like BIPOC (and derivatives thereof), allowing people from populations that are not heavily disadvantaged to rhetorically lump themselves in with those who are in order to enhance their personal claims to victimization (and undermine perceptions of privilege).

In reality, collectively speaking, LGBTQ Americans are more likely to be at the tail ends of both sides of the socioeconomic spectrum. As compared with cisgender heterosexuals, LGBTQ Americans are more likely to be high school dropouts and college grads. They are more likely to struggle with homelessness, poverty, food insecurity, trauma, or violence and to be wealthy. Less educated bisexual women, trans Americans who identify with the gender opposite their biological sex, or overtly gender nonconforming individuals are particularly likely to fall into these former categories as compared with cisgender lesbian or gay Americans (whose overall poverty rates are about the same as their cisgender straight peers). Sexual minorities who are also racial and ethnic minorities, or who live in rural areas, tend to be more vulnerable to adversity as well.54 Meanwhile, highly educated or white cisgender lesbian, gay, and bisexual Americans, especially those who live in urban areas, are more likely to skew toward the upper end of the socioeconomic distribution. Nonetheless, identifying with the umbrella term (LGBTQ) allows those who are relatively advantaged to portray themselves as the opposite—often by appealing to statistics that are driven heavily by adverse outcomes among those who are quite sociologically distant from themselves.

The more elite the space, the more pronounced these tendencies become. For instance, polls and surveys estimate roughly one in five Gen Z adults identify as something other than heterosexual (two-thirds of these identify as “bi”—and again, most people who identify as bi seem to partner overwhelmingly or exclusively with members of the opposite sex). At Yale and Harvard, these numbers are much higher: 29 percent of students identify as LGBTQ. At Princeton, it’s 35 percent. At Brown, it’s 38 percent. These identification patterns have been closely tied to the Great Awokening (and the struggles for power and status entailed thereby). At Brown and Yale, the number of students who identify as LGBTQ has doubled over the last decade. At Harvard, they’ve tripled.55

Comparable analyses could be made of the rapidly growing number of elites who identify as “disabled” (whom we will turn to shortly). Across the board, accepting identity claims as sincere does not negate, and should not distract from, the reality that association with these “stigmatized” identities seems to be perceived as an advantage in symbolic capitalist spaces—leading elites to actively seek out and proudly broadcast labels that have often been thrust on others involuntarily in other contexts. Nor should it prevent us from recognizing that elite struggles for status on the basis of perceived victimhood typically have nothing to do with helping the genuinely marginalized or disadvantaged in society.



Different Boats

For elites who cannot directly claim affiliation with the “right” kind of stigmatized identity, engaging in the culture wars often allows them to experience something like “victimhood by proxy”: progressive whites are keen to broadcast their status as “allies” and tell stories about how their unyielding commitments to social justice put them at odds with “other” whites. Insofar as they manage to alienate themselves from white peers (or even family members) on the basis of social justice advocacy, they often portray themselves as being “in the same boat” as minorities. For instance, receiving pushback from whites for their approach to antiracism allows them to paint themselves as fellow victims of racism. Constantly “struggling” with (other) whites about racial issues makes them feel like they understand the experience of being a minority. People are often strikingly explicit in making associations like these.56

However, it’s not just elites from the dominant group who get in on this action. Again, minority elites often describe themselves as being “in the same boat” as the genuinely marginalized and disadvantaged. They depict their intraelite struggles and competitions as somehow being “of a kind” with the challenges more desperate or vulnerable members of their group face or have historically struggled to overcome. The truth is, however, that these elites tend to be in very different “boats” from most others in the groups they purport to represent. Consider the case of African Americans. Over the past seventy years Black people at the upper end of the income distribution have seen significant gains in their earnings relative to similarly advantaged whites. However, the Black-white income gap for everyone else has expanded since the mid-1970s to the point where disparities between nonelite Black men and white men are comparable to what they were before the civil rights movement.57 Yet, as sociologist William Julius Wilson observed, Black elites are often uncomfortable discussing these realities.

In 1978 Wilson published a book demonstrating that, although civil rights law and affirmative action significantly improved the prospects of upper-middle-class and wealthy Black people, there seemed to be little to no measurable socioeconomic benefit to working-class and poor Blacks. Symbolic capitalists’ response to these findings was quite telling. Wilson notes, “In the early discussions of The Declining Significance of Race, critics were so preoccupied with what I had to say about the improving conditions of the black middle class that they virtually ignored my more important arguments about the deteriorating conditions of the black underclass. The view was often expressed that since all blacks are suffering, there is no need to single out the black poor.”58 Some intellectuals, Wilson noted, went so far as to suggest that it’s actually people like themselves, Black professionals, who suffer the most from racism today.

In truth, the “hardships” faced by elites from minority populations are not comparable to the difficulties nonelites have to reckon with. It does little to serve the interests of nonelite minorities to collapse these experiences together (if anything, it trivializes the struggles of the genuinely disadvantaged). This conflation is, instead, carried out nearly exclusively by elites, for their own benefit, often to help them seem less “elite” than they actually are.59 Sometimes, people from relatively affluent backgrounds who identify as members of historically marginalized and disadvantaged groups go so far as to try passing off others’ extreme experiences with identity-based victimization as their own.60

Far from using their elite position to meaningfully help genuinely disadvantaged members of the groups they claim affiliation with, symbolic capitalists typically attempt to leverage collective identities in the service of their individual benefit. Discussions turn on what I am entitled to on the basis of my identity claims. These claims are, themselves, predicated on pitting women against men, Blacks against whites, LGBTQ Americans against cisgender heterosexuals, wherein one party bears collective guilt, and the other collective entitlements, on the basis of past or ongoing victimization. Even historically marginalized and disadvantaged groups are often competitively set against one another, with exchanges often devolving into a form of “oppression Olympics.” Who had it worse historically—Blacks, homosexuals, or women? Who has it worse today? How many stigmatized identities can I claim compared with you?

In order to understand how these status competitions play out within symbolic capitalist spaces, it’ll be helpful to build up some theoretical scaffolding by introducing a new concept: totemic capital.



Totemic Capital

In chapter 1, we walked through three different forms of symbolic capital, as formulated by Pierre Bourdieu: academic capital, cultural capital, and political capital. These are intended to be general forms of symbolic capital that explain dynamics across societies and cultures. To these, let us add another form of symbolic capital that is more unique to contemporary Western “victimhood cultures”: totemic capital.61

In sociological terms, a totem is a sacred symbol that represents a people; it marks an essence they are uniquely bonded to; it connects their past with the present; it links the fates of totem bearers and endows them with distinct social proprieties.62 If we understand labels like “Black,” “LGBTQ ,” “disabled,” “woman,” and so on as serving a function akin to totems in contemporary victimhood culture,63 then we can define “totemic capital” as the epistemic and moral authority afforded to an individual on the basis of bearing one or more of these totems—that is, on the basis of claimed or perceived membership in a historically marginalized or disadvantaged group.

Individuals from populations that have been persecuted, exploited, oppressed, or excluded are often held to possess special knowledge or insight that others do not have access to.64 They are also perceived as more truthful and “authentic” than others—especially with respect to issues discursively marked as salient for their group. For instance, lesbian, gay, and bisexual people are held to understand sexuality better, and speak more honestly on the topic, than “straight” people. Those who are female or transgender are assumed to understand gender better, and to speak more authentically on gender issues, than “cishet” men. Ethnic and religious minorities are held to speak with unique authority on matters discursively associated with their group (i.e., Black people on policing, Hispanics on immigration, Muslims on terrorism—notice there are often troubling implicit assumptions that seem to be built into these deference practices). People with more humble socioeconomic roots are purported to speak more truthfully on issues like poverty or inequality than those who come from more privileged backgrounds.

Likewise, there is abundant research suggesting that diverse teams are more innovative, less biased, and better at problem-solving as compared with groups that are more homogeneous.65 This research has often been (mis)translated into a perception that diverse individuals are inherently more creative and objective than others. “Diverse individual,” of course, is a contradiction in terms. However, people seem to use this construction to nonspecifically refer to someone who is nonwhite, nonmale, noncisgender or heterosexual, nonneurotypical, disabled, and so forth. The perception is that those who can be defined as “other” in some sense may be especially well suited for the kind of work symbolic capitalists do, or they’ll add especially high value to organizations.

Related to these perceptions of heightened insight, honesty, and authenticity, totem bearers are held to be morally superior to others as well.66 Many argue that placing people from historically marginalized and disadvantaged groups in positions of power will render institutions more ethical. People from historically marginalized and disadvantaged groups are held up as being more worthy of power—and are presumed to be more judicious and beneficent in the ways they exercise power. Summarizing the mentality prevalent in many symbolic capitalist spaces, Richard Rorty argued, “The cultural Left has a vision of an America in which … members of previously victimized groups … have somehow come into possession of more foresight and imagination than the selfish suburbanites. These formerly oppressed and newly powerful people are expected to be as angelic as the straight white males were diabolical.”67

Cultural elites try to exploit these assumptions through the cultivation and expenditure of totemic capital.68 People attempt to leverage totemic capital by making claims introduced by phrases like, “As a [insert totemic identification here], I think/feel/desire …,” under the implicit expectation that their personal thoughts, feelings, or desires will be given more weight than they otherwise would in virtue of their affiliation with a historically marginalized or disadvantaged group.69

Others attempt to exert totemic capital by suggesting that some slight to them personally is actually a slight against their group—tied to the history of oppression, exploitation, or marginalization against “people like them”—or else suggesting that some kind of boon to them personally is actually a great “win” for “people like them” more broadly.

Other times, claims are made in the form, “[Insert totemic identification here] people think/feel/want …,” where the assertion of what the people in question desire, believe, and so on is derived not from cited and robust empirical evidence but apparently from some quasi-mystical connection that unites other group members to one another—allowing the claimant’s own thoughts, feelings, preferences, and experiences to be held up as representative of “their people” as a whole (without a need to empirically investigate and substantiate how most others in the group think, feel, or desire with respect to the issue at hand).

Critically, like other forms of symbolic capital, totemic capital is context dependent. For instance, Black people are not discursively held to possess a special understanding of physics in virtue of their racial identity. Hence, presenting oneself as a representative of Black people would not tend to enhance one’s epistemic authority with respect to discussing physics, except perhaps to the extent that conversations about the field touched on matters of race, inequality, and so on. Indeed, a Black physicist may experience less epistemic authority than white peers in most circumstances70—especially to the extent that they are perceived to have been hired or promoted on the basis of racial preferences.71 However, totem bearers in fields such as journalism, social science, the humanities, activism, and policymaking often do wield particular moral and epistemic authority—especially on topics coded as salient for the groups they are purporting to represent.72

It is also critical to bear in mind that totemic capital, like other forms of symbolic capital, may or may not enhance one’s socioeconomic status. Again, as discussed throughout this text, there continues to be systematic variance along the lines of race and gender with respect to pay and career advancement in many fields. However, symbolic capitalists are often quite willing to trade wealth for symbolic capital—especially if they are already relatively well off (or hail from relatively advantaged backgrounds). As a recent study in the American Sociological Review put it, jobs that increase one’s moral standing with others or one’s moral self-image often “function as a luxury good, which higher-paid workers are more willing to trade for as the urgency of pecuniary income recedes.”73

That said, possessing totemic capital can and often does help symbolic capitalists gain access to direct material benefits—typically provided by state, corporate, or nonprofit institutions eager to symbolically rectify historical wrongs against various groups by bestowing honors and benefits on contemporary totem bearers. This can take the form of special funding opportunities (scholarships, fellowships, grants that are explicitly or implicitly restricted to totem bearers); special hiring, promotion, or mentoring initiatives set aside for totem bearers; preferences in publication (that is, all else equal, preferring scholarship, journalism, editorials, or other contributions on various topics from people who hail from particular groups—especially with respect to issues discursively coded as salient for those groups); and beyond.

Collectively, these symbolic and material benefits create a temptation for many to lay claim to totems through deceptive means. Ironically, but also intuitively, people who work on social justice issues seem to be especially inclined to attempt to misleadingly appropriate totems—at least in part to expand the reach and impact of their “justice-oriented” work.



(Mis)appropriating Totems

In 2008, Margaret Seltzer (better known as Margaret B. Jones) made headlines when her critically acclaimed “memoir” Love and Consequences was found to be a fraud. Seltzer had purported to be half–Native American, a foster child, a former “gang-banger,” and much more. In fact, she had grown up in an affluent suburb of Los Angeles, was raised by her birth parents, attended private schools, and had no known Native American ancestry. When her fraud was exposed, she explained that she made up this fake background largely to “put a voice to people who people don’t listen to.… I just felt that there was good that I could do and there was no other way that someone would listen to it.… I thought I had an opportunity to make people understand the conditions that people live in and the reasons people make the choices from the choices they don’t have.”74

In 2017, BethAnn McLaughlin, then an assistant professor of neuroscience at Vanderbilt University, was denied tenure. In her telling, this outcome was a result of her having testified in a sexual harassment investigation at Vanderbilt (although she ultimately recanted the accusations made against her colleague in court).75 Soon thereafter, she launched an organization, MeTooSTEM, oriented around addressing sexual discrimination, harassment, and assault in the physical sciences. Roughly simultaneously, McLaughlin created an online persona, Sciencing_Bi, purporting to be a bisexual, Hopi anthropology professor at Arizona State University (ASU) who had been sexually victimized by Harvard University archaeologist Gary Urton.76 Over the years that followed, Sciencing_Bi accrued a nontrivial following in academic and activist Twitter circles—and aggressively supported and helped raise awareness and money for MeTooSTEM and McLaughlin’s tenure decision appeal case. She also zealously defended McLaughlin from growing criticism of how she ran MeTooSTEM—including against charges that she serially mistreated minority staff members. The charade ended in 2020 when McLaughlin attempted to protest colleges remaining open during the COVID-19 pandemic by having Sciencing_Bi contract and “die” from the novel coronavirus after being “forced” by her university to teach in person. Announcing the “death” of her “friend,” McLaughlin made a point of emphasizing racial and gender disparities within academia and racialized health disparities with respect to the COVID-19 pandemic. She underlined Sciencing_Bi’s commitment to MeTooSTEM and its cause, urging others to donate and join the fight in her memory. The outpouring of grief and outrage was widespread and intense … which ultimately led ASU to investigate the matter and announce that, in fact, none of its faculty had died from COVID-19, nor were ASU faculty obliged to teach in person at the time Sciencing_Bi was purported to have perished.77 It quickly became apparent that McLaughlin had created this alternative persona—of someone who was a woman, a sexual minority, a racial minority, and a sexual assault survivor—in order to harness the moral authority ascribed to these populations for the sake of bolstering the credibility of herself, her chosen causes, and her nascent organization.

McLaughlin and Seltzer are far from alone in these respects. Prominent community organizer and activist Satchuel Cole and former NAACP chapter head Rachel Dolezal were both whites who pretended to be Black.78 Natasha Lycia Ora Bannan, senior counsel at the LatinoJustice Puerto Rican Legal Defense and Education Fund, honored as the first “Latina” president of the National Lawyers Guild, was revealed to be of Irish, Italian, and Russian ancestry—although she pretended to be Colombian and Puerto Rican.79 Raquel Saraswati, Chief Diversity Officer of the American Friends Service Committee, claimed to be of Latina, South Asian, and Arab descent. In truth, she is a white American of British, German and Italian ancestry.80 Many scholars who work on racial issues, and are known as advocates for social justice, have likewise been revealed as lying about their ancestry in recent years. For instance, activist-scholars Jessica “La Bombalera” Krug, Kelly Kean Sharp, Andrea Lee Smith, and CV Vitolo-Haddad were roughly contemporaneously exposed as mainstream white people pretending to be Black, Latina, or Native American.81 “Food sovereignty” activist Elizabeth Hoover followed soon thereafter.82

Although women seem most likely to engage in these particular forms of appropriation, men occasionally get in on the action as well. In 2011, for instance, a popular lesbian Syrian blogger, Amina Arraf (better known as “Gay Girl in Damascus”), was revealed to be Tom MacMaster, a white American PhD candidate studying medieval history at the University of Edinburgh.83 MacMaster claims to have initially adopted the persona in order to engage with people about the Middle East, Islam, gender, and sexuality without the suspicion and social distance he often experienced engaging on these topics as a white, American, cisgender, heterosexual, Christian male. As Amina, he recognized that he could voice a range of opinions that would be received completely differently if they had come from MacMaster, and people would interact with him in a less guarded way. Writing as “Gay Girl in Damascus,” MacMaster publicly advocated for feminism and gay rights in the Muslim world and called for regime change in Syria. But as Amina grew more prolific, MacMaster began to feel as though his hoax was getting out of hand. He tried to “disappear” his persona by ceasing all writing and alleging from a separate account that Amina had been abducted by the Assad regime and likely would not be heard from again. Rather than allowing for a clean exit, MacMaster’s claim sparked a global outcry for Amina’s release, with the U.S. Department of State even becoming involved. At that point, MacMaster came clean. In his confession, like Margaret Seltzer, MacMaster claimed to have “created an important voice for issues that I feel strongly about.”84 He continued, “I only hope that people pay as much attention to the people of the Middle East and their struggles in this year of revolutions. The events there are being shaped by the people living them on a daily basis. I have only tried to illuminate them for a western audience.”85

Across the board, these actors were engaged in social justice–oriented work. In all cases, they could have done the same work as white people—but they recognized that their work would not be received and interpreted the same way were it not for the ruse. It would be unlikely to have the same impact. It would be unlikely to be as well respected. They wanted the moral and epistemic authority that comes with being a totem bearer.86 They also wanted to exploit, and most of them did exploit, opportunities set aside for people who can lay claim to these identities—from scholarships and fellowships to admissions, hiring, promotion, and publication preferences and beyond.87

As with Seltzer’s, the pseudo-biographies these actors composed about their lives were often extreme and implausible. They often presented themselves (in terms of how they dressed, how they talked, how they carried themselves) in ways that would be understood as offensive caricatures if performed by a white actor in a movie, or a white comedian in a set. And not content with carrying out these exaggerated performances themselves, they were often quite militant in policing “people of color” in their networks for being insufficiently “woke,” “authentic,” or “committed”—and were especially hard on (other) white liberals. Andrea Lee Smith, for instance, recently resigned from her position at the University of California, Riverside, in order to avoid an investigation into dubious claims she made about her ancestry.88 However, prior to her own behaviors falling under scrutiny (and perhaps as a means to forestall that), she went so far as to publish a paper denouncing white feminist scholars for appropriating Indigenous aesthetics and practices, or outright pretending to be Native American, in order to disassociate from their whiteness.89

The extremism and militancy of Smith, Krug, Dolezal, and others only seemed to enhance their appeal within symbolic capitalist circles. Indeed, Touré Reed has argued that the most troubling aspect of stories like these is not the fraud itself but that these “minstrel acts” are so consistently and enthusiastically embraced by other symbolic capitalists.90 He continues (emphasis his), “Some white liberals expect black and brown people to ‘perform’ in ways that comport with their well-meaning, usually underclass-informed, and fundamentally racist expectations of black people.… However offensive Krug’s act is … the demand for her performance is even more offensive. Indeed, the demand for the product Krug was selling merits far more attention than she does.” Seltzer and others like her delivered exactly what mainstream symbolic capitalists were hungry for, and they were often rewarded for it. They knew their audience well, because people like themselves (highly educated, relatively affluent, urban-dwelling, liberal whites) are the primary audience for “woke” literature, journalism, scholarship, and so forth.

Certain elements of contemporary “victimhood culture” facilitated their ruses: the insistence on accepting identity claims uncritically and nonjudgmentally, the taboo against doubting (let alone demanding evidence for) victimization claims, the more general tendency to place subjective interpretations and experience largely above scrutiny. While intended to serve the genuinely vulnerable, these norms enable—and the rewards of possessing totemic capital create the incentives for—performances like those of Sharp, Vitolo-Haddad, and who knows how many others (there is some evidence that these behaviors may be fairly widespread).91

However, as humanities professor Jason England observes, another major contributing factor is that marginalized identities have become standardized and commodified in symbolic capitalist spaces. The preferred scripts are well known—and it isn’t just whites like Krug, Dolezal, and Seltzer who attempt to enhance their position by playing to these scripts, often appropriating experiences that are not their own. Elites of color regularly do the same:


There is no singular, authentic way to be Black. But while Black intellectuals are quick to assert that Blackness is not monolithic, I’ve observed many of them do so in a duplicitous, self-serving way, as a rationalization that justifies a class monopoly on Black perspective. Regardless of lived experience, many feel they are entitled to speak on the entirety of Black experience. The reality is some of them have such little respect for the lived experiences of Black people (unless they can usurp them) that they couldn’t possibly identify an interloper like Krug if they tried; they’re running a similar con.… 37 percent of Black American households have a net worth of zero or worse; Black households have a median worth of one-tenth of their white counterparts. In my time among the educational “elite,” I’ve crossed paths with very few people who can speak directly to that experience. That doesn’t stop them from speaking authoritatively about it and even co-opting it.92



Indeed, although working-class and poor African Americans are widely depicted in pop culture, most of the Black people creating these depictions are themselves from relatively well-off backgrounds. They are often immigrants or biracial as well (rather than native-born “monoracial” Blacks).93 In virtue of these background characteristics, these “representatives” typically grew up in communities and homes very different from those of most other African Americans. Their social networks, education levels, and professions are uncharacteristic of most other African Americans. Their material interests and worldviews are often demonstrably out of step with most other African Americans too.

Actors representing working-class and poor Black folks on-screen, for instance, are often people from relatively well-off backgrounds—with prominent roles often going to Black people of recent African origin or actors from the United Kingdom.94 Collectively, these creatives produce imagery of working-class or poor Blacks primarily by consuming and remixing representations produced by other elites of color (and often white elites as well)—presented in ways that appeal to white elites, who are typically the primary patrons and consumers of this content. Mutatis mutandis, the same realities hold among scholars and journalists who claim to represent Black America: they tend not to be particularly representative in truth.95

Again, the point is not to say or suggest that only nonimmigrant and monoracial Blacks from moderate to humble means can speak to “the Black experience.” The point is, this population comprises the overwhelming majority of Black people in the United States and is the primary focus of depictions of Black people, yet they’re virtually absent from the actual creative process—and is even further removed from the wealth generated through the appropriation of their culture and purported life experiences.96 As Bertrand Cooper powerfully argued, “Were [George] Floyd still alive, or somehow reborn, he would not be hired to work within any of the institutions which now produce popular culture in his honor because he never obtained a bachelor’s degree. No matter how much Michael Brown or Breonna Taylor might have impacted a living Floyd, he would not be eligible to work at The Atlantic, at the New York Times, at HBO, or at Netflix.”97 Instead, Black elites trade on the struggles and experiences of lower- to moderate-income nonimmigrant and monoracial Black people—enhancing their own credibility and life prospects by purporting to speak on behalf of these others.

Similar realities hold in arenas like academia, journalism, and the nonprofit world. Symbolic capitalists within these spaces often strike “radical” positions on sociocultural topics, or make idiosyncratic demands, often in the name of some historically marginalized or disadvantaged group they claim affiliation with, even though most in the populations they are purporting to represent expressly reject the positions they are advocating for (e.g., “open borders,” “defund the police,” anti-Americanism). This relationship between nonrepresentativeness and extremism is not incidental. In general, the less connected people are to most others in the groups they claim affiliation with, the more likely they become to endorse radical action in the name of said groups.98 If their radicalism fosters blowback against others in their group, or if the policies they advocate for would be deleterious to most others in their group, these elite “spokespeople” aren’t the ones paying the price. And they do not regularly encounter, nor are they typically accountable to, those who do have to live with the consequences.

In a similar vein, nonrepresentative elites regularly enhance their own position by exploiting programs designed to lift people out of poverty or provide opportunities to descendants of those disenfranchised by slavery and segregation. A radically disproportionate share of Black people capitalizing on affirmative action policies at colleges and universities (and downstream in the symbolic economy) are of immigrant or multiracial background.99 These beneficiaries also tend to be already affluent compared with most other Black Americans. These patterns are especially pronounced at elite schools (and by proxy, elite symbolic professional institutions). Critically, this “elite capture” is hardly unique to Black people. Across ethnicities, comparative studies in the United States and abroad have found that affirmative action programs tend to primarily benefit already financially well-off members of the target groups.100 Similar patterns hold across gender lines as well: efforts to enhance the position of “women” in recent decades have likewise mostly benefited white professionals. Indeed, some scholars have argued that relatively affluent white women have perhaps benefited more than any other population from affirmative action policies in the United States.101



The Totemic Mystique

In addition to enhancing one’s moral and epistemic authority, totemic capital intersects with, and often enhances, what Bourdieu called cultural capital.102 Compared with cishet, able-bodied whites, totem bearers are often perceived as far more “cool,” “exotic,” and interesting. This creates additional incentives for many to dishonestly lay claim to totems.

For instance, there is a phenomenon among contemporary social media influencers and celebrities called “Blackfishing,” wherein whites (often without explicitly claiming to be minorities) present themselves as nonwhite or racially ambiguous by aggressively tanning or otherwise darkening their skin, imitating the fashion of prominent African Americans or Latinas, and styling their makeup and hair (often dyed or curled) in ways that obscure their natural features and suggest an alternative ethnic background—sometimes adjusting the way they carry themselves or talk as well. Here the desire is not to capitalize on moral or epistemic authority but to exploit perceptions of (fair-skinned) minorities as “hip” and aesthetically appealing. However, as with the previously discussed attempts to (mis)appropriate totemic capital, there are often pecuniary interests at stake too. For influencers or celebrities, perceptions that one is “exotic” or otherwise especially unique, compelling, or attractive are often translated into cash and other material benefits.103 By presenting themselves as nonwhite, Blackfishers capture opportunities that may have otherwise gone to people from historically underrepresented and disadvantaged groups (likely other elites from those populations, but still).

Perhaps the most prominent recent example of totemic misappropriation in an apparent bid to enhance cultural capital is Elizabeth Warren. Beginning in the mid-1980s, as she was aspiring to move from the University of Texas to the Ivy League, Warren began identifying herself as Native American on professional documents. In 1986 she declared her race as “American Indian” on her registration card for the State Bar of Texas. From 1986 to 1995 she listed herself as “Native American” in the Association of American Law Schools Directory of Law Teachers. She landed a job at the University of Pennsylvania shortly after she began professionally identifying as Native American. The leap from the University of Texas to the Ivy League UPenn was quite the step up. Warren subsequently insisted that the University of Pennsylvania list her as a Native American—and it was happy to do so, touting her appointment in minority equity reports to show it was making progress on hiring and retaining “diverse” faculty. In 1995, Warren was awarded a named chair at Harvard University Law School and secured the largest salary of any faculty member at the whole school outside of university administration. Harvard now insists that Warren’s “Native American” ancestry made no impact in its hiring decisions. Yet the university immediately held up the recruitment of Warren, a “Native American woman,” to push back against claims that the faculty was insufficiently diverse. Warren was also celebrated as Harvard Law’s “first woman of color” in a 1997 Fordham Law Review article and beyond.104

Now, it could be a coincidence that Warren decided to change how she ethnically identified herself in professional circles just around the time she was looking to land a job at a more elite institution. And it is possible that universities did not consider her purported ancestry at all in their hiring and promotion decisions, despite subsequently highlighting that very ancestry themselves immediately upon her appointment. But all this seems to strain credulity. In fact, Warren is far from the only legal professional to have engaged in maneuvers like these. A 2011 investigation by the American Bar Association found there were roughly ten times as many association-accredited law school graduates who identified as Native American in their college and professional documents as there were Native American lawyers identified by the U.S. Census. Digging deeper into the sources of this discrepancy, the bar association concluded that a distressingly high number of those who professionally identified as Native American seemed to have no substantive ties to any specific Indigenous tribe or culture, no apparent ancestor on the Dawes Rolls, and so on—just like Warren.105

Critically, unlike the others discussed at the outset of this section, Warren was not someone whose scholarly and political work was oriented around her professed ethnic identity. She did not lay claim to this identity in order to enhance her moral or epistemic authority on issues pertaining to that identity (her scholarship was not oriented around “Native American issues” per se). Insofar as she leveraged her “Native American” identity professionally, it seems to have been to help her stand out to prospective employers; it was a play for “cultural capital” more than anything. After she landed the job at Harvard, there was little more professional incentive to identify as Native American: she was the highest-paid professor at the most prestigious university. There was nowhere further to climb in academia, not even in theory (at which point, curiously, she stopped identifying herself as Native American in the Association of American Law Schools Directory of Law Teachers). To the extent that she continued to identify herself as Native American to others after that point, she would have been driven almost entirely by nonmaterial motives.

And it is not just whites who are driven by such motives—racial and ethnic minorities have also been known to adopt more “exotic” nonwhite identities in order to present themselves as more interesting. A prominent recent case involves H. G. Carrillo, who built a public persona and a highly regarded corpus of work around his “Afro-Cuban” identity. After his death, it was discovered that he had been born and raised in Detroit and had no Hispanic or Latino heritage.106 Critically, as a gay Black man, Carrillo already had access to powerful sources of totemic capital. He could have written equally compelling, beautiful, and influential books about growing up Black and gay in Detroit, enjoying the same levels of moral and epistemic authority when speaking on these issues. He could have benefited from many of the same preferences in hiring, promotion, and so on without the pretense to being Afro-Cuban. The claim to this other identity, and all the pseudo-biographical claims that undergirded it, seems to have been primarily about cultural capital—appearing more sophisticated and interesting as compared with other Black folk; feeling special and being perceived as special.

Similar realities hold for “Apache” icon Sacheen Littlefeather, who was posthumously exposed as having no known Native American ancestry. Her family was of Mexican American background. When Littlefeather’s genealogy was traced back for several generations, she seemed to have no connection to any indigenous tribe, let alone the specific tribes she claimed to belong to. Nor was there any family lore about being of native ancestry in her childhood (which could lead to her claims being an honest mistake). Instead, it seems that Littlefeather took a different name as she was trying to break into the film and modeling industries, and contemporaneously produced a fictionalized background and childhood to render herself more compelling to reporters and institutional gatekeepers in the entertainment industry. In principle, Littlefeather could have identified with the nascent Chicano movement to help distinguish herself from other aspiring models and actresses at the time. But as her sister explained, “you’re not gonna be a Mexican-American princess. You’re gonna be an American Indian princess. It was more prestigious to be an American Indian than it was to be Hispanic in her mind.”107



The Wrong Bodies

In response to the widespread and apparently growing prevalence of “ethnic fraud” within elite spaces, Native American advocacy groups and others have issued calls for more formal verification and institutional policing of identity claims made within professional contexts. However, officials have often pushed back, explicitly appealing to institutional acceptance of transgender identity as a model for dealing with identity claims writ large. One university official declared, “It would be a big step backward for institutions to begin verifying or certifying employees’ self-identified race or ethnicity.… If someone self-identifies their gender, we do not make them prove it—we take them at their word.… In today’s diverse workplace, we understand that every employee deserves to be treated equally, with respect, and included regardless of what anyone perceives their race, ethnicity, gender or any other protected classification to be.”108

Leaning into this analogy, growing numbers of whites who assume alternative ethnic identities have taken to insisting that they aren’t engaged in fraud or appropriation, but rather, they’re “transracial.” Proponents insist they are not attempting to deny who they really are but rather to embrace their “true” selves (which are misaligned with the racial or ethnic group they were “born into”).109 Some have undergone radical cosmetic surgeries in order to bring their bodies into harmony with (what they understand to be) the phenotypical tendencies of the groups they identify with.110 Across the board, advocates for transracialism insist that those who adopt alternative racial or ethnic cultural identities should be recognized and validated—both institutionally and interpersonally—rather than being stigmatized or punished for embracing “who they truly are.” After all, their narrative goes, although not everyone falls cleanly into the binary, sex is biologically “real” to a degree that race is not. If it is possible to transgress or transcend one’s given sex—to include members of a more historically “privileged” group (men) identifying as members of a historically disadvantaged group (women)—then it seems plausible that other social identities ascribed to people can also fail to match their “true” identity, and these other social categories can also be changed or subverted to allow folks to better align how others perceive and treat them with their own self-identity.

For many whites who attempt by various means to deny or escape their whiteness—especially those who are highly educated and relatively affluent (among whom these tendencies seem to be most prevalent and most extreme)—the refusal to identify with their “given” race or ethnicity often seems to be a result of what psychologists call “splitting.” Insofar as many associate whiteness with all manner of negative traits (arrogant, exploitative, manipulative, chauvinistic), then to the extent that they do not see themselves as these things, many feel strong internal pressure to disassociate from whiteness.111 And insofar as “people of color” are perceived as embodying various positive traits (insightful, empathetic, noble, “real,” etc.), then to the extent that people see themselves as possessing these attributes, which they view as uncharacteristic of whites, they become more likely to identify as “something else” instead (with myriad contextual factors informing the specific alternatives that they end up latching onto).112

The problem for those who feel this pull is that, at present, most who accept the possibility for someone to be transgender reject the possibility of transracialism.113 Nonetheless, the growing acceptance of “transgender” as a viable social category has led to an increase in people attempting to migrate across other social distinctions as well—and many who attempt these boundary crossings describe themselves as “trans.” Race is not the only new dimension on which such claims are being made.

For instance, there are people who are not disabled who nonetheless “identify” as such—even to the point of seeking out surgeries to handicap themselves (or else, directly engaging in self-harm) in order to bring their physical bodies into line with their expressed identity. At present, “transableism” remains rare, and the data provisional. However, the available empirical evidence suggests this identification is especially prevalent among those who are highly educated, white, and male (i.e., highly “privileged” individuals).114

We will soon explore in greater detail how symbolic capitalists attempt to leverage disabilities they purport to have into totemic capital. However, to briefly summarize before moving on: within victimhood cultures, formerly stigmatized identities can become sources of “totemic capital.” Symbolic economy elites lay claim to totemic capital in order to enhance their moral and epistemic authority, to take advantage of material opportunities reserved for totem bearers, or to augment their cultural capital and perceived self-worth. Totemic capital can also be leveraged to enhance perceptions of merit. It is to this topic we now turn.



Backward in Heels

In 2019, the College Board announced plans to include an “adversity score” alongside all test-takers’ regular SAT scores. This new metric was to be based on environmental factors—the schools test-takers attended, the neighborhoods they lived in, and so on—in order to approximate the barriers and disadvantages different students might have had to overcome in the run-up to their test. Adversity scores, it was argued, would allow colleges and universities to better contextualize a student’s overall SAT performance: should two candidates have nearly identical SAT scores but significantly different adversity scores, the implication was that colleges should choose the student who had overcome more life challenges. In some cases, perhaps colleges may even prefer candidates with somewhat lower (but still acceptable) SAT scores who possessed high adversity scores. Through measures like these, it was implied, colleges and universities (especially elite ones) could do a better job of identifying and providing opportunities to talented people from disadvantaged backgrounds.

In the wake of severe pushback, the College Board adjusted the program, and it now provides a much broader range of data to admissions officers rather than a single adversity score.115 However, the basic intuition behind the initiative seems to be widely shared: if two people achieved the same level of performance, but one of them went to worse schools, had fewer resources, and faced more severe life challenges, then the accomplishments of the latter student would seem to “mean” more. It is more of an achievement for an underprivileged aspirant to ace the exam as compared with someone who went to an excellent school, likely had extensive test preparation, lived in a household conducive to learning and growing, and so on. Perhaps a more straightforward way of phrasing the psychology at work is that perceived disadvantage enhances perceptions of merit. In an ostensibly meritocratic system—where prestige, opportunities, and compensation are supposed to be afforded on the grounds of merit—people therefore have a strong incentive to present themselves as disadvantaged.

Many symbolic capitalists recognize that they hail from relatively affluent backgrounds. What’s more, they recognize that others who were presented with similar advantages may enjoy their current social position in large part as a result of those accrued advantages (i.e., “privilege”) rather than merit. Not their own friends, lovers, and so on, of course, but others … especially peers they dislike. Nonetheless, elites regularly argue that they achieved their own positions primarily through hard work and determination. And when their preferred self-image is threatened, they eagerly produce stories about the struggles they’ve had to overcome (often with significant exaggerations or omissions) in order to portray their ascendance as far from inevitable—a product of grit and labor rather than unearned advantages.116

Of course, if symbolic capitalists reflected on these stories, they’d recognize that virtually every single one of their peers would readily produce comparable accounts of striving in the face of adversity—and to take them all at face value, we would have to assume that accrued advantage doesn’t really matter much at all … a reality that most symbolic capitalists themselves explicitly recognize as false. However, legitimizing narratives are virtually never reflexive in this way because that would undermine the whole point.

Far from acknowledging the dubious nature of their “bootstrapping” accounts, affluent students at elite universities regularly complain about how “broke” they are.117 Some take “poverty cosplaying” a step further and exploit the fact that they don’t personally earn income or own assets in order to take advantage of programs intended for the poor.118 Elite families are increasingly declaring their children as financially and legally independent (although they continue to support them in practice) in order to allow said children to claim they technically have no financial resources, thereby qualifying them to attend college for free and even receive financial support through programs intended to sponsor students of genuinely humble origins (readers should keep this in mind as elite institutions brag about the large numbers of Pell-eligible students they are now enrolling).119 Even after graduation, wealthy professionals often conspicuously lament how they are “living paycheck to paycheck” in order to sustain their (elite) lifestyles.120 In a recent Bloomberg survey of Americans earning $175,000 per year or more (i.e., the top 10 percent of income earners), a full quarter of respondents described themselves as “poor” or “just getting by.”121

Even billionaires get in on the action. For instance, stories about the rise of Amazon regularly talk about how the enterprise was run out of Jeff Bezos’s parents’ garage in the early days. Less discussed is that the enterprise got off the ground because his parents donated more than a quarter of a million dollars that they had just lying around in order to support Jeff’s dream (with his siblings kicking in tens of thousands more). The “garage” in question also happened to be well equipped with data servers and other key infrastructure purchased by said parents. Similar realities hold for Mark Zuckerberg, Elon Musk, and Bill Gates, who all had the luxury to drop out of college to pursue their startup dreams in part because their wealthy and well-connected parents provided large quantities of seed money, paid their cost-of-living expenses in the expensive cities they chose to reside in, and leveraged their own extensive connections in order to help ensure their children’s ventures flourished.122 Now, given the extraordinary return these billionaires ultimately delivered on their initial investments—which far exceed those of other entrepreneurs from similarly (or more) wealthy and connected families—there would seem to be little need to pretend (or insinuate) to have come from modest origins. And yet, even extremely wealthy and successful people often do just that.

Precisely because virtually anyone can (and virtually everyone does) produce stories of overcoming material challenges and hardships, the mileage people can get from accounts of socioeconomic struggle are fairly limited. Such accounts may marginally reduce perceptions of privilege, but they do little to actually enhance perceptions of merit. Far more effective is to lay claim to a type of disadvantage that most others cannot.

Historically, it was assumed that when women accomplished the same feats as men, it was a testimony to their extraordinary merit. One of the most common analogies was that a woman had to be able to do all the same things as a man but “backward in heels” in order to break through the “glass ceiling,” overcome misogyny, and beat men “at their own game.” Today, womanhood does not enhance meritocratic perceptions in quite the same way—at least not in symbolic capitalist spaces. After all, a decisive and growing majority of college graduates and symbolic capitalists are women. Although gendered inequalities remain quite prevalent within the symbolic professions, the totemic value of “womanhood” has been significantly reduced therein. Being a woman can enhance other forms of perceived marginality (e.g., accomplishing feats as a “woman of color” is more celebrated than doing so as a “person of color” or as a “woman” independently). However, those lacking additional sources of totemic capital beyond womanhood (i.e., “cishet,” able-bodied white women) are today often described as quite “privileged.”

Likewise, within symbolic capitalist spaces, “trauma” has evolved into a basis for identity claims and status competition. Politicians leverage purported traumatic experiences in order to enhance their credibility and neutralize criticism; college applicants paint lurid (often embellished) stories of striving in the face of trauma in order to enhance their prospects of acceptance; entertainers and social media influencers engage in similar behaviors to build their audiences and drive engagement; various forms of banal mistreatment, inconvenience, or offense are recast as “traumatizing” in a bid to get people to care more than they otherwise would.123 However, precisely because trauma claims have become so ubiquitous, their power has likewise been reduced in many respects.124 As cultural critic Yasmin Nair aptly put it, “If everything is trauma then nothing is.”125

In light of the diminishing returns on appeals to trauma, poverty, or gender, elites seem to be increasingly leaning into disability claims as a means of obscuring their privilege and enhancing perceptions of their merit.



Differently (En)abled

There is a long tradition within white Anglo-Saxon Protestant circles of claiming to be afflicted with disorders that, ultimately, signaled one’s elite status. For instance, in the late nineteenth century through the early twentieth century, many elites claimed to suffer from “neurasthenia”—an anxiety disorder that was held to flow from the combination of being exceptionally gifted and being born into a world insufficiently suited to utilize one’s talents.126 Neurasthenics were people who were, in a sense, too imaginative, too intelligent, too principled, too sensitive, too conscientious for their own good; they were too extraordinary in a society that was increasingly focused on standardization and mass production. In order to accommodate the unique burden they were held to bear, neurasthenics were broadly exempted from the obligations and expectations laid on others.

Precisely because many prominent elites claimed to be neurasthenics, and because the traits associated with neurasthenia were desirable—to be afflicted with neurasthenia was a sign that one was especially diligent, bright, creative, and so on—people increasingly began actively seeking out neurasthenic diagnoses.127 As a result of its appeal, neurasthenia eventually jumped out of elite circles. Middle-class, and eventually even working-class, people began claiming to be neurasthenics. At that point, the affliction became dramatically less fashionable among elites, and eventually disappeared from the “West” more or less entirely. Today, neurasthenia is understood as a “culturally bound disorder,” largely constrained to former British colonies.128

In its place, elites have begun claiming new forms of “neurodivergence.” Today, some claim to be simply too honest, blunt, or direct “for their own good” and profess to be literally incapable of “reading the room” or holding their tongue. Others claim to be excessively focused, detail oriented, or precise; or too realistic, perceptive, or grounded; or too rational, logical, or dispassionate; or, at the other end of the spectrum, too passionate, creative, or ambitious. As with neurasthenia, the “disorders” just described (which contemporary elites gravitate toward) are generally products not of deficits but of having “too much” of some desirable trait, to the point where it crowds out certain social skills. Said disorders are held to render people especially well suited for jobs that just so happen to be high paying and high prestige (for instance, in the engineering, tech, and finance sectors) and ill suited for “human-centered” work (that happens to be less well compensated or prestigious). Those afflicted with these new forms of neurodivergence are also partially exempted from conventions, expectations, and rules that govern everyone else. As a result, as with neurasthenia, there is a strong set of incentives for contemporary elites to identify themselves with these new forms of neurodivergence. And when such incentives are present, diagnoses tend to spike.

In the Vietnam War era, elites leveraged their connections to doctors and psychiatrists to get their children designated as “disabled” and therefore exempt from the draft. There was another wave of such efforts in the wake of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). Directly and indirectly, the ADA created life-changing accommodations in society for the genuinely disadvantaged. However, it also provided profound material incentives for aspiring elites to identify as “disabled.” Through the ADA, federal incentive structures were created for companies that employ Americans with disabilities—leading to a hiring preference for those could be classified as disabled. A similar story held with respect to university admissions. Meanwhile, new laws and norms allowed people with disabilities to receive significant accommodations at work, at school, and in other competitive arenas. In an apparent bid to take advantage of these accommodations and gatekeeper preferences, there was a rapid uptick in Americans claiming to be disabled following the 1990 passage of the ADA—particularly among the affluent.129

Wealthy parents began “diagnosis shopping” in order to get their kids classified as possessing some kind of qualifying disability and to thereby secure said children advantages in entrance exams for elite high schools and (especially) the SATs.130 The share of students taking standardized tests with accommodations has increased more than fivefold as compared with 1987 levels—driven largely by affluent students and students at affluent schools.131 In many wealthy enclaves, nearly one in five contemporary students has a “504 plan” (a federal disability designation that entitles people to certain accommodations); this is several times higher than the national average of 2.7 percent.132 At colleges and universities, the number of students with accommodations nearly doubled over the course of the Great Awokening—as competition for elite roles intensified—driven primarily by students attending the most selective higher education institutions.133 At elite colleges and universities today, as many as one in four students formally identify as disabled134 (and enjoy various accommodations in their courses on this basis).

As elites have come to increasingly identify themselves as disabled, the public “conversation” about disability has also been gentrified. It has become somewhat passé to focus on those who are genuinely and severely debilitated by their conditions. Instead, the focus has shifted to celebrating and advancing the interests of high-functioning, high-achieving, photogenic elites who claim to possess these same conditions.135 Many objectively privileged but disabled-identifying young people are becoming online influencers, racking up huge social media audiences and getting sponsorship or advertising deals on the basis of their purported disabilities. As one content creator put it, “There absolutely is a concerted effort to really capitalize on mental illness and particularly on young women’s mental illness. It’s a very marketable commodity right now.”136

In addition to the rapid expansion of elites claiming “neurodivergence,” alongside the gentrification of mental health discourse to focus on these elites, there has been an expansion of claims to physical disabilities too. The range of health challenges that qualify as a physical “disability” has also expanded significantly. For instance, people can now qualify as disabled in virtue of ailments like celiac disease, irritable bowel syndrome, or diabetes. This is striking because, while these diseases certainly can be debilitating in extreme cases, symptoms are typically mild. While often somewhat inconvenient, these conditions are relatively easy to manage for most. Indeed, those who have these same conditions but who work outside the symbolic professions would be unlikely to identify themselves as disabled. Despite the fact that these (nonsymbolic) workers will tend to do much more physically intensive work (and often have less access to quality health care too), they would not view these physical conditions as significant handicaps—and would be generally disinclined to describe themselves as physically impaired. Outside the symbolic economy, it is not status conferring to identify oneself in this way (often, it is quite the opposite). However, within a victimhood culture, it is not only status enhancing to identify as disabled, but often opportunity enhancing as well.

Indeed, within symbolic capitalist spaces, it is in the interests of virtually all parties to embrace an expansive definition of “disability.” Institutions can garner government subsidies and perks, as well as PR benefits (with respect to how inclusive and supportive they are), by increasing the number of people categorized as disabled within their organization. By expanding the pool of conditions considered a disability, they can secure recruits whose productivity is not meaningfully impeded by any mental or physical conditions but who still “count” as disabled for the purposes of state recordkeeping and public relations. Meanwhile, the preferences in terms of hiring, promotion, accommodations, aid, admissions, and so on incentivize prospective recruits to identify as disabled even if they aren’t meaningfully impaired by their “disability.” Hence, despite the fact that symbolic capitalists tend to be among the most physically fit and cognitively sophisticated people in America, we are also extraordinarily likely to present ourselves as disabled.

Here again, it should be stressed, the goal of this section is not to argue that people are being disingenuous in their identification (although, for the record, there is strong evidence that “malingering” regularly occurs among the college educated and is relatively easy to get away with).137 The core objective is to highlight how the act of identifying as disabled is informed by material incentives, status competition, and other personal motives—factors independent of medical realities or “authenticity”—which can supervene on whether and how people pursue medical diagnoses, how people perform on diagnostic tests, and how any diagnosed conditions are operationalized in the professional sphere, in interpersonal interactions, with respect to one’s public persona, and beyond.

Critically, the same factors that influence decisions to seek out diagnoses can influence the diagnoses themselves.138 Earlier in this chapter, we explored how the widespread acceptance of “trauma” among psychologists and psychiatrists was significantly informed by activist campaigns, and the political objectives of mental health professionals themselves, above and beyond “objective facts.” The trauma construct is far from being unique in this regard. Analogous stories could be told about the emergence of the dominant paradigms for schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, depression, autism, ADHD, dissociative identity disorder, and myriad other conditions.139 Just as psychologists attempted to mobilize their profession in support of the antiwar movement in the late 1960s and early 1970s, they have likewise attempted to lend credence to Progressive Era social reform initiatives, civil rights activism, the War on Terror, contemporary social justice activism, and much else besides.140 In short, both the acts of seeking and issuing diagnoses are, always have been, and always will be informed by much more than “objective” empirical facts.



The Rich Get Richer

Racial and ethnic minority elites are widely presumed to have had to overcome significant bias, discrimination, and perhaps privation (given that many people associate nonwhiteness with poverty) in order to achieve the same feats as white peers. LGBTQ symbolic capitalists are presumed to have had to overcome significant homophobia, transphobia, and heteronormative expectations in order to embrace who they truly are and achieve professional success. Those who lay claim to various forms of disability and trauma are held to have triumphed over social stigma, pernicious stereotypes, and the difficulties of navigating infrastructures and institutions “not built for them” in order to flourish in the sphere of competition. Although meritocracy and “identity politics” are often discussed as being in tension, in practice they are often mutually reinforcing. Leveraging totemic capital, many attempt to paint themselves as more meritocratic than their résumés or CVs might convey, because all their accomplishments are held to have been achieved in a competition rigged against them. To the extent claimants meet or exceed the scores, credentials, or achievements of more “privileged” peers, this is held to be due to exceptional raw talent, perseverance, courage, and so on.

However, effectively leveraging these perceptions in the service of one’s own interests requires skill in spinning a compelling narrative. The ideal story presents dire obstacles or bleak prospects that the narrator was faced with in virtue of their background or identity. It then describes how—as a result of their grit, ingenuity, hard work, and perhaps a little luck—they were able to “beat the odds.” In spite of this success, the ideal narratives go, aspirants still “keep it real” and aspire to “pay it forward” downstream. One irony, as sociologist Lauren Rivera noted in her landmark study of hiring at elite firms, is that the people best positioned to spin compelling narratives of this nature tend to be those who hail from relatively advantaged backgrounds.141

People who were or are genuinely underprivileged, abused, or stigmatized often try to conceal these facts rather than broadcast them. And even to the extent that they are aware that it would be advantageous to spin a story about their social mobility, and are willing to do so (often, they think it would be harmful or shameful to talk about what they’ve been through), people from genuinely disadvantaged backgrounds are generally less effective at producing the kinds of accounts that resonate with elites, as compared with people from more advantaged backgrounds. For instance, people from less advantaged backgrounds are more likely to attribute social mobility to lucky breaks, help from others, or broader social changes instead of spinning a heroic and individualistic tale of success. Consequently, their stories do not tend to resonate as well with institutional gatekeepers as compared with the narratives of more privileged people who, precisely as a result of their cultural capital, know they should spin a harrowing “bootstrapping” account of confronting and transcending structural barriers and identity-based bias or discrimination.

A recent study analyzing college admissions essays found that students from families with household incomes of over $100,000 per year were significantly more likely to tell stories about overcoming challenges related to physical disability, mental health, or discrimination and harassment on the basis of their race, gender, or sexuality than students from lower-income backgrounds.142 That is, the people most likely to tell dramatic stories of overcoming totemic adversity—and the people best positioned to profit from these stories—are people who are already well off. Rather than helping give needy people a leg up, a preference for tales of striving in the face of adversity tend to stack the deck in favor of elites143—and not just the elites who can directly lay claim to totemic capital. Consider the following factors.

The symbolic professions tend to be far less diverse than other sectors of the American workforce (and the higher “up” one goes in terms of institutional prestige or internal institutional hierarchies, the less diverse they tend to get). Nonetheless, institutions dominated by symbolic capitalists tend to be highly preoccupied with diversity, equity, and inclusion. Even as employers remain insistent on hiring people who have advanced credentials from top schools—preferences that filter out nearly all applicants from less advantaged backgrounds—they often make significant efforts to identify and recruit people who possess the right credentials and can lay claim to totemic capital (in practice, typically recruiting people from minority populations who hail from relatively affluent families). Indeed, even when their organizational workforce and (especially) leadership are not particularly diverse—and for most symbolic economy institutions they will not be—institutions nonetheless tend to heavily feature the “diverse” people they do have in externally oriented communications.144

Why do they do this? Because a perceived lack of diversity raises uncomfortable questions about an organization’s leadership and culture: Is it an “old boys’ club,” nepotistically hiring and promoting on the basis of candidates’ backgrounds or connections? Or is it a place that recruits, retains, and rewards talent, hiring the “best of the best” without regard to extraneous factors (like candidates’ race, gender, sexuality, etc.)? Paradoxically, the prioritization of hiring and promoting at least some people partially on the basis of their underrepresented backgrounds sends a signal that the organization does not make decisions on the basis of employees’ demographic characteristics. Through expressed commitments to diversity, equity, and inclusion, and by showcasing (often exaggerating) the diversity that exists within an organization, firms trumpet that they are fair, open-minded, and meritocratic. This can help an organization shield itself from criticism (or lawsuits), attract the “best” talent (who, in practice, will typically end up being other liberal whites from relatively advantaged backgrounds), or lure clients and investors (who are likewise eager to demonstrate themselves as institutions that do business with “diverse” firms, for many of the same reasons).

Similar dynamics play out at the individual level. The presence of people from historically marginalized and disadvantaged groups within one’s organizations or social circles provides assurance to dominant-group elites about the legitimacy of their own social position. If these “others” secured their place as a result of their talents and accomplishments, it makes it easier for members of institutionally dominant groups to perceive themselves as occupying their positions for the same reasons—because the organizations and social groups they belong to reward excellence rather than unearned advantage. Indeed, even if these “others” are perceived to have been selected primarily on the basis of their race, gender, or sexuality—that is, in an ostensibly non–“meritocratic” way—this only reinforces the perception among majority-group members that their own position is fundamentally deserved. It allows them to believe that they got where they are despite the fact that the field is allegedly tilted toward minorities. Rather than seeing themselves as privileged, dominant-group members can come to view themselves as disadvantaged and especially meritocratic (for succeeding in a competition rigged in favor of minorities).145

In short, not only does totemic capital directly enhance perceptions of merit with respect to the people who lay claim to it, the expenditure of this capital can also indirectly enhance perceptions of merit for the organizations one is affiliated with, and for one’s majority-group peers.



He Who Lives by the Sword …

In the introduction to this text, I highlighted that this was, perhaps, the first in its genre authored by an African American. Notice what I did in those passages: by talking about how I’m coming at this topic with a different set of life experiences, drawing from a different set of influences, I sought to enhance my epistemic authority. I promised a type of analysis that my uniformly white predecessors had not just failed to deliver to date but perhaps could not have delivered even if they wanted to. Meanwhile, placing myself within a Black tradition of critique that runs from W.E.B. Du Bois through the present lent my arguments a different moral authority than if I had instead emphasized the (likewise profound) influence of, say, Friedrich Nietzsche and Michel Foucault on my work. Emphasizing my Blackness and the influence of Black scholarship on this text also helped neutralize in advance certain forms of tedious criticism or suspicion that a non-Black author might have had to contend with. That is, I began this book by leveraging totemic capital in order to push readers to listen to me in a different way than they otherwise might.

In the process of making these moves, I also collapsed my more complex ethnic background into a simpler identification: Black. My father is a Black descendent of American slaves (ADOS). My mother, however, is white. Of course, I can offer justifications for why I typically identify simply as “Black” rather than as “biracial” or “mixed.” People in my position are always able to offer compelling narratives for why the identity claim that is most advantageous for them to adopt is also the most “authentic.” As Bourdieu put it, “Being professionals of discourse and explication … intellectuals have a much greater than average capacity to transform their spontaneous sociology, their self-interested vision of the social world, into the appearance of a scientific sociology.”146 And it isn’t that the justifications typically offered are untrue per se—they typically are factual, strictly speaking. However, they also tend to paint a conveniently incomplete picture.

The omitted reality in my case, and in the case of most other “Black” symbolic capitalists, is that although, statistically speaking, it is unambiguously an advantage to be a multiracial or immigrant Black person in the United States (as compared with being a nonimmigrant, monoracial Black American, as we’ve explored in this chapter), it is nonetheless more useful in most contexts to identify simply as Black than to be more specific about one’s background. An implicit awareness of these realities is certainly a factor in our identification. If it were more useful to identify explicitly as “biracial,” I suspect my intuitions about the most “authentic” means of self-identification would likely pull in a different direction, as would the intuitions of similarly positioned peers.

As things stand, not only would it be less useful to me personally to identify as anything other than Black in most contexts, these alternative identifications would be less useful for the institutions I belong to as well (rendering me less useful to these organizations, likely lowering my socioeconomic prospects as a result). Universities, for instance, know that although affirmative action was created to help monoracial nonimmigrant Blacks overcome the effects of slavery and Jim Crow, in practice, the primary beneficiaries are mixed-race, immigrant, or wealthy Black people. Nonetheless, they willfully obscure this reality when talking about the number of Black students enrolled in their programs. Employers perform the same sleight of hand. It is no secret that the overwhelming majority of people making strong claims on behalf of the Black community in elite media, elite academia, and elite cultural spaces more broadly are from biracial, immigrant, or highly affluent backgrounds—rendering these self-appointed spokespeople not particularly representative of the populations they purport to represent. But although this reality is not particularly well hidden, it’s also not something that anyone is supposed to talk about. Indeed, it’s something that most try to avoid even thinking about—self included in most circumstances.

As Bourdieu emphasized, attempts to leverage symbolic capital are most effective when neither party consciously analyzes what is happening in an exchange and claims seems natural (even inevitable) to the symbolically dominated and the symbolically dominant alike. Totemic capital is no exception. To scrutinize or discuss its operation, especially in relation to oneself, is deeply uncomfortable. It is also a necessary exercise if one hopes to understand power dynamics in the symbolic economy and the ends to which social justice discourse is deployed.



Coda: Accounting for Taste

In previous periods, elites attempted to demonstrate their status—to distinguish themselves from the “common people”—in large part through their knowledge and engagement with “high culture.”147 These efforts grew more strident with the emergence of mass culture and the “culture industry” circa World War II. However, by the 1960s, an ascendant cohort of symbolic capitalists sought to distinguish themselves from their predecessors, and ingratiate themselves with the public, by condemning elite denigration of pop culture as reactionary and closed-minded. As Adam Kirsch put it, “People like humanities professors, arts administrators, and museum curators, whose identity and livelihood depended on the prestige of ‘seriousness,’ quickly saw that it was now possible to give up the ungrateful mission of telling the public to like things it didn’t like. Instead, they could tell the public why it was right not to like them.”148

Ultimately, boomer symbolic capitalists turned the narratives of their forebears inside out. “High culture” came to be understood as comprising dated, ethically regressive, pretentious, and comparatively boring works—typically composed by repressed white men. Ever since, aspiring elites have prided themselves on being culturally omnivorous. As Shamus Khan put it, “They no longer define themselves by what they exclude, but rather their power now comes from including everything. What marks elites as elites is not a singular point of view or purpose but their capacity to pick, choose, combine and consume a wide gamut of the social strata.”149

With respect to movies, for instance, they like the dramas, but also rom-coms, action films, and the occasional slasher. For contemporary music, they like hip-hop, pop, and rock (“anything but country”).150 But there’s a catch: it is a very select group of artists and works that symbolic capitalists tend to gravitate toward in each genre. With respect to TV comedies, for example, The Office is “consecrated” while Two and a Half Men is gauche. The Ellen DeGeneres Show was consecrated; Dr. Phil was decidedly not. New Bo Burnham comedy specials are worth a watch; new Jeff Dunham specials are beneath contempt. The Foo Fighters are all right; Nickelback is an embarrassment. New Jordan Peele productions are met with great excitement, while works by Tyler Perry are largely ignored.151 Symbolic capitalists are expected to know what belongs in each bucket, and to reliably identify with consecrated works in whatever genre is up for discussion (and cast aspersions at the sorts of people who actually like the genuinely low-brow stuff).

Insofar as they are able to keep up, this strategy allows symbolic capitalists to enjoy the best of all worlds: they still get to demonstrate refinement in taste relative to the hoi polloi. Yet, in virtue of embracing pop culture, they can simultaneously present themselves as being, in many respects, superior to other elites: more cosmopolitan, more inclusive, more open-minded, more “real.”

Works by ethnic and racial minorities play an especially important role in this status game. Studies have found that by identifying themselves with consecrated minority creatives and their work, (disproportionately white) symbolic capitalists come to feel more “authentic” themselves and seem more “authentic” to their (predominantly white) peers. These effects are even more pronounced when elites associate themselves with work produced by people of color from less advantaged socioeconomic backgrounds (works associated with whites of low socioeconomic status, meanwhile, tend to be avoided).152

However, many of the creatives from whom this “authenticity” is derived are often torn when they find themselves consecrated. On the one hand, they start to get much more positive attention from critics, journalists, and others. They start winning prestigious awards, they start getting invited to hobnob with movers and shakers, and they make a lot more money than they used to. However, their audience also changes dramatically, as (overwhelmingly white) professionals become their primary constituency. And what these professionals want, more than anything, is pornographic descriptions of privation, risk, strife, and suffering. As novelist Kat Rosenfield put it, “Audiences want to read about pain and suffering, abuse and exploitation. You’re supposed to feel bad for the people who had written these books, while also feeling good about how bad you felt.”153

Complementing these stories of privation and adversity, symbolic capitalists hunger for triumphant tales of how people came from “the bottom” and rose to the top but still “keep it real.” They want to hear “authentic” voices affirming their preferred narratives on social and political issues (even when, indeed especially when, most others from the totemic group in question do not share symbolic capitalists’ commitments on these matters).

Of course, the task of determining who is an “authentic” voice for a marginalized community is itself a fraught enterprise. As Adolph Reed Jr. noted, “Assigning authenticity requires ‘finding’ the pulse of the community. Actually … it requires designating the pulse—thus whites determine black legitimacy, as they have since Booker T. Washington’s day at the turn of the century.”154 And in the contemporary context, it seems as though the chief criteria deployed for determining authenticity are (1) the extent to which artists are focused on their “lived experience” and (2) the extent to which artists are say things symbolic capitalists want to hear. When these two priorities come into conflict, it is the latter that typically triumphs. Indeed, whether artist is perceived as being “true” to their lived experience is in large part determined by the extent to which they conform with mainstream symbolic capitalists’ preferences and expectations.155 So long as they meet this essential criterion, “authentic” voices can often produce work that is actually bad and have it nonetheless praised as “necessary.” Cultural critic Lauren Oyler observed, “When applied to bad art with good politics, ‘necessary’ allows the audience to avoid engaging with a work in aesthetic terms.”156

Because the work produced by consecrated voices is often cosmetically radical or subversive—often highly critical of the United States, or various symbolic capitalist institutions, or white people, or men, or cisgender heterosexuals, or socioeconomic elites or liberals—it can be easy to fall under the illusion that consecrated creatives are producing genuinely edgy work or speaking uncomfortable truths to power. In reality, they’re typically producing exactly what their primary audience wants. In their never-ending quest for “authenticity,” many symbolic elites who are white, male, cisgender, heterosexual, and so on actively seek out content like this. They eat it up enthusiastically. The more brutal, the better. As essayist Sam Kriss aptly described it, “This stuff is masochism, pleasure-seeking, full of erotic charge—and as Freud saw, the masochist’s desire is always primary and prior; it’s always the submissive partner who’s in charge of any relationship. Masochism is a technology of power.… When non-white people get involved in these discourses, they’re always at the mercy of their white audiences, the ones for whom they perform, the ones they titillate and entertain. A system for subjecting liberation movements to the fickle desires of the white bourgeoisie. Call it what it is. This is white supremacy.”157

Put simply, symbolic economy elites often do defer to consecrated voices from historically marginalized and disadvantaged populations. Consecrated intellectuals and creatives really do influence how elites think and talk about the world. They largely “set the agenda” for what the most pressing issues for their group are perceived to be; their modes of analyzing and talking about issues are rapidly and widely adopted by mainstream symbolic capitalists; their outputs are widely disseminated and used by everyone from corporations to K–12 public schools; they are given progressively larger platforms the more compelling and useful they prove themselves to be for mainstream symbolic capitalists. The higher they rise, the more mainstream elites aggressively defend them from challenges by dissenters, the more they get softball questions in increasingly fawning interviews and profiles, and the more money they make. They may accumulate a growing list of haters, particularly among those aligned with the Right, but they become largely untouchable nonetheless—at least, so long as they keep telling elites what they want to hear.

However, these deference practices also conceal power realities. Maintaining one’s status as a consecrated voice is generally contingent on affirming the prejudices and ideals of dominant-group elites. Should consecrated minority voices produce content that is genuinely challenging or threatening for mainstream symbolic capitalists—something that is actually unpleasant for them to engage with, something that powerfully calls into question rather than affirming their preferred values and narratives, something that threatens their interests—the offending intellectuals and creatives will often find themselves suddenly facing harsh criticism from the people who used to praise them and, sooner rather than later, widespread neglect from mainstream symbolic capitalists. Frustrated elites generally respond to unacceptable deviance not by rethinking their own positions but by consecrating and subsequently deferring to someone else instead—someone perceived to be more congenial to producing the kinds of narratives they want to hear. And there is always some ambitious “diverse” person waiting in the wings to do just that.

These realities are not lost on consecrated cultural elites. It is precisely this implicit threat that led celebrated novelist Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie to rail against those


who claim to love literature—the messy stories of our humanity—but are also monomaniacally obsessed with whatever is the prevailing ideological orthodoxy … who ask you to “educate” yourself … while not being able to intelligently defend their own ideological positions, because by “educate,” they actually mean “parrot what I say, flatten all nuance, wish away complexity.” People who do not recognize that what they call a sophisticated take is really a simplistic mix of abstraction and orthodoxy—sophistication in this case being a showing-off of how au fait they are on the current version of ideological orthodoxy.… What matters is not goodness but the appearance of goodness.158



It is these same dynamics within symbolic capitalist spaces that consecrated rapper Vince Staples is pointing to when he asks, “Who the activist and who the Devil’s advocate? Or do it matter?”159 Struggling with the effects of consecration, he laments, “All these white folks chanting when I asked ’em where my niggas at? Goin’ crazy. Got me goin’ crazy. I can’t get with that.”160 These uncomfortable realities of being consecrated likewise led Dave Chappelle to abandon his multi-million-dollar television contract, largely drop out of public view, and move far away from symbolic capitalists (to a small town in Ohio). As he put it to Time magazine, “I want to make sure I’m dancing and not shuffling.”161

In his 2017 book We Were Eight Years in Power, Ta-Nehisi Coates reflected, “A question—from other black writers and readers and a voice inside me now began to hover over my work—Why do white people like what I write? The question would eventually overshadow the work, or maybe it would just feel like it did.… How do you defy a power that insists on claiming you?”162 Elsewhere, Coates lamented how those who find themselves consecrated no longer have the ability to think and speak freely. Instead, “you become a symbol. And that has kind of happened to me in my career. And I don’t know what to do about that. I’m the guy who, I guess, white people read to show they know something.… How do you get back to learning and exploring when you get success?”163 Wrestling with this tension ultimately led Coates to resign from his post at The Atlantic in favor of a faculty position at flagship HBCU Howard University.

In short, mainstream symbolic capitalists’ move away from “high culture” alongside their passionate embrace of works produced by members of historically marginalized and disadvantaged groups were framed as egalitarianism in action. However, orthogonal to any aspiration to uplift hitherto underappreciated voices and perspectives, sincere though it might have been, these moves were also clearly a gambit by aspiring elites to delegitimize establishment rivals and enhance their own image—efforts sustained through the constant appropriation and policing of others’ “authenticity.” The explicit politics of deference often serve to mask the actual power dynamics at play. Consecrated intellectuals and creatives are not the ones steering the ship—their affluent, highly educated, white, liberal audiences are. And they have never been woke. And neither have we.







6
Mystification of Social Processes



Imagine that you are (like me) four inches taller than the national average for one’s sex. This would give you many benefits relative to others who were average height or below-average height. For instance, tall people tend to have a competitive advantage in many sports and tend to perform better at cognitive tasks as well; they are preferred in the dating market; they tend to live longer and earn more money.1 These dramatic advantages are completely unearned. People don’t meritocratically “deserve” their height (or lack thereof). It is a function of genes, early childhood nutrition, and other factors beyond one’s control. Nonetheless, someone taller than the national average would tend to enjoy significant “privilege” as a result of their height, while anyone shorter than average would often face significant (also undeserved) disadvantages relative to most others.

However, it would not necessarily be the case that all tall people would gain the same advantage for their extra inches. In fact, the amount of “privilege” one had in virtue of height could vary dramatically depending on local context. For instance, if you were four inches taller than the national average but you lived in a community where virtually everyone else was also roughly four inches taller than the national average, you would not gain much from your height. You would not have a competitive advantage over others in your community in terms of sports, dating, employment, and so on. It may be the case that if some people of below-average height moved into your community, you (and everyone else) would have a competitive advantage over them. And in a community where virtually everybody is taller than the national average, it is certainly better to be taller than the average oneself than to not be taller than the national average. Indeed, it would be especially bad to be shorter than the national average in such a context. But none of this changes the reality that, in your day-to-day life, being four inches taller than the national average would provide you with few advantages over others in your community. Relative to your circumstances, you would not be “above-average” height, you would be average. How would one get the most utility out of being four inches taller than the national average? By living in a community where most others were average or (even better) shorter than average. So it goes with other unearned advantages.

As with height, the premium a person would receive from “whiteness” is relational and context dependent. The whites who have the most capacity to benefit from and exploit their racial privilege—who actually possess the most racial privilege—are those who live in areas with large populations of racial and ethnic minorities to exert that privilege over. Racial privilege is also intersectional: just as racial disadvantage is compounded by poverty, white privilege is enhanced by relative wealth. Among the people with the most racial privilege, then, would be upper-socioeconomic-status or upwardly mobile whites who live in areas with large concentrations of significantly less well-off minorities and immigrants—people like the typical symbolic capitalist.

Within symbolic capitalist spaces, it has become fashionable to “call out” others for their privilege, to insist that others recognize and “check” their racial privilege, to ritualistically acknowledge one’s own privilege, and to denounce anyone who refuses to follow suit as “racist.” Critically, however, the people engaged in these rituals typically make it a point of insisting that all whites share the same privilege, that all whites are complicit in white supremacy, and so on. These kinds of universalizing narratives are convenient for elites—they allow a white professional in a city like Atlanta to pretend as though they are basically in the “same boat” as a low-income white person who lives in the heart of Appalachia and works part time at the local convenience store—as though they both benefit from their race in the same way. In truth, not only do urban, relatively affluent whites possess more racial privilege than others, but, as we have seen, they also tend to leverage that privilege at a rate, and on a scale, that dwarfs any racialized advantage enjoyed by lower-socioeconomic-status, less educated, nonurban whites (who are more likely to identify as Republican or conservative and dismiss the racial privilege narrative). Nonetheless, these “others” come to be viewed as “the problem” for racial justice in the United States because, unlike symbolic capitalists, they refuse to acknowledge the “privilege” they are purported to have been born with. Rather than focusing on who concretely benefits from racialization in America and how, “privilege” talk is instrumentalized in ways that shift attention to who has the “correct” beliefs, feelings, and public posture.

Critically, universalized “privilege” talk not only functions to obscure who benefits most from racialized inequality, it also serves as a means of legitimizing socioeconomic inequalities and blaming the poor for their own misfortune. For instance, studies have found that educating people about “white privilege” does very little to change anyone’s attitudes or behaviors toward African Americans or other minorities. Instead, the training primarily leads white elites to hold poorer whites in even lower esteem—it convinces them that struggling whites deserve their suffering and are unworthy of help (apparently, for failing to make good use of their “privilege”).2 The plurality of poor folks in America, who just so happen to be white, are conveniently recast as “privileged’ people who are owed nothing by the rest of society (who, indeed, despite their poverty, may still have more than they “deserve”). This is, of course, a very convenient position for elites to hold: no need to reallocate their money downward to “those people.” Practically speaking, they’ll just squander any advantages they’re provided. And they’re morally unworthy of assistance as well.

In short, the tendency among symbolic capitalists to emphasize racial privilege as common to all whites obscures how relatively affluent, urban whites uniquely benefit from racialized inequalities. This way of seeing the world also renders it more acceptable to marginalize, subordinate, and exploit the poor, so long as they happen to be white (as a plurality of poor people in the United States are). Although intended as an explanation of social processes, “privilege” discourse often serves to “mystify” and legitimize inequalities in practice. The concept of “privilege” is not unique in these respects. This chapter will illustrate how symbolic capitalists regularly deploy social justice in ways that obscure unflattering power relations and social dynamics—from both others and ourselves.


Noblesse Oblige

In early nineteenth-century Europe, elites widely embraced “noblesse oblige”: aristocrats demonstrated that they were (morally) worthy of their social status by conspicuously recognizing that they were privileged, and then pledging to use that privilege for the benefit of all—especially the less fortunate.3 Now, the fact that there have been formal aristocracies where virtually all elites recognized and publicly professed their privilege should perhaps serve as a kind of reductio ad absurdum proof against the idea that awareness and confessions of privilege have anything to do with actually mitigating inequalities. Nonetheless, a version of the practice persists to this day.

Contemporary elites demonstrate their worthiness—that they are the kind of people who belong among the Google, New York Times, and Ivy League crowd—by rhetorically (purely rhetorically) disassociating from their privilege. Conspicuous antiracism, feminism, and so on have become status markers among urban, highly educated elites—a signal to institutional gatekeepers that one deserves to be in the company of other “enlightened” souls.4 Today, as in the past, these professions of privilege are almost exclusively carried out by elites, and are virtually never accompanied by any costly attempts to actually shed their privilege.

Instead, these confessions end up being a type of “flex.” Elites are literally and fairly directly broadcasting their elite status—often describing in great detail how they don’t have to play by the same rules as “other” people (i.e., I don’t have to worry about cops suspecting me of criminal activity while I’m shopping). And yet, the braggadocio element is apparently nullified by the speaker’s claim to detest this state of affairs—even if they aren’t doing much to change it and, indeed, even if they continue to actively exploit it. This blatant inconsistency is itself part of the status display. As Michael Shellenberger put it, “Hypocrisy is the ultimate power move. It is a way of demonstrating that one plays by a different set of rules from the ones adhered to by common people. Hypocrisy demonstrates how unaccountable one is to conventional morality. Such displays work because, unlike wealth, status is inherently subjective. The more of it you are perceived to have, the more of it you actually have.”5

Understanding social justice discourse as a means through which elites signal their elite status can help recontextualize a number of other contemporary social phenomena. Consider, for instance, the debates that have been raging around “critical race theory” (CRT) in K–12 schools. Interlocutors argue over whether CRT is an appropriate label for these frameworks,6 and whether the material being pushed on students is pedagogically “good”—but actually, on the most fundamental aspects, there is broad agreement among the warring sides. One faction alleges that (what they call) “critical race theory” is dangerous propaganda that needs to be banned from the classroom. The other side agrees that these ideas are genuinely subversive, which is precisely why they insist on pushing them—to equip the next generation to fight for “social justice” and so on7 (meanwhile, their opponents are held to be resistant to these ideas out of their desire to preserve white supremacy). Lost in the discussion is an important bit of context that renders the entire melodrama around the “revolutionary” nature of these frameworks somewhat absurd: the class dimension.

The K–12 schools that most aggressively began pushing the content in question—the schools where the initial blowups happened and the most vicious fights persist at time of writing—are elite private institutions like Horace Mann and Dalton in New York City, or Harvard-Westlake in Los Angeles.8 These are schools where families pay tuition of tens of thousands of dollars per student per year in order to signal to institutional gatekeepers that their child is “Harvard material.”

The public school districts where blowups occur have also tended to be affluent. For instance, one of the earliest and most vociferous struggles took place in Loudon County, Virginia. The median household income for families in this school district is roughly $168,000 (that is, more than $100,000 per year on top of the median national household income).9 In this district, 70 percent of parents have a BA degree or higher (roughly twice the baseline for the general population). Eighty-two percent of families in this district are homeowners—and they often spend enormous sums of money to live where their children can be zoned into Loudon County schools, which are likewise feeders into elite colleges and universities.

According to an analysis by NBC News,10 similar early blowups around CRT in public schools occurred in Tredyffrin/Easttown School District, Pennsylvania (median household income $206,000; 82 percent of families are homeowners; 89 percent of parents possess at least a BA); Carmel Clay Schools, Indiana (median household income $154,000, 86 percent of families are homeowners, 80 percent of parents possess at least a BA); School Administrative District 51, Maine (median household income $147,000; 92 percent of families are homeowners; 75 percent of parents possess at least a BA); Scottsdale Unified School District, Arizona (median household income $122,000; 66 percent of families are homeowners; 63 percent of parents possess a BA or higher); Newport-Mesa Unified School District, California (median household income $101,000, 46 percent of parents possess a BA); and many other districts around the country where household incomes, homeownership rates, and parental education levels are significantly above the U.S. norm.

It is critical to observe, moreover, that parents dissatisfied with the curriculum at these affluent schools nonetheless overwhelmingly keep their children enrolled.11 This is likely because they recognize that the credentials being conferred (and from where) matter much more for their child’s life trajectory than the specific material being taught. If they must choose between an elite school with a “woke” curriculum and a school for normal kids where these kinds of themes are more muted, this is generally an easy choice. And this is basically the choice elite parents are faced with. Even if they could get their kids into a comparable alternative school, it would typically do little good. Virtually all peer institutions seem to be pushing the same woke curriculum.12 It’s worth taking a moment to reflect on why that is.

First and foremost, it is critical to remember that these are elite schools. That is, they are schools for elites. Their primary purpose is to help ensure that rich people’s children (1) end up attending prestigious universities like Harvard, (2) go on to be wealthy and successful themselves (i.e., reproduce their class position), and (3) feel like they “earned” their social station. This is literally what parents are paying for13—and it’s not a secret. That is, the very purpose of these schools is to generate inequality—to give children of elites a leg up on everyone else—and to legitimize this inequality on “meritocratic” grounds (the “superior” K–12 education these students receive compared with everyone else provides justification for elite colleges and universities to prefer students from wealthy families; subsequently, the superior education these students receive at elite colleges allows employers to likewise favor children from wealthy backgrounds under the auspices of merit).14 In light of these facts, it may seem absurd that elite schools dedicate so much time, money, and energy pushing woke ideology onto their students. At least, it seems absurd until these modes of talking and thinking are recognized as a means of elite signaling.

Given that the goal of these schools is to place students at elite institutions like Harvard, and Harvard and peer institutions are increasingly presenting themselves as “social justice oriented” (and selecting for students who present themselves in the same way), if these schools were not teaching kids how to talk and think in woke terms, they would likely be doing their students a disservice in terms of their life prospects. Parents would be wasting tens of thousands of dollars per year to send their kids to these schools (or to live in a place where they are zoned into these schools). If aspirants seem overtly anti-woke or unwoke in their admissions essays and materials (especially if they are “cishet” white men), their chances of getting into the Ivy League or any other prestigious school are severely diminished. Likewise, after college, if said children want to fit in at virtually any symbolic capitalist–dominated institution today, especially the elite ones, they’ll generally need to present themselves as woke or “woke compliant.” To be conspicuously nonwoke or anti-woke is to risk becoming a pariah among one’s peers (and often among institutional gatekeepers as well). It doesn’t always work out this way, but it’s a common outcome—and a risk many are unwilling to take.

In short, if affluent parents want their kids to be elites, said children need to be fluent in elite discourse. And let’s be frank here: the ideas and frameworks associated with what opponents label “CRT” are demonstrably not the language of the disadvantaged and the dispossessed. These aren’t the discourses of the ghetto, the trailer park, the hollowed-out suburb, the postindustrial town, or the global slum. Instead, they’re ideas embraced primarily by highly educated and relatively well-off whites, reflecting an unholy mélange of the therapeutic language of psychology and medicine, the interventionism of journalists and activists, the tedious technicality of law and bureaucracy, and the pseudo-radical Gnosticism of the modern humanities. It is symbolic capitalist discourse, through and through. Consequently, it is not the “wretched of the earth” who endorse and try to proliferate these ideas. Mostly, it’s the well-to-do. As social psychologist Rob Henderson aptly put it,


When someone uses the phrase “cultural appropriation,” what they are really saying is “I was educated at a top college.” … Only the affluent can afford to learn strange vocabulary because ordinary people have real problems to worry about. The chief purpose of luxury beliefs is to indicate evidence of the believer’s social class and education.… When an affluent person advocates for drug legalization, or anti-vaccination policies, or open borders, or loose sexual norms, or uses the term “white privilege,” they are engaging in a status display. They are trying to tell you, “I am a member of the upper class.”15



Reflecting on his own experience at elite K–12 schools Grace Church, Dalton, and Harvard, journalist Matthew Yglesias likewise observed,


I am quite fluent in why we don’t characterize non-white people as “minorities” anymore, and even why affirmatively characterizing them as “people of color” is in favor rather than saying “non-white,” which tends to center whiteness. I know what it means to “center” something. I know that URM stands for under-represented minorities, and that we tend not to spell it out because “minorities” is out of favor. I also know what URM means (not Asians) and how URM is distinguished from BIPOC. I don’t talk about “third-world” countries. I know these things in large part for the same reason I know how to tie a bow tie.… These elite institutions and codes of manners are not egalitarian, not just because manners are insufficient but because their purpose is to be inegalitarian. Changing “field” into “practicum” doesn’t include more people—it’s a new means of excluding people whose information is out of date.16



But of course, it would be mortifying for people on all sides of this argument to recognize that what they are actually fighting over is how future generations of elites understand, describe, and legitimize their social position.17 One side instead pretends as though CRT-associated ideas represent the “authentic” will and interests of most “people of color.” The other side pretends as though an embrace of these ideas will somehow harm their children. In reality, mastering these frameworks will enhance students’ social status and professional flourishing. And this is why elite schools are pushing it.

As for the genuinely marginalized and disadvantaged, they aren’t even part of the conversation in any meaningful way, and there is little at stake for them in these struggles.18 In fact, there’s a sense in which there’s little at stake for elites either: the debates, activism, legislation, and so on are likely to have no bearing on how things play out in the end. Irrespective of parents’ preferences or lawmakers’ choices, the vast majority of elite aspirants will conform with what elite educational institutions seem to expect of them.

On that front, Hannah Mendlowitz, senior assistant director of admissions and director of recruitment at Yale, recently declared, “For students who come to Yale, we expect them to be versed in issues of social justice. We encourage them to be vocal when they see an opportunity for change in our institution and in the world.”19 Secret societies at Yale, such as Skull and Bones, have adopted a similar posture despite being among the most elite and parochial groups at one of the most elite and parochial institutions in the world. As journalist (and Yale alumni) Rose Horowitch put it,20 contemporary “secret societies affirmatively select for students who are the first in their family to attend college, who come from a low-income background, or who are part of a minority group. This has created something of a diversity arms race.… The Bones class of 2021 had ‘people from all kinds of backgrounds,’ one member of the class told me—but no conservatives. (Unless you count centrists as conservatives, which some members do.) Like Yale’s student body overall, members of secret societies mostly range from far left to left of center.”

Yet, as political theorist Leif Weatherby emphasized, despite the ideological hegemony and aggressive social justice signaling present at elite schools like Yale and Harvard, they aren’t exactly “pumping out community organizers and beret-wearing literary critics.”21 The most enrolled degree programs at Harvard are consistently economics, computer science, and government. And upon graduation, Weatherby continues, “a whopping 57 percent of Harvard grads go into finance, consulting or technology; the top landing spots are Google, McKinsey and Goldman Sachs.”22 Here, too, however, fluency in social justice discourse is expected. These firms are (in)famously strong champions of diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI), environmental, social and governance (ESG) investing, and related frameworks—and they seek out employees who ostensibly share these commitments (or, at the very least, are not overtly opposed).

So long as Ivy League schools and other elite organizations continue to present themselves as “social justice oriented” and select people on the basis of their “social justice” bona fides in this way, elite aspirants will present themselves as deeply fluent in, and committed to, social justice too—irrespective of whether K–12 schools provide training on how to do this or not.23 But if it’s any consolation to wealthy parents, their children’s likely embrace of woke ideas and discourse is unlikely to prevent them from reproducing their social position. Quite the opposite: in practice, wokeness often serves as a sign of one’s elite status and a reinforcer of the same.



Class Canceled

Within a victimhood culture, one of the very worst charges that could be leveled against someone—especially against a person who lacks totemic capital (which can be leveraged to partially insulate oneself against such accusations)—is that they are themselves victimizers, or that they harbor animus toward victimized populations. Symbolic capitalists and affiliated institutions often ritualistically describe themselves as racist, sexist, and so on in a paradoxical bid to demonstrate their virtue. However, to have others brand one as a bigot, and to be treated as a bigot, is a form of symbolic death: those perceived by others to be appropriately labeled with terms like “racist” or “sexist” are held as being unworthy of having their perspectives or priorities taken seriously; they are unworthy of working in the symbolic professions (indeed, their employer risks moral pollution if it does not cut ties, and colleagues risk moral pollution if they come to the defense of the besieged); they are unworthy of being part of the social networks of enlightened people; their work becomes viewed as “contaminated” (and therefore worthy of suspicion, neglect, or censorship). In short, accusations of bigotry or identity-based abuse are powerful weapons. They not only have the capacity to vanquish enemies, but also enhance the relative status of those who wield them. This has incentivized “concept creep” with respect to who counts as a bigot and in virtue of what.24

In the past, for instance, “racism” primarily denoted overt discrimination, bigotry, or racial animus. Incidents of this nature are far less common today, and far less accepted, than they were in previous decades.25 This is unambiguously great news. However, as a function of the immense symbolic capital potentially at stake when accusations of racism are made, and the diminishing opportunities to leverage that capital by “calling out” obvious cases of racism, the sphere of what counts as “racist” has been ever expanding—to the point where it is now possible to qualify as “racist” on the basis of things like microaggressions and implicit attitudes. Critically, it is relatively well-off, highly educated, liberal whites who tend to be among the most zealous in identifying and prosecuting these new forms of “racism.” Indeed, despite expressed aspirations to center the perspectives of the marginalized and disadvantaged, and to honor their priorities and preferences, white elites play an outsize role in setting the agenda for contemporary antiracism (far more so than nonelite racial and ethnic minorities).

In principle, this state of affairs could be defended on the grounds that relatively well-off and highly educated liberal whites—precisely in virtue of their college education and higher rates of consumption of “woke” content in the media, online, and so on—perhaps understand the reality and dynamics of racism better than the average Black or Hispanic person. However, given that many of their preferred approaches to “antiracism” are not just demonstrably ineffective but outright counterproductive, I wouldn’t recommend that anyone try to take a stand on that hill.26 More realistically, it seems like many whites, in their eagerness to present themselves as advocates for people of color and the cause of antiracism, neglect to actually listen to ordinary Black or brown folks about what they find offensive or harmful, or what their racial priorities are.27 Instead of seeking out the perspectives of nonelites, white symbolic capitalists, typically in partnership with “consecrated” elites of color, end up defining “racism” in ways that are congenial to their own preferences and priorities. Rather than actually dismantling “white supremacy” or meaningfully empowering people of color, the “good whites” and their allies instead consolidate various forms of capital in their own hands.

Under the auspices of promoting social justice, many symbolic capitalist spaces have become “hotbeds of craven snitches” where elites weaponize resources established to protect and support those who are genuinely marginalized, disadvantaged, vulnerable, or victimized in order to settle personal vendettas, gain the upper hand in institutional power struggles, or purge political and ideological opponents.28 The same anonymity protections and impersonal processes intended to help shield actual victims from bias and retaliation are regularly exploited by bad actors to get revenge on exes, sabotage rivals, and enhance one’s own personal standing.29

Defenders of what has come to be referred to as “cancel culture” often attempt to portray the phenomenon as folks from less advantaged backgrounds holding the “privileged” to account. In fact, the people engaged in these practices are typically themselves elites or aspiring elites. Again, symbolic capitalists tend to be among the most sensitive and most easily offended sectors of U.S. society. It is people like us who tend to be “very online,” who focus intensely on race, gender, sexuality, and politics, and who take part in online mobbings. It is elites who are raised from a young age to understand and learn how administrative systems and processes work, allowing them to know which levers to pull to get people fired or disciplined, even on false or exaggerated charges, while minimizing repercussions or blowback for themselves. It is elites who feel comfortable folding authorities and third parties into their personal disputes, believing that these institutions, processes, and professionals exist to serve their interests (not wrongly), and that the system will typically work to their advantage (not wrongly). It is people from elite backgrounds who simply expect institutions and their representatives to accommodate their personal preferences, priorities, and perspectives—and who will demand to “speak to the manager” when they don’t, and who know how to “speak to the manager” to get what they want. These kinds of knowledge, dispositions, and behaviors toward institutions are part of the “hidden curriculum” of elite childhoods, elite education, and elite culture.30 Consequently, while there are many cases of elites “canceling” working-class people,31 there are not many cases of nonelites successfully canceling elites. Even in the cases of “punching up,” what is characterized as “holding the privileged to account” is generally an instance in which some faction of elites has managed to purge or inflict damage on someone even better positioned than themselves. Much like cricket or lacrosse in the United States, cancellation is primarily an elite sport.

For their part, people from less elite backgrounds are generally less knowledgeable about how to work “the system.” They often try to avoid folding authorities into their problems, because they tend to believe that doing so would make their problems worse (not wrongly). Indeed, when people from less elite backgrounds try to leverage “accountability” resources, they are much less likely to get the result they wanted. Rather than the accused being held to account, the accusers often face retaliation and other forms of blowback that, precisely in virtue of their more tenuous position, people from less elite backgrounds are typically least capable of weathering. Likewise, when they find themselves targets of cancellation campaigns, it is people from less advantaged backgrounds who are least equipped to defend themselves, and who tend to face the direst consequences. For example, sociologists Frank Dobbin and Alexandra Kalev have found that when companies institute “grievance systems” to investigate and prosecute incidents of bias, racial and ethnic minorities tend to be the most adversely effected. Asian and African American men, alongside Black and Hispanic women, become far more likely to get pushed out of management roles when these policies are implemented. Meanwhile, white women are among the least affected, and white men tend not to be affected at all.32

Similar realities hold for censorship. In contemporary symbolic capitalist spaces, censorious tendencies are frequently justified under the auspices of protecting vulnerable and underrepresented populations from offensive or hateful speech. In reality, however, speech restrictions generally end up enhancing the position of the already powerful at the expense of the genuinely marginalized and disadvantaged. Hate speech laws, for instance, have consistently been turned by ruling parties against their political and ideological opponents. They have been regularly used to justify surveillance and censorship of government dissidents and advocates for civil rights and civil liberties. This was true in the civil rights era (indeed, many free speech protections currently under assault by mainstream symbolic capitalists were established in the 1960s to protect civil rights activism from censorship campaigns). This was true with respect to campaigns for feminism and gay rights. It remains the case today33—not just in the United States but around the world.34

Academic research and audits by media outlets and government agencies consistently find that measures to restrict hate speech online tend to disproportionately silence racial and ethnic minorities, gender and sexual minorities, social justice activists, and political dissenters.35 Outcomes like these are not unusual “bugs” in otherwise beneficent and well-conceived systems. They are reflections of how censorious practices typically play out: they are almost invariably and necessarily designed and enforced by people with power, typically deployed against those with less power.

To draw an example from my own profession, a majority of faculty fired for political speech tend to be politically aligned with the Left. Female and minority faculty tend to be especially vulnerable to being fired for political speech because they are significantly less likely to be tenured and are much more likely to teach at public schools that are beholden to state legislatures and often politically appointed trustees and governing boards.36 Indeed, although whites, men, and tenure-line professors are the most commonly targeted in “cancellation” attempts, contingent faculty, women, and Hispanics are significantly more likely to be fired when they find themselves targeted for political speech.37 Rules that make it easier to fire professors for speech deemed “offensive” tend to disproportionately harm women, people of color, and other institutionally vulnerable scholars.

Similar realities hold for other forms of social sanction for insufficiently “woke” views. In general, immigrants and racial and ethnic minorities tend to be more religious and more culturally and symbolically conservative than whites—as are people of more modest socioeconomic backgrounds compared to social elites. Consequently, inculcating an environment that is hostile to more “traditional” values and worldviews, although typically carried out in the name of diversity and inclusion, will often have the perverse effect of excluding, alienating, or creating a more precarious situation for those who are already underrepresented and marginalized in elite spaces. When we try to understand why it is that so many “people of color,” or people from low-income, immigrant backgrounds or otherwise “nontraditional” backgrounds, feel as though they don’t “belong” in symbolic capitalist spaces—whether we’re talking about elite K–12 schools, or colleges and universities, or professional settings—this is likely a big, and underexplored, part of the story. Rather than being insufficiently progressive, these institutions may instead be too homogeneous and extreme in their ideological bearings. They may be too fiercely oriented around the idiosyncratic (ostensibly emancipatory) belief systems of white elites and too oriented around serving their agendas.



Invalidating Inconvenient Perspectives

Symbolic capitalists portray ourselves as advocates for (or representatives of) the marginalized and disadvantaged. In practice, however, we often show blatant disregard for the perspectives of those we claim to champion.

Consider the widespread use of “BIPOC” (Black, Indigenous, people of color). The term purports to center the experiences of Black and Indigenous Americans when discussing racial and ethnic minorities in the United States. However, it is a label that resonates primarily with relatively affluent whites. A poll conducted for the New York Times, for instance, found that “more than twice as many white Democrats said they felt ‘very favorably’ toward ‘BIPOC’ as Americans who identify as any of the nonwhite racial categories it encompasses.”38 The small share of nonwhites who do use the term are typically elites. As we have seen, umbrella terms like these can be quite useful to people like us. For others, not so much.

“Latinx” provides another prominent example of this phenomenon. Within symbolic capitalist circles, the term is increasingly regarded as the correct way to refer to people of Hispanic or Latino origin. Its use has grown increasingly pronounced in outputs by nonprofits, think tanks and advocacy groups, academics, journalists, and the Democratic Party. Yet a 2020 survey by Pew Research found that only 3 percent of Hispanics use the term. A strong majority of Hispanic and Latino respondents (roughly two-thirds) were outright opposed to having it serve as the main pan-ethnic term for people like themselves.39 A subsequent study by Politico found that the term was not just undesirable but outright offensive for two out of every five U.S. Hispanics. One out of five said they are disturbed “a lot” by use of the term. Put another way, more than ten times as many Hispanics are troubled by the use of the term as are validated by it. The Politico report goes on to emphasize that 30 percent of Hispanic and Latino respondents claimed they would be less likely to support a candidate, organization, or cause if the term “Latinx” was deployed in association with it.40 Democratic congressman Ruben Gallego, head of the Congressional Hispanic Caucus campaign arm, has emphasized that his staff is not allowed to use the term in any official communications, because it signals a disconnect from, or a blatant disregard for, the culture and values of most U.S. Hispanics and Latinos.41 Yet this has done little to reduce its appeal among mainstream symbolic capitalists.

In an interview with the New Yorker, one Latinx-identifying symbolic capitalist described detractors of the term as the “weakest link toward true progress, reciprocity and inclusivity.” “For that,” he continued, “you are dismissed. Vamoose. Begone. Get to steppin’. Corran camino. And take your shitty misogynistic, homophobic, and transphobic family members with you.”42 As a reminder, 65 percent of U.S. Hispanics and Latinos expressly reject the term as an appropriate label for people like them, and 40 percent found use of the term to be actually offensive. That’s a lot of people being “dismissed” on behalf of the 3 percent of Hispanics and Latinos—nearly exclusively symbolic economy professionals and aspirants—who actually identify with “Latinx.”

Although superficially oriented toward social justice, symbolic innovations like these are often mobilized as a means for elites—white elites aided and abetted by minority-group peers—to signal their superiority, devalue the perspectives and priorities of nonelites, and disregard objections from the people they are ostensibly advocating for with respect to justice claims made in their name. As philosopher Alain Badiou effectively put it,


Our suspicions are first aroused when we see that the self-declared apostles of ethics and of the “right to difference” are clearly horrified by any vigorously-sustained difference.… [The] celebrated “other” is acceptable only if he is a good other—which is to say what, exactly, if not the same as us? Respect for differences? Of course! But on the condition that the different be parliamentary-democratic, pro free-market economics, in favor of freedom of opinion, feminism, and the environment.… It might well be that ethical ideology, detached from the religious teachings which at least conferred upon it the fullness of a “revealed” identity, is simply the final imperative of a conquering civilization: “Become like me and I will respect your difference.”43



Those who defy symbolic capitalists’ preferences and priorities are deemed unworthy of being taken seriously. Opponents of “Latinx”—including (perhaps especially) if they are Hispanic or Latino—are cast as homophobic, misogynistic, and transphobic and therefore worthy of being “dismissed.” Increasingly, racial and ethnic minorities who reject symbolic capitalists’ preferred narratives on race, or who vote for the “wrong” political candidate, are branded as “multiracially white” or “politically white”—that is, they cease to be minorities at all.44 As then–Democratic presidential hopeful Joe Biden memorably put it, “If you have a problem figuring out whether you’re voting for me or Trump, then you ain’t black.”45 Through methods like these, it becomes easy for symbolic capitalists to maintain that they promote the will and interests of racial and ethnic minority groups: dissenters are simply redefined as nonminorities.

Likewise, when women express objections to mainstream symbolic capitalists’ approaches to feminism, this opposition is often described as arising from internalized misogyny. Should they vote for Republicans or simply fail to vote for Democrats, it is because they have commitments to white supremacy that override their commitment to their gender; they are more “white” than “female.”46

Through maneuvers like these, mainstream symbolic capitalists assure ourselves that the only people who are “truly” Black or Hispanic or women or disabled or LGBTQ (or the only people appropriately influenced by those identities)—the only voices we have to view as credible or authentic, or have to take seriously or defer to—are those who affirm our own interests, values, and worldviews.



Critique or Alibi?

In contemporary discussions of inequality, “systemic,” “institutional,” or “structural” interpretations of racism and sexism have become all the rage.47 On the one hand, this is both understandable and laudable. Looking at social structures, how institutions operate or how systems function in concrete terms can provide powerful insights into how inequalities arise, are sustained, and reproduce over time. However, when these ideas are mobilized in less concrete ways, an appeal to “systems,” “structures,” and “institutions” can serve as a means to mystify rather than illuminate social processes. These frameworks can be, and regularly are, deployed by elites in order to absolve them of responsibility for social problems and to legitimize inaction to address those problems. They are evoked in hand-wavy ways to avoid getting into specifics (because the specifics are uncomfortable).48

For instance, many who insist on talking about inequalities as “systemic” decline to think through, in concrete terms, their own place in the system and the roles they personally play in the social order—let alone engaging in similar considerations of their peers, their loved ones, or the institutions they affiliate with and support. Hence, many rail against “systemic” inequality while persisting in the belief that the losers in the symbolic economy (i.e., Americans in “flyover country,” nonelite and downwardly mobile whites, and workers connected to productive and extractive industries) are the primary perpetuators and beneficiaries of systemic inequalities. Conversely, as explored throughout this work, contemporary symbolic capitalists are often explicit in counting themselves among the marginalized and disadvantaged. Such assertions are more or less completely devoid of serious consideration of social structures or institutional operations—they must be.

In a similar vein, elites who identify with historically marginalized or disadvantaged groups regularly pretend as though a “win” for them personally is a “win” for the groups they identify with. In making these assertions, precisely what contemporary elites are failing to consider are the social structures that prevent gains for people like them from “trickling down” in any meaningful way. When elites enrich themselves, empower themselves, or pamper themselves, it does little to assist the genuinely marginalized, vulnerable, impoverished, or disadvantaged. A truly “structural” analysis of inequality would make this clear and would thereby preclude many of the “totemic capital” bids symbolic capitalists routinely make. Yet many who are keen to evoke “systems,” “structures,” and “institutions” in abstract ways persistently decline to consider the extent to which their personal fortunes—to say nothing of their values, priorities, and worldviews—actually are (or, more likely, are not) meaningfully connected to most others in the groups they identify with.

Moreover, the largely abstract focus on social structure conveniently elides considerations of individual agency. In truth, structure and agency are deeply intertwined: as a result of social structure, we all make decisions under constraint. Some have many more constraints than others—particularly those who have little financial or symbolic capital. The flip side, however, is that others have far more agency than everyone else, and their decisions or behaviors often exert a disproportionate impact on the possibilities available to others. Symbolic capitalists, again, must be counted among this latter group. We are in a much stronger position than most to influence the prevailing order. We often exercise our agency in pernicious ways when we could do otherwise. Evoking “the system” is often a way of obscuring this fact. By claiming to be mere cogs in the machine, helplessly bound by the prevailing order just like everyone else, contemporary elites implicitly absolve themselves of any unique responsibility for social problems (or any unique obligation to make sacrifices or changes to address those problems).

In a similar fashion, many contemporary symbolic capitalists evoke “history” as a chief cause of contemporary injustices. However, “history” doesn’t do anything. The tendency of many symbolic capitalists to analyze contemporary injustices in historical terms often obscures how and why certain elements of the past continue into the present. Discussing the persistence of race ideology, historian Barbara Fields explained, “Nothing handed down from the past could keep race alive if we did not constantly reinvent and re-ritualize it to fit our own terrain. If race lives on today, it can do so only because we continue to create and re-create it in our social life, continue to verify it, and thus continue to need a social vocabulary that will allow us to make sense, not of what our ancestors did then, but of what we ourselves choose to do now.”49

Present-day racial inequalities are not some inevitable by-product of America’s history of slavery, Jim Crow, and so on. They are instead reflections of people today, here and now, taking actions that systematically favor certain people over others. Consider racialized differences in home appraisals: studies consistently find that real estate agents value the same home much differently depending on the race of the seller.50 This tendency is not a mere product of “history.” In fact, far from being a holdover of the past, racial gaps in property appraisal have grown dramatically since the 1980s.51 Large cities across the United States were more segregated in 2019 than they were in 1990.52 Obviously, these recent trends are not going to be well explained by appeals to slavery, Jim Crow, historical redlining, and so forth. The growing gaps are instead overwhelmingly a function of contemporary practices. Although appeals to America’s racist and sexist history are often portrayed as some kind of critique of the social order, instead they often serve as an alibi: it’s not we who are to blame, but those terrible people in the past (who are all conveniently dead and therefore unable to be held to account).

“Historical,” “structural,” “systemic,” or “institutional” narratives also tend to present an overly mechanical and deterministic picture of the world. In truth, events are often quite contingent. Societies and institutions are highly dynamic. As sociologist Andrew Abbott emphasized, it is actually a much harder puzzle to explain continuity than change.53 Change happens all the time. It is literally inevitable. People cycle in and out of institutions, geographic areas, relationships, and life altogether. Individuals learn and grow. The physical environment is constantly evolving. New ideas, practices, and technologies are constantly being developed. Resources are constantly being extracted, transformed, and shifted around. Money is constantly changing hands. Actors external to a particular society or institution are constantly attempting to shape the world in the service of their own ends, influencing the possibilities and incentives for others. Structural or cultural persistence in the face of this constant churn and, especially, across generations and cultural contexts doesn’t just “happen.” It’s an accomplishment.

When we analyze how systems and institutions operate in concrete terms rather than just waving our hands at “the system,” “history,” or related abstractions, we can see that inequalities within institutions tend to be produced and sustained by everyday practices in local contexts rather than by forces outside one’s control.54 Likewise, it is in discrete behaviors and interactions among actual people in concrete places at particular points in time that abstractions like “race” or “gender” or “class” or “sexuality” express themselves “in the world.” To the extent that the macro forces and abstract notions that sociologists focus on exist at all, it is only through people enacting them in local contexts.55 And agents typically have many degrees of freedom with respect to if and how they enact a social order. However, cosmetically radical narratives about “systems,” “structures,” and “history” are often mobilized by symbolic capitalists to absolve us of responsibility for the choices we make—through hyperbolically deterministic narratives on the one hand, and unduly pessimistic analyses on the other.

According to some prominent accounts, America is fundamentally racist, and it always has been. “Progress” has been largely mythological. Injustices are so deeply entrenched and pervasive that nothing short of revolution can rectify the situation. Smaller ameliorative measures may even be counterproductive insofar as they make a bad situation more tolerable, thereby forestalling the dramatic change that needs to happen.56 However, revolution does not seem to be on the horizon in the foreseeable future, nor is there an obvious path from the current status quo to a (leftist) revolution. Hence, it seems as though the only thing that the clear-eyed can do is carry on as usual (albeit with occasional pangs of guilt) and regularly condemn the system we profit from even as we continue to actively exploit it. Arguments like these are superficially radical yet functionally conservative. They allow adherents to feel self-righteous, and to present themselves as deeply committed to substantial change (especially as compared with those focused on incremental and piecemeal reforms, whom they often mock), while neutralizing any apparent obligation to do anything (beyond saying, thinking, or feeling the “right” things). Although the people advancing these arguments often evoke “systems” and “structures,” precisely what their pessimism allows them to avoid is any hard thinking about concrete changes that could be made to the system in order to ameliorate social problems—let alone working through specific processes, mechanisms, and consensus-building campaigns that would allow these changes to be successfully implemented. That is, precisely what these pessimists are not doing is thinking in genuinely systemic or structural terms.

This pessimism also tends to be applied in a highly selective manner. For instance, an individual’s vote virtually never changes the outcome of an election, certainly not at the national level. Any particular individual participating in a protest, writing a letter to one’s representatives, or engaging in political discourse online or in other public forums is similarly unlikely to, themselves, influence or overturn the prevailing order in any meaningful way.57 However, symbolic capitalists don’t tend to assert, “If it doesn’t bring about revolution, it’s not worth doing,” when we engage in expressive politics. We don’t shrink before the apparent futility of our actions when engaging in cosmic warfare over symbols, rhetoric, or partisan struggles (i.e., when we’re doing things that are satisfying or useful for us). Instead, the “drop in the bucket” argument gets conveniently trotted out when we’re challenged to take inconvenient actions or make costly sacrifices in pursuit of our expressed ideals.

Across the board, narratives and ideological frameworks presented as “radical” critiques of the social order are regularly deployed as implicit justifications for contemporary inequality-reproducing behaviors and adverse states of affairs. However, symbolic capitalists are often blind to these realities precisely in virtue of our sincere commitments to “social justice” (in the abstract).



Doing Bad, Feeling Good

Imagine two incidents of theft.

In the first case, a bandit takes something valuable from someone else. Deprived of this important source of wealth, the victim and his family live a life of relative destitution, even as the thief and his family flourish, with nary a thought about the crime that served as the basis of their wealth, nor the fate of those they stole from. Eventually the perpetrator and his family forget about the theft altogether and come to view their wealth as legitimate.

In the second case, a bandit also takes something precious from someone else, likewise leaving the victim and his family in a state of relative destitution, even as the robber and his family prosper. But in the second case, the bandit constantly acknowledges that his own prosperity was achieved at the victim’s expense. He explicitly and repeatedly recognizes the state of privation that the victim and his family live in as a result of the crime. He publicly praises the victim at every turn. Yet he nonetheless declines to return the stolen resources. Instead, he continues to actively leverage the seized assets in order to build his own wealth, but incessantly laments the poor state of the victim and his family, and the horror of the crime that was done to them, and insists that someone really ought to do something to help “those people” out.

The second scenario describes the practice of land acknowledgments, which have grown increasingly popular in symbolic capitalist spaces in recent years (while the first scenario depicts how the people who do make land acknowledgments describe those who don’t; I’ll leave it to the reader to decide which is worse).

One stated purpose of land acknowledgments is to show respect to those who have been dispossessed. But of course, precisely as a function of that very dispossession, there are almost never people from the affected tribes “in the room” to receive these acknowledgments—particularly in symbolic capitalist spaces (where this practice is most pronounced).58 Instead, these acknowledgments typically consist of non-Indigenous people virtue signaling exclusively to other non-Indigenous people, who nod along approvingly, leading all in attendance to feel good about how enlightened they are … and then everyone gets on with business as usual. And of course, even in the exceedingly rare instance that an Indigenous American elite did happen to be “in the room,” and felt “seen” as a result of a land acknowledgment, this would do precious little to address the more practical challenges nonelite Indigenous Americans are struggling with.

In a world where 100 percent of symbolic capitalists engaged in this ritual—where every single entertainer made a land acknowledgment before accepting an award; where every single academic made a land acknowledgment before presenting on any topic; where every concert of any type was prefaced by a land acknowledgment; where every corporate, nonprofit, or government meeting began with a land acknowledgment—in itself, this would do absolutely nothing to change material conditions for Indigenous peoples in the United States. Precisely what these acknowledgments lack, what they are more or less designed to elide, is any detail on concrete steps that can, should, or will be taken in order to make restitution—any specific details on what the acknowledger will sacrifice or do in order to make things right. The acknowledgment is the action. And after making the acknowledgment, people tend to immediately change the topic and get on with whatever they are gathered for.59

Of course, it is not just individuals who carry out these land acknowledgments, but often institutions as well. For instance, growing numbers of colleges and universities feature land acknowledgments on their websites. These statements explicitly recognize particular tribes as the “rightful” custodians of the land that higher education institutions occupy, yet they typically offer nothing beyond symbolic gestures to restore the land to the named tribes or to compensate them for its continued use. It would be well within any university’s capacities to, for instance, guarantee admission, void tuition, and provide aid to all confirmed members of the named tribes. This would leverage the university to directly aid the dispossessed without significant disruption to university operations or finances. However, most schools who issue land acknowledgments do not even take basic steps like these.60 If they were more ambitious or dedicated, universities could pay rent to named tribes for continued occupation of “their” land or else provide dividends on their endowments to confirmed members of named tribes, allowing them to share in the wealth generated by the continued occupation of “their” land. Yet most universities seem to have little appetite to render themselves more literally accountable for the debts they claim to owe. Again, the symbolic gesture is made to stand in for any actual restitution—much like individual confessions of “privilege.” Institutional lamentations about racism typically function the same way.

In the aftermath of George Floyd’s murder, for instance, Princeton University president Christopher L. Eisgruber issued a strongly worded statement highlighting that the university, “for most of its history, intentionally and systematically excluded people of color, women, Jews, and other minorities.” He continued, “Racism and the damage it does to people of color … persist at Princeton as in our society, sometimes by conscious intention but more often through unexamined assumptions and stereotypes, ignorance or insensitivity, and the systemic legacy of past decisions and policies. Race-based inequities in America’s health care, policing, education, and employment systems affect profoundly the lives of our staff, students, and faculty of color. Racist assumptions from the past also remain embedded in structures of the University itself.” The president went on to describe how programs intended to bridge the divide between the university and the community it is embedded in, which are common at virtually all peer institutions (in his own words), continue to be absent at Princeton.61

Responding to these confessions, the Department of Education, under then-president Donald Trump and then–secretary of education Betsy DeVos, decided to open a civil rights investigation into Princeton University. The university president himself, they argued, defined it as an institution where students, staff, and faculty of color continue to struggle compared with their white peers, and where intentional and unintentional racism are fairly ubiquitous and baked into institutional structures and policies. Given that the school itself seemed to be acknowledging, indeed broadcasting, that various forms of racialized discrimination frequently occur at Princeton, DeVos argued that there were ample grounds for investigation into whether the university may be in violation of the Civil Rights Acts (and, therefore, be obligated to return tens of millions of dollars in federal funding it has received, contingent upon complying with these laws).62 This Department of Education investigation was widely lambasted as “trolling” by an administration that had, itself, shown a highly inconsistent level of commitment to civil rights (to put it mildly). And it definitely was that. However, the kernel of truth behind this stunt was that if President Eisgruber’s account of Princeton University was taken at face value, it seems like far more radical changes should be underway than the measures outlined in the president’s letter: creating and modifying committees, dedicating relatively small amounts (given Princeton’s resources) of additional funding lines for certain subsets of students and faculty, providing additional (demonstrably ineffective) antibias training, renaming some buildings, and so on.63 None of these measures seem properly scaled to the problems outlined in the letter—to say nothing of making any kind of recompense for Princeton’s similarly publicized and immaculately documented ties to slavery.64

Princeton is far from alone in these respects.65 Many other individuals and institutions in the public, private, and nonprofit spheres have issued and continue to issue similar statements implicating themselves in historical and ongoing social injustices. Few are prepared to be treated as if what they are saying is literally true. That is, many symbolic capitalists and affiliated institutions profess to be afflicted by racism, to be complicit in racism, and so forth—none expect or would countenance being widely viewed and described by others as “racist,” or to being socially, commercially, or legally penalized for their “racism.” The confessions seem to be a kind of inoculation against those outcomes: it is people and institutions that decline to associate themselves with implicit or systemic prejudice and discrimination that are viewed as immoral. By declaring oneself part of the problem, one comes to be viewed as part of the solution (even if they never take meaningful action to actually fix the problem).66 Worse, insofar as institutions and individuals are successful in painting themselves as part of the solution, this often increases their propensity and capacity to contribute to the problem.

For example, after a company issues strong statements on DEI, imposes DEI training, hires a “diverse” staff member, or otherwise claims “progress” toward egalitarian goals, organizational leaders and employees often treat minority employees worse and take their complaints less seriously. Minority employees, meanwhile, often feel less comfortable protesting unfair treatment after these symbolic gestures—leading persistent problems to go unaddressed. As a consequence of these dual effects (on majority- and minority-group members, respectively), strong DEI gestures by organizations are often followed by increased minority turnover.67 Nonetheless, engaging in DEI gestures often shields organizations from civil or criminal liability for any subsequent mistreatment or underrepresentation within their organization because courts often have a difficult time accepting that a company that makes strong symbolic gestures toward diversity and inclusion would subsequently engage in discriminatory behavior.68 Company endorsement of meritocracy tends to have the same effect: it renders people more likely to engage in bias and nepotism even as it convinces them that their decision-making is fair.69

Many more examples like these could be proliferated. The basic dynamic at play is that an institution engaging in egalitarian discourse often blinds people to inegalitarian or pernicious behaviors that said organization, its leaders, or its employees are involved in. Alternatively, these gestures can allow people to witness or engage in behaviors they might even recognize as problematic—but without viewing themselves, their colleagues, or their organization as “bad.” This is not just something that occurs within and among organizations; it also plays out at the interpersonal level and in our everyday lives. Four closely related cognitive processes seem to be at work in situations like these: moral credentialing, moral licensing, moral cleansing, and moral disengagement.

Moral credentialing is a phenomenon where people become more likely to act in inegalitarian ways, and (critically) become convinced that their actions are nonbiased, after affirming their commitment to egalitarianism or engaging in behaviors they interpret as egalitarian. For instance, studies have shown that when white people publicly affirm their commitment to antiracism, they often become more likely to subsequently favor other whites in decisions like hiring and promotion, even as they grow more confident that race played no role in their decision-making. When men identify with feminism, they regularly grow more likely to favor other men in their decision-making, but also grow more confident that their judgments were nonbiased.70 People are especially likely to seek or to brandish their “moral credentials” in the face of actual or anticipated questioning of their behaviors. That is, if we have done, or are about to do, something that might be viewed as controversial or “sketchy,” we often try to remind ourselves and others about what good people we are—and this often does change how the behaviors in question are subsequently interpreted.71

At times, however, conspicuously aligning ourselves with social justice causes can not only blind us to the immorality of our actions, it can even lead us to feel entitled to do things we recognize as immoral, and to view these behaviors as acceptable for us to engage in, at that moment, under those circumstances. This is called “moral licensing.” In virtue of prosocial actions people have performed or plan to perform (or even upon contemplating bad actions one refrained from taking), people can feel it is acceptable to personally take liberties they would ordinarily condemn in others.72 They can exempt themselves from the moral standards they apply to everyone else, confident that the good actions they have performed, or will perform (or other bad actions they have taken or will refrain from taking), will basically “even things out” ethically, result in a net positive, or at least fail to harm their reputation.73 As with moral credentialing, people are often strategic about moral licensing: when we want to violate a rule or norm that others are bound by, we often seek out and brandish evidence of our exemplary moral character, painting ourselves as worthy of a bit of indulgence (or of leniency in judgment at the very least).74

This is not just something individuals do. It occurs at the institutional level as well. Indeed, corporate leaders are often quite explicit about engaging in moral licensing. For example, consulting firm McKinsey & Co. emphasizes that environmental, social, and governance investing is necessary for companies to “maintain their social license” in the face of externalities that multinational corporations impose on governments, workers, communities, and ecosystems worldwide.75 BlackRock CEO and cofounder Larry Fink has likewise emphasized that, insofar as companies fail to portray themselves as oriented toward some higher cause than maximizing profits, they will “ultimately lose the license to operate from key stakeholders” and provide subpar returns to investors as a result.76 Behaviors recognized as “greenwashing,” “pinkwashing,” “diversity washing,” and “rainbow washing,” are generally clumsy attempts at moral licensing. Insofar as these institutional commitments instead come off as “sincere” or “authentic” (whatever it might mean for an institution to be sincere), the organization can be considered to have successfully engaged in moral licensing.

Sometimes, however, we engage in behaviors that we (and others) recognize as wrong, and we can’t make these perceptions go away by simply emphasizing how moral we are. Other times, we come to see ourselves (or are viewed by others) as complicit in the immoral behaviors of institutions or other stakeholders we’re associated with. In other cases, we find ourselves unwilling or unable to do what we think we should in morally freighted situations—creating harm not through something we did but by something we failed to do (or failed to do effectively). In situations like these, where our self-image and reputation are compromised or at risk, we often engage in rituals of moral cleansing—behaviors that help restore the sense that we’re “on the side of the angels.” And it turns out that one of the most effective ways we can come to feel good about ourselves in the aftermath of a moral failing is to point out bad behaviors in others. Research shows that condemning and (especially) sanctioning others for wrongdoing can reduce one’s guilt over committing the same offense and helps assure oneself and others that they are different from “those people” being condemned (even if one is, in fact, engaged in similar or worse behaviors).77 Sometimes we can be so effective at cleansing our guilt that we grow more self-righteous than we were before our moral failing. In these instances, moral cleansing can provide us with moral credentials or licenses. That is, moral cleansing doesn’t just eliminate our shame, it can actually enable future bad conduct, this time carried out with a clear conscience.

However, should moral credentialing, licensing, and cleansing collectively fail at preserving our sense self-image and reputation, we often resort to moral disengagement instead: redefining situations in ways that neutralize their moral stakes. Sometimes we do this by downplaying the risks or costs imposed on others by our actions or by insisting that any negative eventualities were caused by circumstances beyond our own control, thereby minimizing our own perceived role in others’ misfortune. Other times, we tell ourselves that difficulties imposed on others serve some worthy goal or “greater good.” In other cases, we recast the people who were harmed so that they no longer fall into our sphere of moral concern, or even seem to deserve misfortune.78 For instance, this chapter highlighted how symbolic capitalists often define minorities who espouse inconvenient views as “compromised” in some way, allowing us to simply disregard their perspectives despite our expressed commitments to epistemic and moral deference toward people from historically marginalized and disadvantaged groups. This is moral disengagement in action.

Critically, there are peer effects for each of these phenomena as well: when we observe others “like us”—people and institutions we identify with—making egalitarian pronouncements or gestures, or taking prosocial actions, we become more likely to see those people and ourselves as egalitarians. Simultaneously, we become more likely to interpret subsequent inegalitarian behaviors from peers or ourselves as fundamentally fair or otherwise acceptable.79 When individuals or institutions we identify with present themselves as moral exemplars, we feel more entitled to exempt ourselves from the standards we would normally apply to others.80 Meanwhile, being confronted with evidence that people “like us” are responsible for unjust harm to others often leads to “competitive victimhood”—that is, claiming that harmful behaviors people “like us” visited on others are justified or should be excused in light of wrongs that people “like us” have previously experienced.81 In other cases, guilt over harm caused by people “like us” fuels moral outrage against third-party scapegoats; subsequent retributive actions against these scapegoats tends to cleanse our own guilt or shame.82 Or, all else failing, we find ways to collectively write off concern about those harmed by the pursuit of our own group interests. For instance, symbolic capitalists regularly portray the “losers” in the symbolic economy as unworthy of moral consideration because they’re racist, or sexist, or transphobic, or ignorant, or support “fascists” like Donald Trump. If “those people” are marginalized, good. They should be. If they’re suffering, who cares?

One disturbing implication of these cognitive tendencies is that, in contexts where people and institutions go around denouncing racism, sexism, or inequality to one another constantly—painting themselves as staunch advocates for social justice and condemning those who are “backwards” or “regressive”—it would become almost impossible for folks embedded in those circles to see the role that they play in perpetuating systemic inequalities. And in part for this reason, these same people would promote various forms of inequality all the more while feeling incredibly self-righteous about their egalitarianism.

That is, in environments where antiracism, feminism, and other egalitarian frameworks are widely and very publicly embraced, it can become easier for people to act in racist, sexist, or otherwise discriminatory ways while convinced that their behaviors are fair—and to have those actions actually perceived as fair by others who share the same ideological and political leanings, or who belong to the same social or institutional groups. In contexts like these, each conspicuous gesture toward social justice would blind oneself and one’s peers to important details about how various forms of inequality, exploitation, and exclusion are produced and maintained—and generate both opportunities and temptations for oneself and one’s peers to behave in ways they might otherwise be able to recognize as immoral.83

For an example of how dynamics like these can play out in action, consider the case of Morris Dees, an attorney who was almost single-handedly responsible for bankrupting the Ku Klux Klan. He subsequently founded an organization with other attorneys and activists to identify and combat hate groups in the South and in America writ large. Unfortunately, this organization, the Southern Poverty Law Center, became fairly notorious for its institutional culture. The people promoted to high-level positions were overwhelmingly other whites, especially men. Women and minorities in the organization frequently had their contributions minimized, stolen, or overlooked. There was an extremely hostile working atmosphere, with sexualized and racialized remarks and “jokes” regularly aimed at women and minorities. This all culminated in 2019 with a massive reorganization of the center (to include Dees’s ouster) and a sweeping investigation into its organizational practices and culture.84

Here, we can see moral licensing and credentialing at work. Dees and his allies overwhelmingly hired and promoted other whites and men, sure. But not because of race, right? It’s just the way it shook out. After all, they defunded the Klan. They spent all day, every day fighting racism. How can their decisions possibly have been race based? Similarly, Dees and his allies felt free to take liberties with their remarks in the workplace. Sure, they regularly made racist comments directed at minority colleagues, but those are jokes. They are obviously not racist themselves, right? Again, they spent all day, every day fighting racists. Activists and scholars who work on these issues may be especially susceptible to this kind of thinking.

Alternatively, consider the case of Harvey Weinstein. The Hollywood mogul was a liberal darling and a celebrated philanthropist known for supporting the careers of women within his organizations and boosting feminist works and causes.85 He was also a serial rapist and sexual harasser who threatened, intimidated, and tried to pay off women who might expose his misdeeds. Despite these attempts at suppression, more than ninety women ultimately came forward with accounts of having been harassed or assaulted by Weinstein over the years.86 At time of writing, he is currently incarcerated after having been convicted of multiple sex crimes. And yet, in a postconviction interview with the New York Post, Weinstein audaciously lamented that all his great work for women seems to have been forgotten “because of what happened.”87 Notice the verbiage here: not what he did, but rather what happened. This is moral licensing and credentialing in peak form. To the extent that Weinstein even recognizes he did anything wrong, he feels it was ultimately outweighed by the good he’s done for women, and he laments that others cannot recognize this obvious (in his mind) truth. He sees himself as the main victim of the entire ordeal.

Many more cases like these could be proliferated.88 However, the examples of Weinstein and Dees clearly illustrate how people can engage in egregious and persistent forms of abuse, misconduct, and exploitation while remaining convinced that they are morally praiseworthy—and often convincing others of the same.

Critically, although moral credentialing, licensing, cleansing, and disengagement are general cognitive and behavioral tendencies, symbolic capitalists may be especially susceptible to these forms of self-serving moral reasoning. As discussed throughout this text, the kinds of people who become symbolic capitalists (those who are highly educated, cognitively sophisticated, etc.) tend to be particularly prone to, and effective at, motivated reasoning in general. Symbolic capitalists are also far more likely than other Americans to explicitly identify with antiracism, feminism, LGBTQ advocacy, environmentalism, and related social justice causes (and to be associated with institutions that are likewise conspicuously committed to these causes). However, even as we paint ourselves as egalitarians, symbolic capitalists’ lifestyles and social positions are largely premised on exploitation, exclusion, and condescension. Taken together, symbolic capitalists have especially powerful means, far more frequent opportunities, and a pronounced need to produce moral credentials and moral licenses or engage in moral cleansing rituals or moral disengagement.



Coda: Babies and Bathwater

We are now approaching the end of our time together. Over the course of this text, we have seen that the attitudes and dispositions associated with “wokeness” are primarily embraced by symbolic capitalists. Wokeness does not seem to be associated with egalitarian behaviors in any meaningful sense. Instead, “social justice” discourse seems to be mobilized by contemporary elites to help legitimize and obscure inequalities, to signal and reinforce their elite status, or to tear down rivals—often at the expense of those who are genuinely vulnerable, marginalized, and disadvantaged in society. What, then, should we make of the ideologies and modes of analysis associated with wokeness? Can they be useful guides for understanding and discussing the social world? Or are they fundamentally dangerous, misleading, or irredeemably corrupted? Is the main issue that symbolic capitalists tend to leverage social justice discourse in unfortunate ways? Or is it that symbolic capitalists have been led astray by wokeness into pursuing social justice in a counterproductive manner? Put simply, is the problem wokeness or are we, ourselves, the problem? Confronting these questions head-on is perhaps the most fitting way to close out this final chapter.

For starters, the fact that symbolic capitalists are increasingly more “woke” than most members of historically marginalized and disadvantaged groups neither entails nor implies that the beliefs commonly associated with “wokeness” are false. Just as it is wrong when symbolic capitalists dismiss the views of “normies” under the presumption that their views are ill considered or ill informed (because they have fewer credentials), it is no better to dismiss a view as false simply because it is embraced by social elites. More broadly, people aren’t stupid or crazy to find these ideas compelling. They became popular for a reason. In part, for sure, because they were useful in elite power struggles. But they also helped expose and address significant shortcomings in how others were seeking to understand and mitigate social problems at the time.89 It was precisely because they were analytically powerful and morally compelling that many sought to mobilize them in other arenas.

Theories are, however, fundamentally about ignoring certain data to see other things more clearly.90 Consequently, any theoretical approach that elucidates some important aspect of society will generally obscure other phenomena. It will handle some things well and explain other things poorly. Moreover, all theories are products of particular times and places, responding to particular needs and circumstances—and any theoretical approach may need to be refined and updated, or even eventually cast aside, as the “problem space” evolves.91 This is all to say that even powerful theories have their limits. A recognition of these limits does not diminish their power. On the contrary, it can help us deploy these ideas in cases where they are most effective and avoid applying them to cases where they are not particularly useful.

Many views associated with wokeness seem to be straightforwardly correct, even if they are often taken to excess. For instance, a key insight of the “discursive turn” in social research is that how concepts are defined, and by whom, reveals a lot about power relations within a society or culture. These definitions are not merely reflections of social dynamics. At scale and over time, they can impose their own independent sociopolitical influence: they can help legitimize or delegitimize individuals, groups, and their actions; they can render some things more easily comprehensible and others less so; they can push certain things outside the realm of polite discussion and introduce new elements into the language game. This is a genuine contribution to understanding the world.

That said, today many symbolic capitalists seem to attribute too much power to symbols, rhetoric, and representation. Many assert, in the absence of robust empirical evidence, that small slights can cause enormous (often underspecified) harm. Under the auspices of preventing these harms, they argue it is legitimate, even necessary, to aggressively police other people’s words, tone, body language, and so forth. As we have seen, people from nontraditional and underrepresented backgrounds are among the most likely to find themselves silenced and sanctioned in these campaigns, both because they are less likely to possess the cultural capital to say the “correct” things in the “correct” ways at the “correct” time and because their deviance is perceived as especially threatening (insofar as this heterodoxy undermines claims made by dominant elites ostensibly on behalf of historically marginalized and disadvantaged groups).

Overstating the power of language likewise leads symbolic capitalists to conclude that their symbolic gestures toward antiracism, feminism, and so forth mark significant contributions to addressing social problems when, in fact, they change virtually nothing about the allocation of wealth or power in society, and there is not really a plausible account for how they could. Campaigns to sterilize language, for instance, will never lift anyone out of poverty. Referring to homeless people as “unsheltered individuals,” or prisoners as “justice-involved persons,” or poor people as “individuals of limited means,” and so on are discursive maneuvers that often obscure the brutal realities that others must confront in their day-to-day lives. If the intent of these language shifts is to avoid stigma, the reality is that these populations are still heavily stigmatized despite shifting discourse.

As we have seen, the Americans who are most preoccupied with linguistic hygiene actively avoid personally interacting with the poor, convicted criminals, drug addicts, and others through strategies ranging from personal network choices to where they choose to live (and send their kids to school); their reduced use of public transportation; the zoning restrictions they typically support; their heightened use of police, personal security, and surveillance services against folks who violate their aesthetic sensibilities or behavioral preferences; and beyond. More broadly, gentrifying the discourse about the “wretched of the earth” doesn’t make their problems go away. If anything, it renders elites more complacent when we talk about the plight of “those people.” On this the empirical research is quite clear:92 euphemisms render people more comfortable with immoral behaviors and unjust states of affairs. This is one of the main reasons we rely on euphemisms at all.

Critically, however, pointing out unfortunate consequences of symbolic capitalists’ approach to language and social justice does not invalidate the idea that language matters. In fact, it powerfully illustrates that how we choose to talk and think about society, alongside the ways we try to influence others’ thoughts and discourse, actually can have important social consequences—for better and for worse.

The core idea behind intersectionality likewise seems both important and fairly uncontroversial: there are emergent effects, interaction effects, that are greater than, or different from, the effects of two phenomena studied independently. Indeed, Kimberlé Crenshaw’s 1989 landmark legal paper, “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex,” paralleled a movement that had been advanced by statisticians since the mid-1970s—namely, to think in more sophisticated ways about how various “independent” variables interact with one another, and how that might systematically change the effects of these factors on some dependent variable.93 These effects are very easy to observe in the world. Let’s just stick with Crenshaw’s pioneering example of the intersection between gender and race.

Black men are far more likely to be victims of homicide or to be incarcerated than Black women or whites across gender.94 Black women are at near parity with white women with respect to many socioeconomic indicators, yet stark divides remain between Black and white men.95 Black men lag far behind Black women or whites across genders in terms of educational attainment and intergenerational social mobility.96 And yet, Black men tend to have higher median earnings than Black women. This is all fundamentally consistent with the idea of intersectionality: the interaction of gender and race produces results not derivable from looking at either factor independently. However, and this is critical, the interaction effects of race and gender cannot be determined a priori because they do not trend in the same direction across all dependent variables. In many important respects Black women are significantly better off than Black men. In other respects, the opposite is true. In general, however, Black women and Black men tend to have very different life experiences, challenges, and prospects—both as compared with one another and as compared with white men and women. The only version of intersectionality that would be refuted by the foregoing examples would be analyses that run something like this:

With respect to a given outcome,

women < men

Black < white

∴ Black women < Black men.

That kind of thinking would tend to do a bad job predicting or explaining most social phenomena—as would any approach wherein people simply tally up their different forms of perceived intersectional disadvantage as though they can be simply stacked on top of one another (e.g., “As a Latinx, bisexual, neurodivergent woman my perspective is more valid, and my needs more important, than yours—a white, cisgender, gay, neurotypical man”). Indeed, as we have seen, those who make the most strident claims of intersectional disadvantage tend to be socioeconomic and cultural elites (it is almost exclusively symbolic capitalists who engage in this kind of discourse)—and claimants’ class position is virtually never part of their intersectional calculations. However, the fact that many engage in these kinds of self-serving and facile analyses does not mean intersectionality itself is wrong or should be discarded. The essential elements of the concept seem straightforwardly true and useful for social analysis.

In a similar vein, this chapter spent significant time exploring how appeals to “systemic” or “institutionalized” racism or sexism are often used to mystify social processes rather than illuminate them. However, the idea of systemic disadvantage seems straightforwardly correct: historical inequalities, paired with the ways systems and institutions are arranged in the present, can lead to situations where certain people face significant disadvantages while others are strongly advantaged. As a product of historical contingencies, these advantages and disadvantages can systematically track along the lines of race or gender or other identity dimensions—producing a situation where people from historically marginalized and disadvantaged groups can have a difficult time flourishing relative to people from more historically advantaged groups—even in the absence of formal discrimination or deeply felt bigotry. A recognition of this fact can help, for instance, illustrate some of the core limitations of the “level playing field” approach to addressing inequality.

Some kids grow up in stable two-parent homes, in safe communities with good schools, and with parents who have the money, skills, connections, and bandwidth to help them develop and leverage their human capital (for instance, by supporting cultural enrichment activities and extracurriculars, or through additional investments in health and nutrition). They are thereby well positioned to flourish on “meritocratic” grounds.97 Most others lack these advantages. Some grow up in homes and communities that actively undermine their capacity to develop knowledge, skills, and experience that are valued in the symbolic economy. As a function of how events have played out in the United States up to now, there is a heavy skew along certain demographic lines with respect to who possesses these (dis)advantages and who does not. Consequently, although various natural capabilities and personality traits may be evenly distributed across groups, existing inequalities between groups would nonetheless tend to reproduce themselves—even in competitions that were rendered genuinely open and procedurally fair, and even in the absence of identity-based apprehension or animus.98 These are important insights that can flow from studying inequalities in systemic terms.

Meanwhile, critical race theory, postcolonial theory, feminist standpoint epistemology, and queer theory have been extremely valuable in demonstrating ways positionality matters to knowledge production and highlighting the political dimensions of knowledge production. That said, it’s absolutely the case that advocates of these frameworks often fail to take their own starting premises to their logical conclusions. Taking positionality seriously should lead folks to interrogate the extent to which their own ostensibly emancipatory politics (and especially the homogeneity of these convictions within a field) may undermine their ability to understand certain phenomena, lead them to ignore key perspectives and inconvenient facts in the pursuit of their preferred narratives and policies, and drive them to pursue courses of action that do not, in fact, empower or serve the people they are supposed to be empowering or serving, nor reflect others’ own values and perceived interests.99 Indeed, taking these ideas to their logical endpoint should lead more people aligned with the Left to question the extent to which their own “emancipatory politics” may, in fact, be a product of their own elite position, and may primarily serve elite ends rather than uplifting the genuinely marginalized and disadvantaged. The fact so many instead use these frameworks in nonreflexive ways—to reinforce their own sense of moral and intellectual superiority or confirm their prejudices about “those people” who do not profess, believe, or feel the “correct” things—neither entails nor implies that these modes of analysis cannot be put to more productive use.

Similarly, elites of color (and the white elites who look to them as spokespeople for the groups they ostensibly “represent”) often fail to recognize or account for the reality that they likely vary in systematic ways from most others in the groups they identify with, and this may undermine their ability to effectively channel the preferences, priorities, and perceived interests of most others in the groups they identify with and purportedly represent—let alone capturing the rich diversity of life experiences, and perspectives on shared experiences, within these populations. That is, when elites wonder what, say, African Americans think about an issue, their first instinct is not to go and talk to a bunch of ordinary Black folk, nor to conduct a large-sample and representative study to solicit the views of African Americans in the community or nationwide. Instead, they turn to “consecrated” Black intellectuals to see what they have to say, as though those opinions indicate anything at all about how most other Black people think or feel. In practice, by turning to these consecrated representatives, elites are seeking out confirmatory narratives under the guise of searching for truth.

Pointing this out, however, does not invalidate the idea of “epistemic deference.” In fact, it makes a more rigorous point that it is not enough to have elites of all genders, races, creeds, and sexualities sitting around the table. It is also absolutely critical to find ways of folding in the perspectives of nonelites—including and especially when they are inconvenient for our preferred narratives and policies.100 History in the United States and abroad is replete with examples of grievous harm caused by well-intentioned technocrats and ideologues who failed to sufficiently consult and collaborate with the populations whose interests they were ostensibly seeking to advance.101 This should be at the forefront of symbolic capitalists’ minds as they are seeking to understand and address social problems—at least, insofar as they are primarily concerned with helping the marginalized and disadvantaged (instead of themselves).

To put it simply, the fact that symbolic capitalists have never been woke reveals a lot about us. It says much less, however, about the frameworks and ideas that we appropriate (and often deform) in our power struggles.






Conclusion


In the introduction to this text, I ticked through a series of questions that have consumed my thoughts for the last several years: Why is it that the “winners” in the prevailing order seem so eager to associate themselves with the marginalized and disadvantaged in society? What functions does “social justice” discourse serve among contemporary elites? How do symbolic capitalists reconcile their egalitarian rhetoric with the reality that their lifestyles and social positions are premised on the reproduction and exploitation of various forms of inequality (to the extent they are aware of this at all)? What caused the “Great Awokening”? We are now in a strong position to gain leverage on these questions.

As a function of the circumstances under which they arose, the symbolic professions have been legitimized from the outset by the claim that they are fundamentally altruistic. We hold ourselves as worthy of our high pay and prestige because we serve the greater good. We rein in the wealth and power of those at the top of the social order for the benefit of the least among us. Put another way, our elite status (which requires others to occupy a subordinate position) has always been, paradoxically, tied to egalitarianism.

This mode of legitimation gave rise to unique modes of status competition among symbolic capitalists. We can increase our status and, often, their socioeconomic prospects by portraying themselves as allies and advocates for the marginalized and disadvantage. On the flip side, those who are successfully branded as racist, sexist, homophobic, or otherwise insufficiently committed to egalitarian goals can be thereby rendered unworthy of status, platforms, or institutional affiliations.

Over time, as the internal constitution and macrosocial position of the symbolic professions continued to evolve, a unique moral culture took hold among symbolic capitalists and the institutions we dominate. Rather than merely championing the interests of the poor, vulnerable, and oppressed in society, we increasingly claim to literally embody and directly represent the interests of the marginalized and disadvantaged. We regularly count ourselves among them. Contemporary symbolic economy elites attempt to portray themselves as racial and ethnic minorities, gender and sexual minorities, neurodivergent, or physically disabled. They do this because, within symbolic capitalists’ dominant moral culture, people who can lay claim to formerly stigmatized identities are perceived to have special moral and epistemic authority, unique cultural cachet, and access to exclusive opportunities and accommodations (intended as reparations for historical wrongs).

These are general patterns of discourse and behavior among symbolic capitalists. When times get tough for us, however, these modes of status competition and moral righteousness get radically intensified. Symbolic capitalists grow much more aggressive in mobilizing social justice discourse to paint themselves as worthy of power and wealth—and to declare their adversaries and rivals as undeserving of the same. This is what Great Awokenings are fundamentally “about”: frustrated erstwhile elites condemning the social order that failed them and jockeying to secure the position they feel they “deserve.”

Critically, none of this entails that symbolic capitalists are cynical or insincere in their professed commitments to social justice. We tend to be true believers. However, these beliefs are rarely translated into behavioral changes or reallocations of material resources in part because symbolic capitalists tend to hold political priorities, and embrace modes of political engagement, that diverge substantially from those of most other Americans and encourage an idiosyncratic approach to social justice advocacy.

Our lives and livelihoods are oriented around words, numbers, ideas, and other abstractions. As a consequence, we tend to take symbols very seriously. Because we traffic in cultural, political, academic, and totemic capital, we are highly attentive to status differences. We prioritize enhancing others’ symbolic standing over improving their material conditions in part because, for us, the former is genuinely a means to the latter (to a degree that is less true for folks outside the symbolic professions). Moreover, the people who gravitate toward the symbolic professions and flourish therein tend to be especially ideological, conformist, and extreme relative to most other Americans. And in virtue of where and how we live, we tend to be disconnected from the conditions and priorities of most “normies.”

As a function of these tendencies, as symbolic capitalists have been consolidated into the Democratic Party, we have completely changed the party. Its messaging and priorities have shifted dramatically. The party’s base has evolved in turn. Growing numbers of poor, working-class, and nonwhite voters are growing alienated from the Democratic Party and have been migrating to the GOP. It is difficult for symbolic capitalists to understand these trends because, again, we believe that we represent the will and interests of the marginalized and disadvantaged, while our opponents serve elite interests (and are driven by racism, sexism, authoritarianism, and ignorance).

However, in reality symbolic capitalists are, themselves, among the primary beneficiaries of contemporary inequalities. And we don’t just passively benefit. We actively exploit, exacerbate, and reinforce the very stratification that we are pledged to abolish. Indeed, for almost any action we condemn by superelites, multinational corporations, and corrupt politicians, it’s people like us who actually make it happen. Yet our sincere commitments to social justice often blind us to the role we play in contributing to social problems. They provide us with moral licenses that allow us to justify inegalitarian behaviors to ourselves and others. They empower us to scapegoat others for social problems.

This is not to say that symbolic capitalists are completely unaware of the dissonance between our rhetoric and our lifestyles, behaviors, or social position. We are often self-critical. However, we also believe that we’re more worthy of being elites than just about anyone else. Power, wealth, and resources are better in our hands than most others’. While we might not “deserve” everything we have in some metaphysical sense, we nonetheless view ourselves as good stewards of the “privileges” we’ve been given. Indeed, the very fact that we are self-critical is held up as proof of our essential goodness, fairness, and rationality. Again, cognitive sophistication renders symbolic capitalists especially good at producing these kinds of rationalizations to ourselves and others.

That’s the argument of the book in a nutshell. Of course, there’s much more that could be said on all these topics. For instance, the book tightly focused on “identity” issues (race, gender, sexuality) at the expense of other elements of symbolic capitalists’ ideology, such as environmentalism. However, similar dynamics hold for this issue as well.

The Americans most likely to identify as “strong environmentalists” are the same people who are most likely to identify as “antiracists,” “feminists,” or “allies” for LGBTQ folks: highly educated white liberals.1 Those who engage in climate activism are mostly female (61 percent) and almost entirely white (93 percent). More than nine out of ten climate activists have at least a BA, and more than a third possess a terminal degree.2

Much like other social justice causes, environmentalism is regularly used as a means to feel morally and intellectually superior to others, engage in moral licensing, and mystify social processes.3 Environmentalism is likewise tied to power and authority claims (i.e., if you don’t behave in the ways I find palatable, profess the things that I believe, vote for the people I support, or otherwise comply with my own tastes, priorities, and preferences, then we’ll all be underwater in ten years). Likely in virtue of their perceived usefulness in struggles over status and power, expressed concern about environmental issues rose rapidly and unilaterally among highly educated white liberals after 2010 (much like concern about racism, sexism, homophobia, etc.). However, as the broader Great Awokening began to fade after 2020, concern about environmental issues followed suit, as did climate catastrophist narratives in mainstream media.4 The post-2010 period was not unique in these regards. Environmental activism played a key role in each of the previous Great Awokenings too. Yet, in spite of our strong environmentalist leanings, symbolic capitalists are among the primary beneficiaries of the environmental devastation they conspicuously condemn.5 Moreover, we can observe the same paradoxes between rhetoric and behaviors with respect to environmentalism that we see with other aspects of mainstream symbolic capitalist ideology.6

In a world where word count was not a concern, it may have been fruitful and illuminating to do deeper dives into additional topics like these. Alternatively, it may have been productive to zoom out beyond the United States.


Sans Frontières

This book was fairly epic in scale, but also tightly focused on the United States. We looked rather narrowly at American history and American politics. I drew on studies of the United States, using samples from the U.S. population, and so forth. There were practical considerations at play in the choice of sample, from the availability of research, to my personal level of familiarity with the context in question, to language barriers, to considerations of reader interest and accessibility. There are also theoretical reasons why a focus on the United States makes sense: due to the centrality of the United States to the broader global order, developments in America exert a huge influence over much of the rest of the world, for better and for worse. However, it should be noted that many of the same historical developments and contemporary dynamics that we explored in the context of the United States have analogues across other Western, highly educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic (WEIRD) countries and beyond.

For instance, this text explored how a narrow slice of the population produces and consumes most symbolic economy outputs. Politically, geographically, socioeconomically, and in terms of race, gender, and sexuality, they diverge in systematic ways from the rest of society. Orian Brook, Dave O’Brien, and Mark Taylor have detailed at length how roughly the same consolidations, exclusions, and institutional inequalities manifest in the UK culture industries.7 Christophe Guilluy has illustrated similar trends in France.8

The same political consolidations observed in the United States among symbolic capitalists and within symbolic economy hubs are also present in the United Kingdom, in France, and across western (and much of eastern) Europe: left-aligned parties are increasingly captured by symbolic capitalists even as working-class, rural, ethnic or racial, and religious minority voters, and those whose work is tied to physical goods and services, are increasingly drifting toward the right.9 Moreover, there are growing cultural and institutional ties forming between symbolic capitalists, their institutions, and symbolic hubs across countries, even as within countries symbolic capitalists are growing increasingly distant from their fellow countrymen.10

“Victimhood culture” is increasingly prevalent among symbolic capitalists across these geographical contexts too. In Australia, for instance, growing numbers of highly educated whites are claiming to be aboriginal in order to leverage the benefits of totemic capital—leading to new requirements in many institutions to verify claims to minority background (rather than relying on self-identification, which has exploded).11 “Race shifting” is likewise growing increasingly prominent among whites in Canada.12 In one striking recent high-profile case, the scientific director of the Canadian Institutes of Health Research’s Institute of Indigenous Peoples’ Health, who is also a professor of epidemiology at the University of Saskatchewan, was found to be lying about her ancestry and life history. In TED talks and other public forums, she claimed to have grown up in poverty, and to have experienced racism her whole life as a result of her Métis background. In fact, she has no known Indigenous ancestors; investigators traced her family’s history on both sides through their arrival in North America. She also did not grow up in poverty as she claimed but, rather, was raised in an upper-middle-class household.13 Contrary to her previous narratives, she did not experience racism growing up either, as no one thought she was Indigenous, and indeed, she didn’t start identifying as such until her twenties. Cases like these are far from isolated incidents, not just in America, but across WEIRD countries.

The Great Awokening was not restricted to the United States either.14 High-income democracies across the board saw roughly contemporaneous shifts in attitudes on “identity” issues such as race, gender, and sexuality beginning around 2011.15 There were dramatic shifts in media discussion of prejudice and discrimination across a broad spectrum of countries after 2010.16 Over this period, the same movements broke out worldwide among symbolic capitalists and in symbolic capitalist hubs. In 2011, Occupy movements proliferated worldwide.17 In 2015, symbolic capitalists across the globe were declaring, “Je suis Charlie,” in the aftermath of the Charlie Hebdo massacre.18 Symbolic capitalists worldwide mourned Brexit and the election of Donald Trump together. The 2017 Women’s March and March for Science had analogues in symbolic hubs around the world as well.19 In the aftermath of George Floyd’s murder in 2020, there were major demonstrations evoking Black Lives Matter, even in contexts with few Black people, such as Seoul and Hong Kong.20

That said, the post-2010 Great Awokening did not seem to be as intense or protracted in many European contexts as it was in the United States. This is likely, in part, because the employment prospects and social status of symbolic capitalists are much more precarious in America, and the potential upsides of securing a good position are much higher as well.21 It is much easier to become extraordinarily wealthy in the United States as a symbolic capitalist, and also to end up struggling to maintain one’s elite status. In many European contexts, on the other hand, elite overproduction tends to be much better managed, and symbolic capitalist jobs tend to be comfortably compensated and more stable and secure—albeit often with lower renumeration as compared with equivalent posts in the United States at the high end. That is, there is less “at stake” in these moments of crisis in other countries (as compared with the United States), and this probably affects the intensity of Great Awokenings across contexts.

Critically, it’s not just Awokenings that have manifested in diverse geographical and cultural milieus—anti-wokenings have proliferated as well.22 In France, for instance, leaders across the spectrum have condemned the growing influence of “American-imported” ideas about social justice that are not relevant to France’s own history and culture. “Anti-wokisme” alliances are being formed to push back against these “dangerous” ideas that threaten to “tear France apart.”23 There is a certain irony here because, as François Cusset has aptly shown, many of the intellectual strands that define contemporary “wokeness” were themselves derived from poorly translated and often misinterpreted works of French theory that were transformed through integration with American identity politics, market ideology, and pop culture influences.24

This is all to say, the influence here is not monodirectional, with America as the prime mover and others simply adapting and reacting to us. Rather, what happens in America is influenced by socioeconomic, political, and cultural developments abroad (to include changes to the global order that allowed for the rise of a transnational symbolic economy), and what happens in the United States reciprocally affects how events play out in many other contexts. While practical considerations compelled me to keep the book tightly focused on the United States, many of the findings, arguments, and trends observed have analogues in other WEIRD countries and beyond.



Tentative Answers, New Questions

A source of perennial exhilaration and anxiety for social scientists is that, in the process of answering one set of questions, new and related questions begin to percolate and eventually start to consume you anew. The work, therefore, is never done.

This book was focused tightly on symbolic capitalists, our changing role in society, and the ways we mobilize social justice discourse in our struggles for status, wealth, and power. This approach yielded many important insights about contemporary U.S. society. However, with this foundation in place, still more could be learned by turning the analytic lens from the “winners” in the prevailing order toward those who perceive themselves to be the “losers.” For example, the following are some questions that were raised in the course of this investigation but could not be answered herein:


	Symbolic capitalists often expropriate blame for social problems onto those unrepresented in symbolic capitalist spaces—branding our opponents as sexist, racist, authoritarian, ignorant, and so on. This is in part a means of symbolic domination. However, isn’t there truth in these narratives as well? Isn’t it actually the case that many of the people aligned against symbolic capitalists express racist, sexist, homophobic, and transphobic views? Don’t they regularly align themselves in opposition to movements oriented around feminism, antiracism, LGBTQ rights, and related causes? Don’t they vote for authoritarian candidates? Aren’t they hostile toward key social institutions?

	To the extent that symbolic capitalists’ narratives about their opponents have an empirical basis, isn’t it good that said opponents are marginalized? For all the profound problems with symbolic capitalists and their social order, wouldn’t it be far worse if their opponents had more influence over American society?

	How and to what extent do changing gender dynamics within the symbolic economy relate to the growing political and cultural polarization observed between men and women in the United States?

	Why are growing numbers of working-class, racial and ethnic minority, and religious minority voters “voting against their interests” (as we tend to see it) and aligning with the political Right?

	How can we explain the apparent contemporary surge in ethnic and religious nationalist movements that is happening even as the political Right is becoming more diverse, and even as polls and surveys show consistent declines in expressed racism, sexism, homophobia, and so on among voters aligned with the GOP?

	Practically speaking, what, if anything, might be done to escape the sociopolitical and cultural doom loop we seem to be trapped in?



On the whole, this deep dive into the history, culture, and political economy of symbolic capitalists sharpened my conviction that growing inequality, the rise of Trump (and Trumpian politicians and social movements), the “crisis of expertise,” and rising tensions around “identity politics” are all part of the same basic story. They’re fronts in an overarching struggle between symbolic capitalists and those who feel unrepresented in their social order. Again, this is a struggle that is playing out not just in the United States but, mutatis mutandis, within many other countries as well. This conflict between symbolic capitalists and “the unrepresented” will likely dominate my scholarly attention in the months and years to come.



Beyond Belief

This is the part of the conclusion where readers would typically be presented with a list of advice or policies to mitigate the problems described throughout the text. However, as I emphasized at the outset, We Have Never Been Woke is not that type of book. Its project is to describe rather than prescribe. It is beyond my capacity to provide definitive answers about the good life, the good society, and how to get there. These are questions that we’ll have to figure out together.

If anything, this book could be considered an exercise in negative epistemology: whatever “social justice” looks like, it does not seem to be well reflected in symbolic capitalist institutions. Whatever the “good life” looks like, symbolic capitalists don’t seem to be living it. Whatever “moral virtue” is, we don’t seem to embody it in any particularly exceptional way. Whatever the core problems ailing society are perceived to be, we can be confident that the solution is not to just continue what we’ve been doing, but more or harder or with greater sincerity. Not only are we not “there” yet with respect to social justice, but it isn’t clear we’re anywhere close to being on the right track. As symbolic capitalists have grown in wealth and power, and as we’ve grown more overtly and unanimously “woke,” various forms of inequality have been expanding instead of shrinking. Rather than growth and innovation, we see stagnation and declines. Rather than increased efficacy and legitimacy in our institutions, we’re seeing increasing dysfunction and mistrust. There are no easy solutions or quick fixes available to upend these dynamics, as far as I can tell. And so, in lieu of the typical set of policy prescriptions and life advice, allow me to close with a final methodological point about studying human values instead.

Throughout this text I have insisted that symbolic capitalists are likely being sincere when they espouse social justice commitments. However, just because an expressed conviction is sincere doesn’t mean it’s particularly important. One advantage of drawing this distinction is that determining whether something is important (or a priority) for someone does not require scholars to take anyone’s word. One’s priorities are manifested through action.

Put another way, you don’t observe what is important to someone by what they say but rather by what they do, and by how they structure their lives. If something is valuable to a person, truly central to their being, they make room for it. They make sacrifices for it. It reshapes one’s other (more peripheral) commitments, and one’s behaviors, relationships, and life plans.25 On the other hand, if an expressed commitment does not meaningfully change how one operates, this is a sign that said commitment is not very important—certainly not relative to other commitments that do seem to set one’s agenda. Across the board, where and how people invest their resources, and what they are willing to risk or give up in order to achieve or attain something, provides far richer insight into what people care about than the narratives people try to spin about themselves (to include the responses people offer to polls and surveys).26

Analyzing symbolic capitalists in these terms, perhaps we really do want the poor to be uplifted. We want the oppressed to be liberated. We want the marginalized to be integrated. However, we’d prefer to find a way to achieve these goals without having to sacrifice anything personally or change anything about our own lives and aspirations. Symbolic capitalists simultaneously desire to be social climbers and egalitarians. We want to mitigate inequalities while also preserving or enhancing our elite position (and ensuring our children can reproduce or exceed our position). These drives are in fundamental tension. This tension has defined the symbolic professions from the outset. Both commitments are sincere. However, they do not seem to carry equal importance. Instead, the pursuit of social justice seems to be subordinate to the pursuit of affluence and influence—with the latter often subverting the former. This is an outcome that’s quite predictable.

In the book of Matthew (chapter 6), Jesus of Nazareth warns people against performative displays of righteousness. Trying to gain status from charity or virtue often undermines our ability to actually do good. Likewise, Jesus argued, it is impossible to devote one’s life to wealth and morality. The pursuit of one will invariably come at the expense of the other, likely sooner rather than later. Ultimately, Jesus argued, people have to choose what’s really important to them—and it’s a choice they make with their actions, not their words. You know the tree by its fruit.

Twenty-one centuries later, philosopher G. A. Cohen likewise challenged self-identified leftists and liberals to explain, “If you’re an egalitarian, how come you’re so rich?”27 Symbolic capitalists generally insist you can be both. Illustrating the prevailing mentality in the pages of The Independent, one writer declared, “As a proud champagne socialist, I know that having money doesn’t have to stop you believing in equality.”28 And of course, she’s perfectly right. But then again, believing in equality is not a political act. Nor does it change anything in the world—least of all for the genuinely marginalized and disadvantaged. The problem isn’t that there aren’t enough people who “believe” in equality—it’s that there isn’t sufficient will among believers to translate their feelings into concrete realities “in the world.”

As political theorist Teresa Bejan emphasized,29 at bottom, equality is not something to be believed in but rather something to be enacted. It’s not a cause to be supported in the abstract. It’s something we do.
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